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Introduction
In this lesson, you will improve your English while discussing current topics on ‘work-spouses’ and work-life balance. 

CANADIAN LANGUAGE BENCHMARK SELECTED 
COMPETENCIES

LISTENING COMPETENCY 
OUTCOMES:
• Comprehend main ideas and 

supporting details

• Understand factual details 
and some implied meanings in 
extended narration

• Infer meaning of expressions 
used based  
on the context

READING COMPETENCY 
OUTCOMES: 
• Understand main ideas and 

supporting details from a one 
page authentic text 

• Infer meaning from context

• Identify factual details in a text

SPEAKING COMPETENCY 
OUTCOMES:
• Engage in discussion questions 

with colleagues or others 

• Be able to summarize audio and 
video-mediated information 
using appropriate vocabulary 
and a variety of structures

WRITING COMPETENCY 
OUTCOMES
• Take simple notes from 

reference materials and audio 
or video-mediated material in 
order to respond to questions

LANGUAGE ACTIVITIES/TABLE OF CONTENTS

Introduction (Page 2)
• Discuss relationships at work

Vocabulary Activity (Page 2)
• Increase understanding of relevant vocabulary and 

expressions used in background reading article

Reading Comprehension Activity (Page 3)
• Read background article to identify main points and to 

respond to general questions

Background Article (Pages 4-6)
Listening Activity 1 (Page 7)
• Identify specific details from a shorter video or audio-

mediated interview (6.5 minutes in length) to respond 
to questions and take part in discussion on ‘work 
spouses’

Listening Activity 2 (Page 8-11)
• Identify specific details from a lengthy video or audio-

mediated interview (32 minutes in length) to respond 
to questions and take part in discussion on work-life 
balance

Language Focus on Interrupting in English (Pages 12-13)
Transcript of work-spouse interview (Pages 14-16)
Transcript of work-life balance interview (Pages 17 – 26)
Answer Key (Pages 27-30)

RECOMMENDED EXTENSION ACTIVITIES

• View transcripts for new vocabulary and expressions after completing comprehension activities

• Find an article on work-life balance and summarize it
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Introduction

WARM UP QUESTIONS
Have you developed close friendships with people that you’ve worked with? Do you think it is a good idea to develop 
friendships with colleagues? Why or why not? Do you think having friends at work makes the workplace more enjoyable?

VOCABULARY FOR BACKGROUND READING ARTICLE
Look at the words below and their meanings before reading the article. 

VOCABULARY DEFINITION
jest to tease and joke in a playful way
platonic (of love/friendship) intimate and affectionate but not sexual
unimpeachable Entirely trustworthy; not able to be doubted or questioned
stilted stiff and self-conscious or unnatural
spin-off a byproduct or incidental result of something larger
prone to likely to or liable to suffer from; susceptible to; vulnerable
pre-determined established or decided in advance
boundaries a limit of a subject or activity; a dividing line
faux not genuine; fake or false
devoid entirely lacking or free from
to break the ice to initiate social interchanges and conversation
heck expressing surprise, frustration, or dismay
idiosyncrasies a mode of behaviour or way of thought peculiar to an individual
bicker argue about petty and trivial matters
boosted to help or encourage (something) to increase or improve
cynical believing that people are motivated by self-interest; distrustful of human sincerity or integrity
disconcerting causing one to feel unsettled
rivalry competition for the same objective or for superiority in the same field
sidelined remove from the center of activity or attention; place in a less influential position
shenanigans Silly or high-spirited behaviour; mischeif
to bounce something 
off someone

To discuss something with someone in order to get their opinion and make a decision

unsettled lacking stability
to fancy someone to feel a desire or liking for someone
incessant (of something regarded as unpleasant) continuing without pause
chatter incessant trivial talk; babbling
awkwardness discomfort; the feeling of being uncomfortable or embarrassed
norm something that is usual, typical, or standard
shut-out a competition or game in which the losing side fails to score
click with someone quickly become friendly or intimate
naively showing lack of experience, wisdom, or judgment; innocently
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READING COMPREHENSION ACTIVITY 1
Read the background article for overall comprehension. 

READING COMPREHENSION ACTIVITY 2
Read the background article in order to respond to the following questions.

1. What is the relationship between Paul and Emily?

2. What movie has prompted the discussion of ‘work spouses’?

3. What do most employees say is crucial to having a happy working life?

4. What is the benefit to companies when their employees have a best friend at work?

5. What does Joanna Butler, occupational psychologist, say about today’s working environment?

6. What are the benefits to having a work spouse?

7. What are some of the downsides to having a work spouse?

8. Describe the distance Emily keeps between her work and real-life spouse?

9. How does Paul think his wife Scarlett would feel about Emily if they were to meet?

10. What does Peer say about the relationship Emily and Paul share at work?

11. What is Angela doing as a result of her ‘work spouse’ relationship?

12. What did Angela learn with regards to having a ‘work spouse’?

13. Do you know what Movember (underlined on page 2) refers to?
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BACKGROUND READING ARTICLE

‘Like an old marriage with no sexual element’:  

The surprisingly strong bond  
of a ‘work spouse’
NATIONAL POST  |  Antonia Hoyle, The Telegraph | October 28, 2015 11:44 AM ET

 
Your work spouse might be one of your closest friends

As he sits in a meeting, Paul Mitcheson’s phone lights up with a message: “Miss me?”

It has been sent in jest by his colleague, Emily Blewett, from her desk just yards away. Not that Paul and Emily are having 
an affair — they are both happily married to other people — but they are in a relationship of sorts. They are “work 
husband and wife” — male and female colleagues who share an exclusive platonic bond in the office, one that can feel like 
a marriage, but without the sexual intimacy.
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Theirs is a complex partnership that has been brought into focus by the 
release next month of Steve Jobs, the Danny Boyle film based loosely 
on the life of the Apple co-founder, played by Michael Fassbender. At 
its heart is Jobs’s unimpeachable friendship with his marketing director, 
Joanna Hoffman (Kate Winslet), with whom he shares his ambitions and 
emotions — but not his bed.

For previous generations, office conversation was largely restricted to 
stilted small talk. But today, 70 per cent of employees say having friends 
at work is the most crucial part of having a happy working life, while 
50 per cent of employees with a best friend at work claim they feel a 
strong connection with their company.

The rise of the work spouse is the inevitable spin-off, as Joanna Butler, 
an occupational psychologist, explains: “We’re more likely to work 
in collaborative environments than isolated units these days, which 
make us more prone to this kind of ‘marrying.’ We’re also working 
longer hours, during which we seek a cheerleader to help us deal with 
work-based stresses. “It’s easier and safer to have friendships with the 
opposite sex at work when there are pre-defined boundaries.”

Despite the faux flirtation, Emily says her work marriage is devoid of 
romance. In fact, the dynamic is dependent on its platonic status: “We 
joke around, but our relationship is like an old marriage with no sexual 
element,” she says. “Paul is a huge source of support — but nothing 
would ever happen between us.”

They have been working in the same London office since August  
2013 when Emily, 34, a PR consultant, joined Movember, the men’s 
health charity where Paul is head of marketing and communications. 
The ice was broken three days later when Emily spilt a glass of water 
over her desk.

“Paul pulled out a pair of black boxer shorts from an overnight  
bag to dry it,” recalls Emily, from London. “I asked him what the  
heck he thought he was doing, and he simply replied: ‘It’s all right  
— they’re clean.’”

This potentially awkward moment proved a turning point, she says.  
“I knew at that moment Paul would become a friend. He is technically 
my boss, but it’s not a corporate office environment.”

Paul adds: “There is a chemistry between us in terms of trust and 
friendship — but no sexual vibe.”

None the less, they fast developed the idiosyncrasies of married 
couples. “I tell him if he’s wearing something that doesn’t suit him,” says 
Emily. “We bicker when we don’t agree on work projects. The other 
day, when I was about to eat a chocolate, he asked me if I was sure I 
wanted to as it looked like I’d put on a bit of weight.”

There are other benefits to having a work spouse besides boosted 
morale, says Butler: “We used to see colleagues as competition but 
now understand the value of networking. To support someone can 
ensure you climb the career ladder with them. To take a cynical view, 
for some this can be about seeing the relationship as a means to  
a step up.”

Eight ways to tell if you 
have a work spouse
1. You’re seen around  

the office together 
Gossiping, naturally — but you’re 
happy to work late together, too.  
If you can’t lunch in the canteen with 
your work spouse, you’d  
rather eat al desko.

2. They’re your number  
one go-to colleague 
Got a work dilemma? Your work 
spouse is the first to know. You talk 
about the office on the phone after 
hours. All work-related gossip is told 
to the work spouse immediately.

3. You ask each other for advice 
Rough patch in a relationship? Should 
you move house? Who  
you gonna call?

4. You’ve cried in front of them 
Your work spouse has seen you at 
your lowest — and you know they’ll 
say all the right things.

5. You’ve got each other’s  
backs on social media 
A work spouse is quick to ”like” 
Instagram posts and Facebook 
statuses. You have at least 10 photos 
tagged together.

6. They know how to embarrass you 
The flip-side of your close 
relationship is that work spouses 
know your most compromising  
and cringeworthy secrets, and use 
them to great comedic effect at 
office parties.

7. They can be brutally  
honest with you 
Your work spouse is a voice of reason 
who will make you think again before 
sending that ill-advised email to a 
superior.

8. You miss them when  
they are out of the office 
Don’t worry, half-term only  
lasts a week.

Sadie Levy Gale
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Work spouses can have a surprisingly intimate — though not sexual — relationship.

Yet such a close friendship can be disconcerting for colleagues, warns psychotherapist Marisa Peer – author of Ultimate 
Confidence (Sphere, pounds 12.99): “Even if it’s not physically intimate, it can cause rivalry and jealousy, with other 
colleagues feeling sidelined.” Paul insists he and Emily simply amuse colleagues with their shenanigans: “We bounce off 
each other for comic effect.”

It would be easy for their real-life spouses to feel unsettled, but Emily, married to digital marketing consultant Will, 34, 
with whom she lives in London with their daughter, Matilda, three, says her husband isn’t jealous: “Will trusts me implicitly. 
He and Paul are similarly calm and considered. The only difference is that I fancy Will, who thinks it’s funny that someone 
else has to suffer my incessant chattering during the day.”

Emily tries to keep a distance between her work and real-life husbands. “I don’t think my friendship with Paul needs to 
seep outside the office, just as I don’t come to work to talk about my family,” she explains.

Paul’s wife of seven years Scarlett, 38 – with whom he lives in Cambridge with their children Evie, six, and Jake, five — is 
similarly relaxed, despite never having met Emily. “I think they’d get on well,” says Paul. “Scarlett runs her own property 
company and knows successful businesses require open relationships, so there is no awkwardness.”

Peer says their situation is not necessarily the norm: “For every wife or husband who appreciates the colleague of the 
opposite sex who lessens the load for their partner, there will be another wife or husband who feels shut out.”

It is a fact Judith Lockwood felt so conscious of that she insisted she met Lynn, the wife of her work husband Gary Wroe, 
before they set up the jewellery brand Arctic Circle.

When Gary and I went into business, I felt it important to get to know Lynn for my relationship with Gary to be successful

“When Gary and I went into business, I felt it important to get to know Lynn for my relationship with Gary to be 
successful,” says Judith, 49. So she invited Gary, 46, and Lynn, 47, a teaching assistant, to her York home. “The three of us 
had dinner and laughed all night. She and I now share a great relationship.”

Of course, not all work marriages are destined for a happy ever after, as Angela Brewer has discovered. A buyer for a 
department store, Angela, 50, recently “divorced” her work husband after he declared a romantic interest in her. “Richard 
joined my department two years ago and we clicked immediately,” says Angela, who is in a long-term relationship.

“We held brainstorming breakfasts and supported each other if either of us went for promotion. Richard was single but he 
knew I wasn’t and, perhaps naively, I never suspected he had romantic feelings for me.”

But this summer, Richard told Angela he was falling in love with her. “Since then, things have been awkward, both between 
us and among our colleagues, who can all sense the friction.” So much so, that Angela is applying for a new job: “Having a 
work spouse seemed like a good idea, but I’ve learnt the hard way that it comes with risks, too.”
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LISTENING COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS
Watch the video interview by clicking play or listen to the audio clip on ‘office marriages’. Before listening, view the 
following 6 questions below. 

1. How does Mark describe ‘work spouse in his introduction?

2. In their opinions, what are the benefits of a person having a ‘work spouse’?

3. A reference is made to a glazed over look. What does this mean?

4. What are the drawbacks to having a ‘work spouse’?

5. Why might real-life spouses feel threatened?

6. What advice do they have for somebody in a work spouse relationship of the opposite sex?

Edmonton AM is talking ‘office marriages’

Edmonton AM is talking ‘office marriages’6:10

Edmonton AM host Mark Connolly chats with Edmonton psychologists Andrea McTague and Julie Curley about the 
phenomenon of so called ‘work spouses.’

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
Discuss or think of the following questions below. 

1. Do you think there is a difference between a friendship and a ‘work spouse’ relationship? 

If you are married, does your spouse have a work spouse? If so, how do you feel about this relationship?

http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/edmonton/edmonton-am-is-talking-office-marriages-1.3304700
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/edmonton/edmonton-am-is-talking-office-marriages-1.3304700
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LISTENING ACTIVITY 2
Instructions: To listen, click here or copy link below into your browser or listen to audio clip provided.

http://www.cbc.ca/radio/popup/audio/player.html?p=a&autoPlay=true&mediaIds=2649614232

LISTENING COMPREHENSION TASKS FOR WORK-LIFE BALANCE VIDEO/AUDIO

TASK 1

Listen to the video or audio clip related to work-life balance one time. While you listen, take notes. 

http://www.cbc.ca/radio/popup/audio/player.html?p=a&autoPlay=true&mediaIds=2649614232
http://www.cbc.ca/radio/popup/audio/player.html?p=a&autoPlay=true&mediaIds=2649614232
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TASK 2

Now look at your notes and the questions below. Listen to the video or audio clip again. While you listen, respond to the 
questions. You may wish to see which questions you can respond to using your notes prior to listening to it again. 

1. What impact does Michael Enright say computers and smart phones have had between our work and personal life?

2. What areas does Linda Duxbury’s research include?

3. What area does Ron Friedman, social psychologist, specialize in?

4. How does Ron describe the world we live in today when asked why the situation is getting worse not better?

5. What does Ron say is an unspoken expectation of employees with regards to their email?

6. What is the risk of not tending to your email?

7. What does Linda say she has a great deal of cynicism when it comes to the sincerity of many companies?

8. What impact did the gigantic baby-boom cohort have on organizations?

9. Describe the attitudes that the younger generation has with regards to work-life balance?
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10. What do both interviewees say is the problem with the data provided by StatsCan (i.e. Statistics Canada)?

11. What does Ron say about the research on work places that provide people with greater flexibility?

12. What does Linda say about her research data of managers and professionals who are paid more?

13. What does Linda say about the time we are spending on email?

14. What advice do Linda and Ron say with regards to employees’ email while on vacation?

15. Why does Ron think it is important for companies to ensure their employees disconnect?

16. If an employee has a conflict with something they have to do for work or for family, where are they most likely to give 
priority?

17. What does Ron say when asked how he would design or redesign the workday if he could?

18. How does Ron say we evaluate people in the office? What does he say employers need to focus on? 
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19. What typically happens to people at 3 o’clock in the afternoon?

20. What does Linda say with regards to the workforce? 

10% -  

60 to 70% -  

10% - 

21. What does she say with regards to managing people?

22. What does Ron say with regards to exercise?

23. What tips and suggestions does Ron provide around email and phones?

POST DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
Discuss the following questions with a friend or colleague.

• What do organizations need to recognize with regards to engagement?

• Why is Work-Life Balance an important topic?

• What changes are we likely to see in the future?

• What impact do you think the current economic crisis have on organizations with regards to work-life balance?

• Did you like this video/audio? Why or why not?
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LANGUAGE FOCUS: INTERRUPTING
Source: http://esl.about.com/od/intermediatepronunciation/fl/Interrupting-in-English.htm

In the last video/audio clip on work-life balance, we have examples of pauses and interruptions.

Interrupting a discussion can take place for a number of reasons. For example you might interrupt a conversation to:

• Give a message to someone

• Ask a quick question that has nothing to do with the conversation

• Give your opinion about something that has been said

• Interrupt to join the conversation

Here are forms and phrases used to interrupt conversations and meetings arranged by purpose. 

Interrupting to Give Someone Information

Use these short forms to quickly and efficiently interrupt a conversation to deliver a message.

I’m sorry to interrupt but you’re needed (on the phone / in the office / in the classroom). Sorry for the interruption. It’s Jim 
/ Peter / Mary on the phone. Pardon me, but I have John on the phone. Excuse me, could I get a signature / an answer / a 
cup of coffee quickly?

Interrupting to Ask a Quick Unrelated Question

At times we need to interrupt to ask an unrelated question. These short phrases quickly interrupt to ask for something 
else.

I’m sorry to interrupt, but this will only take a minute. Sorry for the interruption, but could you (answer a quick question / 
help me for a moment / give me an opinion on...)?

 I’m so sorry. This will just take a minute. I apologize for the interruption, but I have an important question.

Interrupting to Join the Conversation with a Question

Using questions are a polite way of interrupting. Here are some of the most common questions we ask in order to be 
allowed to join the conversation.

Could I jump in?  Could I add something?  Can I say something?  May I interject?

Interrupting to Join the Conversation

During a conversation we might need to interrupt the conversation if we are not asked for our opinion. In this case, these 
phrases will help.

Would you mind if I joined the conversation?  I couldn’t help overhearing. (Use when listening to a conversation that you 
are not a part of) Sorry to butt in, but I think / feel ... If I may, I think / feel...

Interrupting Someone Who has Interrupted You

Sometimes we don’t want to allow an interruption. In this case, use the following phrases to bring the conversation back to 
your point of view.

Please let me finish. Let me complete my thought. Would you please let me finish?

Can I continue, please?

http://esl.about.com/od/intermediatepronunciation/fl/Interrupting-in-English.htm
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Allowing an Interruption

If you want to allow an interruption, use one of these short phrases to allow the person to ask a question, express an 
opinion, etc. 

No problem. Go ahead. Sure, what do you think? That’s OK. What do you need / want?

Continuing after an Interruption

Once you’ve been interrupted you can continue your point after the interruption by using one of these phrases.

As I was saying, I think / feel ... To get back to what I was saying, I think / feel ... I’d like to return to my argument. 
Continuing where I left off...
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TRANSCRIPT 1

OFFICE MARRIAGES – EDMONTON AM

0:05 Mark: Many of us spend more time at work with our colleagues than we do with our own family.  That 
phenomenon has led to what is called a ‘work spouse’; someone you trust to share intimate details of 
your life with, bounce ideas off of.  Andrea McTague and Julie Curley know the concept quite well.  They 
are both psychologists with Shift Psychological, here in Edmonton, and they join us this morning.  Good 
morning ladies!

0:25 Ladies: Good morning!

0:26 Mark: So, you two, you’re work spouses?

0:28 Lady: Yea, we’re definitely work spouses as well.  

0:30 Mark: So, describe your relationship.

0:33 Andrea: Well, this morning it started out with being way too early for me, so Julie, of course, had to do my zipper 
up on my blouse and everything; cause we’re a bit co-dependent

0:43 Mark: I see

0:45 Julie: It actually began with a wakeup call, because she was too worried that she wouldn’t wake up

0:50 Andrea: That’s a very ‘work spousy’ thing!

0:53 Mark: So, your partners in real life, how do they feel about your relationship?

0:56: Julie: I think mine is grateful, because it actually takes pressure off of him

1:01 Andrea: And mine just interacts really well with Julie and they become kind of a…they gang up a little bit; a little 
polygamist relationship against me.  It’s quite unfortunate, actually.

1:13 Mark: Well, that’s the way it goes.  As a psychologist I assume you come across this phenomenon once in a 
while.  So what are the benefits of somebody having a work spouse?

1:23 Andrea: I think it’s that level of intimacy at work where you can come in and somebody knows if you’ve had a 
good day or a bad day, or somebody knows if they should get you cookies immediately, if you’ve had a 
bad day.  That’s kind of our go to… Jules…

1:36 Julie: I think the other thing too is that a lot of people (for us, or anybody) when you’re working in an 
environment that your spouse at home doesn’t necessarily understand everything that’s going on, the 
politics… And so you’ll have a person that you vent to and you don’t bore your spouse at home.

1:53 Mark: You don’t have to explain every intimate detail of everything and they kinda go…

1:58 Julie: The glazed over look.  Yes.

2:00 Mark: But what are the drawbacks?

2:02 Julie: I would say one of the drawback is if your spouse at home doesn’t understand that that relationship is 
just at work, or if they are worried that it’s going to infringe on their relationship at home.

2:13 Andrea: Sometimes it does, right.  Some people get more fulfillment out of their work spouse, and then that 
can lead to some emotional affairs, or potentially (if it’s some kind of hetero work spouse situation) 
sometimes a romantic affair as well.  So that’s a fairly large drawback for certain people.  I guess it 
benefit for some, but…

2:33 Mark: And I would think that some spouses would feel threatened by that in a way.  Would they?
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2:41 Andrea: Definitely!  Just cause of that level of emotional intimacy, right?  And also it could be a negative in the 
sense that if other people in the working environment get a little ‘weirded’ out by the camaraderie 
between work spouses.  Because you’re kind of…the deal is you’re always on the same side and you’re 
always helping each other out – that sort of thing. So that can infringe upon office dynamics sometimes 
as well

3:04 Mark: I would think too, that some people, if you find somebody like that that you have this great relationship 
with at work, it might make you realize that, I don’t have that great of relationship at home, and that 
could lead to obvious problems.

3:19 Julie: I think that can happen.  Again, I think it can highlight benefits and weaknesses within those 
relationships.  Whereas, if the relationship at home isn’t great, and either spouse sees that that’s 
missing, it can lead to some tense moments, probably.

3:35 Mark: I know when Portia and I were co-host on television we use to joke about TV wife and TV husband, of 
course.  But we knew each other’s spouses very well and we got along great.  So it was always kind a 
fun, and that sort of thing, and funny.  But what advice would you give to somebody in a work spouse 
relationship of the opposite sex?  How do you handle that?  What are the barriers?  Do you have to have, 
sort of… I don’t want to say ‘barriers’

4:03 Andrea: Boundaries!

4:04 Mark: Boundaries!  Yea…

4:06 Andrea: So, boundaries in a work spouse kind of relationship, I think it depends on if there are partners at 
home or not.  Cause if there aren’t partners at home, then it’s kind of ok if that evolves into a romantic 
relationship, in some context

4:17 Mark: And it could be same sex relationship as well, of course.

4:19 Andrea: Exactly, exactly!  But, if there are partners at home I think it is really important for the partners to get 
a chance to meet the work spouse, or be taken out.  If it’s like a work Christmas party or whatever, that 
they are invited and it doesn’t become exclusionary; I think that would be pretty important. 

4: 35 Mark: But what do you say when you have a real spouse who says, I don’t want you to be in that kind of 
relationship?  Then, what do you do?  Do you have clients who have said that or have been…?

4:48 Andrea: Oh, definitely!  But then we look at the real spouses’ thing like jealousy.  Have there been injuries to the 
relationship in the past? Have there been kind of sketchy situations?  Have there been some disrespect 
or is it in the spouse’s head?  And that way you want to go into the jealousy controlling thing and see 
what’s going on with that.  So, it depends on where the issue lies exactly.

5:08 Mark: Well, what do you think about Garett and I?  Do you think we kind of look like we kind a got the work 
spouse thing going on here?

5:14 Andrea: Well, from that little bickering earlier, then definitely.  That sounds a lot like us in the staff room.

5:18 Mark: Oh, really?

5:20 Julie: Occasionally…

5:21 Mark: Occasionally that’s what happens?

5:22 Andrea: I’m not known for not focusing properly on things, and she gets her serious face out, a little bit.

5:29 Mark: I really never get much serious face.  Well, do I?

5:31 Garett: No, no!!

5:32 Andrea: Teasing face?

5:34 Guy: It wouldn’t work!  I don’t respond well to that sort of thing.

5:37   Mark: You don’t respond well to anything!!
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5:39   Guy: Well, you’re doing an excellent job in this relationship.  You ask nothing of me!

5:43 Mark: Yea, exactly!  Just the weather and traffic really.

5:46 Andrea: See, that’s why the ‘work spouse’ relationships are so much less pressure.

5:48 Mark: Exactly! No pressure at all really!

5:51 Andrea: And bribed with chocolate.  That’s true. That works.

5:54 Mark: Well, I’m glad to hear it’s going so well.

5:56 Andrea: It is indeed.  So far, so good.

5:59 Mark: Ladies, thanks for coming in to chat about it.  We appreciate it.

6:01 Ladies: Thank you very much for having us!

6:02 Mark: Andrea McTague and Julie Curley are psychologists with Shift Psychological here in Edmonton, and 
they’re also work spouses.
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TRANSCRIPT 2

WORK-LIFE BALANCE FROM THE CBC SUNDAY EDITION

Number of speakers:  3 (Michael Enright – M.E., Linda Duxbury – L.D., Ron Friedman – R.F.)

Duration:   32 min 40 sec

[00:00:00]

M.E.: If it’s true that all work and no play makes Jack a dull boy, we are spawning a legion of Jacks – and of course Jills. 
According to a Canadian study conducted in 2012, the amount of time we are devoting to work has increased 
dramatically over the years. In 2001, just over half the men surveyed, and almost 40% of the women, said they 
were working more than 45 hours a week. In 2012, that number went up substantially, to 68% of the men and 
54% of the women. In this age of computers, and email, and smartphones, it is undeniable that the lines have 
blurred between our work lives and our personal lives. This has spawned an avalanche of articles and books that 
admonish us about the importance of achieving work-life balance, and they dish out advice on all the things we 
can do to make our lives better.

 This morning we have two guests, who have done a great deal of research in this area. They believe there is a 
great deal more that employers can do, to help employees find the balance between their work life and their 
personal life. Linda Duxbury is an award-winning pioneer in this area. She’s been on the program before. She’s 
professor at the Sprott School of Business at Carleton University; she has conducted countless studies for 
both the public and private sectors. In addition to work-life balance, her research interests include managing a 
changing workforce, and employee mental health. Professor Duxbury is in our studio in Ottawa this morning.

 Ron Friedman joins us from New York. He is a social psychologist who specializes in human motivation. He has 
taught at a number of American universities and he left academia to bring his research into the workplace as a 
consultant. He is also the author of the recently published book, The Best Place to Work: The Art and Science of 
Creating an Extraordinary Workplace. 

 Good morning to both of you and welcome!

[00:02:01]

L.D.:  Well, thanks for inviting us.

M.E.: It seems we’ve been talking about the importance of work-life balance almost from the dawn of history. What… 
but why is the situation getting worse and not better? Ron, let’s start with you.

R.F.:  Well, you know, I spent many years as a psychologist, teaching at colleges and universities, and then I went off 
into the corporate world. And it was in that experience of seeing for myself, how most offices operate, that I 
came to realize that all of this research that psychologists and researchers in the slew of fields have collected 
over the last few decades, are just not being applied. We have so many insights about how we can be more 
productive and more creative and more engaged on the job. And it… And there-there’s just a massive divide 
between the latest science and the modern workplace. We-we live in a world now where technology and work 
just permeates all aspect of our personal life and we all carry around an office in our pocket in the form of a 
smart phone. So, rather than encouraging people to find work-life balance, we really should be encouraging 
people to find work-life integration and offering steps to make that a reality.

[00:03:06]

M.E.: ‘Cause we take our work home with us, of course, and that’s the, that’s the point you’re making.

R.F.:  We do and there’s an unspoken expectation that employees tend to their emails at all hours. And it doesn’t 
need to be spoken, because the reality is, if you don’t respond to your email, you risk falling behind. And a lot of 
companies, you know, even the ones where they talk about work-life balance, all the accolades go to those who 
work all the time.
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M.E.: Yeah.

R.F.:  So, it’s ultimately about modeling the behaviors. If you’re interested in getting people to integrate work in life, 
it’s about having management that models the right behaviors.

M.E.: Professor Duxbury. Linda, what do you make of all this? What… You’ve done a survey, you did a survey… 

L.D.:  Oh, I’ve done, I’ve done three national surveys and…

M.E.: On balancing work-life?

L.D.:  On balancing work and family. And I must admit, I have a large amount of cynicism around the sincerity of many 
companies. They talk balance, but quite frankly, they want people there and they want people working. It’s 
shareholder value, it’s saving taxpayers’ dollars. Part of the challenges, if we go back historically, we had this 
gigantic baby-boom cohort, which created a situation where there was way more people who wanted work than 
good jobs. And so, what that meant was organizations were able to downsize, restructure, reengineer, dump the 
work on the survivors and tell them how lucky they were to have a job.

[00:04:26]

M.E.: To have a job, yeah.

L.D.:  And so, we’ve created a culture, you know, of men… of the belief that in fact the dedicated worker, the hard 
worker, the committed worker, is the one who works the long hours; and the people who push back are worried 
about getting ahead or even keeping their job in an environment like the one we have now. But the good news 
is, is that the younger people who are coming up, they’re in relatively short supply. If you look, they’re 42% 
as large a size of cohort, as the boomers they’re going to replace. They’ve seen their parents on stress leave. 
They’ve seen their parents get divorced, they’ve seen their parents have a drinking problem, on Prozac… And 
they put a much higher priority on life, not even balance. You know, it’s like, I want to balance my skiing

M.E.: Yeah.

L.D.:  And my… You know, none of this having kids and looking after them, or elder care or whatever. They don’t 
even have pets. But they will not stay working for an organization that just give lip service and doesn’t provide 
balance.

[00:05:33]

M.E.: How… I have to ask you, how much of this is-is perception that we think we are working harder and longer, but 
in fact we’re not? The US Bureau of Labor Statistics said that in 1964 we were working about 38 hours a week, in 
2013 it’s down to 33.7 hours. It’s a drop of 12%. Does that mean Canadians are working more than Americans?

L.D.:  Well, you’d have to ask how they calculated that, because if they put in people who are part-time and people 
who are in contingent work, you know, it could be labor market chains, like StatsCan. It depends on who you’re 
including in that total. And I know for example, StatsCan looks at how much time you spend at the workplace 
working and they kind of ignore

M.E.: In the office you mean?

L.D.:  the evenings and weekends.

M.E.: Yeah.  

L.D.:  And so, they’re not really getting a good measure of work. So, I-I probably wouldn’t believe that data quite 
frankly.
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[00:06:30]

R.F.:  And I-I would agree with Linda on that, because what these statistics don’t look at is that the amount of time 
that we’re spending thinking about work. So, work is no longer confined to the things that we do between the 
hours of nine and five, often times the best ideas happen when you’re on the treadmill, or you’re walking your 
dog, you’re in the shower. And so, work now envelops every aspect of our life and this is why I think it’s so 
interesting to look at the science is, 

M.E.: Yeah.

R.F.:  when you look at the research on this, providing people with greater flexibility actually gets them to work harder 
and produce more. So, it’s you know, we have this idea that our productivity is going to be tied directly to the 
hours we spend on the job, but in fact that’s not true; when you provide people with greater flexibility, they do a 
better job for you.

[00:07:14]

M.E.: But does that apply, does that apply right across the board? Because there’s been some research by professor 
named Daniel Hammersmith, at the University of Texas. And he said that the better off you are, the richer you 
are, the more likely you are to complain about being time poor. You know, it’s a… it’s a kind of professional class 
kvetch.

R.F.:  When you have more money, you have more options available to you. And so, you’re constantly thinking about 
what you’re not doing, so the opportunity cost increases, the more money you have. So, in fact, there is a 
downside to having more options available to you, because now you’re saying no to more and more things.

M.E.: Right.

R.F.:  And so, it’s kind of interesting when you think about the relationship between income and happiness on the job. 
And we think about, you know, we think about what-what our next job is going to be, we-we weigh the factors 
like, what am I going to be paid, what’s my title going to be, how much status do I get. But in fact, the things that 
really lead to happiness at work are our basic psychological needs of autonomy, competence and relatedness.

[00:08:14]

M.E.: Linda, go ahead.

L.D.:  If I can interrupt… I would say actually, my data’s unequivocal, the managers and professionals who are paid 
more, are working longer hours, significantly longer hours, and the expectations on them to work longer hours 
in their position. And if I go back to what my data would say, you know, if we… if we dump it onto a unionized 
person, then… or a person who’s paid by the hour, then we’re gonna have to pay extra money to get them 
working evenings and weekends. But if we give it to our managers and professionals, hey, they’ll do it for free.

M.E.: Let’s… let’s be clear here. We’re talking about people who are working because they have to, not necessarily 
because they want to.

L.D.:  A lot of… No, no. The data would say, like a lot of managers and professionals, it’s a… it’s a compounding thing. 
They love what they do. If they’ve got a good job, they love what they do, they’re excited by their work, but the 
expectations on them, because of the job they’re in, are-are much more significant. And so, if I look at my data, I 
would have almost 80% of my managers working a 55 hour week or more.

[00:09:23]

M.E.: Why… I thought technology was going to help us in all of this. We’re gonna have…

L.D.:  I shut mine off, I shut mine off.

M.E.: Your cellphone. We have more… we were gonna have more leisure time, we could to spend more time with the 
children…
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L.D.:  We’ve got some land for you in Texas too, if you believe that. 

M.E.: What happened? Ron, let me ask you: what… why did that not happen?

R.F.:  Well, I think that part of it has been, again, the shift in expectations. You know, it’s interesting, I was thinking 
about this before I came on. Back in the 90s, when blackberries first appeared, the people who got them first 
were

[00:10:00]

really the high status members, the people who really needed to be in touch all the time.

M.E.: Right.

R.F.:  And so, it became the… We-we kind of have been sold a bill of goods where the constant, the-the access to our 
email at all hours made us feel important and wanted. And so, there is an aspect of it that initially came with, 
this signifies my value as a citizen having this device. And then we became addicted to it. You know, there are 
elements of email that are addicting, that you get a constant dopamine rush every time you open your email 
and you find an unopened message; sometimes it’s good, sometimes not so good. But the idea that it might be 
great, that leads us to check our email again and again. You know, I-I think ultimately what we have to recognize 
is, that if we’re gonna get people to performing at their best, we don’t want them connecting all the time. It’s 
just not good from a business perspective.

M.E.: Well, Linda, the last time you and I talked, it was about email, and you were a…

L.D.:  The spawn of Satan, I call it.

M.E.: That’s right, yes! Talk a bit about, if we eliminated email… I know there’s some, there’s a…

L.D.:  Well…

M.E.: There’s a ministry in Ottawa that said, turn your cellphone off Friday night…

L.D.:  Citizenship in immigration.

M.E.: Right, yeah.

L.D.:  And I believe actually, you know, it’s a hard thing. There’s a personal control element there. There’s also, you 
know, a lot of people procrastinate with email. They’ve got an important or urgent thing to do,

M.E.: Right.

L.D.:  so hey, they don’t want to do it, so they check their email. Then there’s the cultural expectations that you will 
be available 24/7. And if your own manager or your manager’s manager is on at all hours of the day and night, 
and they manage at the last minute and you miss notice that the meeting that was called on Monday; so people 
feel at risk, if they’re not checking it. There’s a whole bunch of things. I’m supervising a PhD thesis right now on 
urgent versus important. And…

M.E.: That’s interesting.

[00:12:00]

L.D.:  Well, it’s very interesting, ‘cause email increases the sense of urgency, but a lot of the time we’re spending on 
email is-is badly used time. It’s not necessary and-and it’s not productive.

M.E.: And the other thing is, I find that people expect you to answer their email.

L.D.:  And they email you to ask you why you haven’t answered their email.

M.E.: And they are pissed off that you haven’t

L.D.:  I know.
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M.E.: responded. And I say well, what... Why-why would I respond, you didn’t say anything. It was just, you know, I-I 
find that…

L.D.:  I tell people my vacation message when I go away, ‘cause I’m sure… I’m sure Ron knows the same thing. You put 
your vacation message on, you come back and you’ve got 1600 emails. So, now I say I’m going to be back on 
such and such a day. Experience has shown that most of these issues have been dealt with. I’m going to delete 
my inbox on my return; if it’s important, here’s when I get back, email me again. You should be sending… And 
I read Ron’s book, before this interview, he’s-he’s completely right. You have to. It’s career developing to give 
somebody responsibility for, you know, all of those emails while you’re gone. You shouldn’t be checking.

[00:13:08]

M.E.: What do you do, Ron?

R.F.:  Well, it’s interesting, you know, I talk in the book about companies that are experimenting with different 
techniques. So, Daimler’s one of these companies that does something similar to Linda, where they have setting 
on employees emails, where in fact it doesn’t even make it to the inbox. They don’t have the option of seeing 
those emails when they come back. And there are other companies, like for example Full Contact is a company 
in Denver, Colorado, and what they do is, they actually reward their employees for not logging onto their 
email during vacation. They give employees an extra $7,500 to spend on their vacation with their family. It’s 
contingent on the one thing, is that you do not check your email.

M.E.: Wow.

R.F.:  and do not do any work. And I think the reason, more and more these, more and more companies are starting 
to realize, and I think we are going to see more of this in the future is, you want your employees disconnecting, 
because if you’re looking for them to be engaged over the long term, having them work all the time is not in 
your interest.

[00:14:07]

M.E.: Linda, I… Email’s not the-the only problem. For example, when-when employees find there’s a conflict… they 
have to do something for work, or something that they have to do, they should do for the family. Which side do 
they come out of?

L.D.:  Well, our data says that they’re three times more likely to give priority to work than family. And that… when 
we interviewed them, they say, hey, you can get fired from your job, but not your family. But then the divorce 
statistics would say maybe you better rethink that. The problem is, is that… And we looked at control over 
work and control over home, and the problem is, if you’ve got a supportive partner and you’ve got a little bit of 
control at home, then the temptation to do more work increases yet again. You know, it’s… but it’s interesting, 
because my research is kind of changing. I used to just focus on work and childcare, but I’m now focusing on 
work and childcare and elder care, because a lot of Canadians have gotten balance by delaying having children 
and having

M.E.: That’s right.

L.D.:  fewer children; so they’re balancing work and work. But you can choose whether or not to have a child, you 
can’t choose whether or not to have a mother. And all of us are getting older and our parents are getting older, 
and this is going to be a major crisis coming out there. And quite frankly, we can put our kids, there’s all kinds of 
things in society that allow us to, you know, put work ahead of childcare. But there’s very little out there helping 
us in terms of supporting our need to care for our aging parent. So, it’s gonna be a pretty big clash coming up 
pretty soon.
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[00:15:48]

M.E.: My guests this morning are Linda Duxbury, she’s professor at the Sprott School of Business at Carleton 
University. She’s in Ottawa this morning. And Ron Friedman, he’s a social psychologist and the author of The 
Best Place to Work: The Art and Science of Creating an Extraordinary Workplace. He is in our studio in New York. 
We’re talking about work-life balance and how… how do we get it. 

 Ron, how would you design or redesign the workday if you could?

R.F.:  Well, the one thing I would do is, you know and again, it depends on the work that you do. But to the extent 
of the flexibility as an option, I would encourage employers to offer their team members the flexibility on both 
when and where to work. And for one thing, it’s because we all have that psychological need for autonomy, so 
when we feel like we have sense… a sense of choice on the job, we’re more committed to doing the work, we’re 
happier, we’re healthier, we’re more productive. And allowing people to choose their best hours for where… 
when and where to work and…

M.E.: How do you mean that? I mean, if I, if I find a better, if I work from midnight to dawn, I should be able to do that? 
Is that…

R.F.:  Well, I think that generally speaking, organizations function more effectively when managers identify the 
outcomes, but not necessarily the process. So for example, if I work together with you, Michael, I might say, 
well, Michael you know, our goal here is to produce the five outstanding shows a week or whatever the number 
is. And it’s up to you to figure out your best way of doing that.

M.E.: How to do it.

R.F.:  Yeah, you might find that you benefit from conducting the interviews between the hours of nine and 12, when 
you’re sharpest, but you’re better at coming up with questions in the evening. And there’s research showing that 
our-our level of focus is stronger in the morning, generally speaking for most people. And when we tire, when 
we’re little fatigue, there’s actually benefit to that too because we become more creative. So, allowing you to 
use your best hours rather than dictating that you sit in the… in front of a computer between the hours of 9 and 
5.

[00:17:45]

M.E.: Linda, would that work? Because that would depend on the… this concept of trust, not between the employer 
and the employee?

L.D.:  So, the data says flexibility does make a huge difference, ‘cause it gives people more control. But my data also 
says that flex time and flexible work arrangements have… do not ensure flexibility. If you report to a jerk or 
you work for an organization whose culture values and rewards and recognizes face time and availability, then 
actually you know, your flexibility might be, you can come in any time after… before 6 AM and you can leave any 
time after 9 PM, as long as you’re still available. So, I would caution organizations that if they want flexibility, 
then… and I do believe for many people it makes quite a big difference, then we have to focus on the reward 
scheme, what we measure; ‘cause what we measure is what we get. And not just think that, you know, hey, we 
put in flex time. You know, mission accomplished.

M.E.: Yeah.

L.D.:  That’s only the first step of the process of getting more flexibility.

[00:18:53]

R.F.:  You know, I-I have to completely agree with that. Right now, we evaluate people by their presence in the office, 
and that’s because we don’t have a clear criteria for measuring results. And I think, frankly, the future of great 
work places lies in helping people fuse their personal and professional lives in ways that position and to excels 
in both. So, it’s exactly what Linda said. It’s about positioning your employee to figure out what’s best for their 
children and for their parents, because ultimately if they’re distracted by those personal matters, they can’t do 
their best work.
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M.E.: But isn’t there danger, Ron, that there would be some employees who would abuse the privilege, do you think?

R.F.:  Yeah. And I think that you should have measures in-in place to figure that out. And frankly, I think removing the 
scaffold of a 40-hour work week is gonna help bring the people who are the real producers to the fore, rather 
than letting them behind… hide behind sitting in front of their computer. And if you look at Facebook’s metrics 
for when people post the most, when it peaks over the course of the day, it’s 3 o’clock. And it’s because it’s 
when people are tired.

M.E.: If you’re talking the afternoon, they’re at work.

R.F.:  At 3 o’clock in the afternoon. That’s right. That’s right. And that’s what people do, they-they cyber loaf when 
they’re fatigue, because we don’t give them the option of having a restoration room, where they can go and 
restock their mental… with mental energy, or offering them the option of going for a walk. So, giving them the 
flexibility to do their best work…

M.E.: I just have to write down that new phrase. Cyber loaf. It’s the first time I’ve heard, so. Linda.

L.D.:  If I can add to, I’m getting, and I’m sure most employees are getting tired of workplaces putting policies in place 
to manage the 10% of their workforce they can’t trust and are jerks. What we do know from research is about 
20% of a typical workforce is talent. About 60%, 70% are solid citizens bedrock and only 10% are abusers. But 
if you look, most of the policies in place out there right now, around flexibility, around a whole bunch of stuff, 
are, well we can’t give it to you because if we give it to you, we have to give it to everybody, and you know 
they’ll abuse it. So, let’s actually start managing, you know, I think that would make it a great place to work; if we 
manage people based on their track record and their history. And if we know that you’re a good employee, then 
you know, let’s not use a lack of trust of 10% to stop everything.

[00:21:14]

M.E.: Are we, pardon me, are we way behind Europe in all this? Because places like France and Italy, they shut down 
the country for a month and they take it… And it seems to work, doesn’t it? 

L.D.:  Well, I would say we’re definitely behind Scandinavia and I’d say we’re definitely behind Germany. You know, 
France, well France has got other issues, so let’s not go there, but I think we’re… we are behind. And I think we 
get various points of excellence across our-our country. So for example, I used to do… until very recently, I’ve 
been doing a lot of stuff in Alberta, and that’s because Alberta knows that the only way to attract and retain 
and deal with succession planning, is to actually manage your people well. It’s not a theoretical thing out there. 
Whereas Ontario with higher unemployment, it’s-it’s a bigger sell. So, I think… I think we have to be careful; in 
any of these best workplaces, there’s pockets of excellence and there’s pockets of not very good things; even 
in good workplaces and even in bad workplaces. If you’ve got a great manager, then you’re probably gonna be 
doing okay.

M.E.: Ron, what can… Well, let’s, I wanna follow that up with you, what can we do for ourselves to-to unplug from 
work? Because some people don’t have bosses, they are the boss. They might work at home or… What-what can 
we do generally – shut off the phones, get rid of the comp… What do you do?

[00:22:46]

R.F.:  Well, I think there are a few things you can do, even if you’re the employee and you’re not the manager. So, one 
thing is developing a commitment to restocking your mental energy. And that is something that is a commitment 
that can involve what you do after work, but also what you do during the workday. So, scheduling intermissions 
on your calendar, take a short walk for example over the course of, let’s say one in the morning and one in the 
afternoon. And then committing to rejuvenating your mental energy by exercising. You know, when we think 
about exercise, we think about the physical benefits, we think about looking good or being healthy.

M.E.: Yeah, but I haven’t got time, Ron. I’m sorry, I gotta be at the office at 9.30 and I just don’t have time. 
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R.F.:  Well, you know what, you will have, you’ll be a lot more productive in the hours that you have at work, if you 
exercise. And so, there’s research showing that we get blood flowing to the brain, which enables us to focus 
better, we’re stimulating mental, the mental fort-formation regions of the brain, and so you’re soaking up 
more information and you’re putting yourself in a better mood. And so, now you’re better at collaborating and 
connecting with your customers.

M.E.: But… but what if my 300 pound boss says, “No, you can’t go to the gym, you gotta be at your desk at 7.30.” I 
mean, how-how do you rework that?

R.F.:  Well, that’s why I think it’s really critical for more organizations to be aware of some of the data, you know, there 
are experiments that have been done, looking at what happens when you give people the flexibility to exercise 
over the course of the workday. And in fact, productivity goes up and people are bat met…  managing their time 
better. But exercise aside, some other things you can do is, one is developing some discipline around when and 
where you’re answering your emails. So, oftentimes we keep our phones with us in our kitchens.

M.E.: That’s right. 

R.F.:  And so, it becomes a constant source of distraction. So, one of the things I recommend is put your phone in a 
different room for a few hours. That doesn’t mean you don’t have to check your email all night or go off the grid, 
but make it less of a-a distraction over the course of the evening can help you restock your energy as well.

[00:24:43]

M.E.: Linda are-are employer… In your experience and your research, are employers generally onside with the concept 
of-of changing the nature of work and the way work is done? Are they fairly progressive?

L.D.:  No.

M.E.: No?

L.D.:  They’re not, no.

M.E.: Okay.

L.D.:  I’m… They talk great, you know. And this whole best place to work and workplace awards, sometimes it’s 
cheaper and more efficient for them to hire a good publicist that tells everybody else how good they are than 
it is for them to make the significant changes within. You know, I think that organizations, we can’t… we can’t 
dismiss the fact that we’ve got fairly toxic over the last 40, 50 years in terms of expectations around shareholder 
value and holding the line on taxes. And-and we’ve got away from making the tough decisions by actually 
expecting people to donate, and that’s a word you’d hear an organization…

M.E.: Donate?

L.D.:  Donate their free time to the good of the organization, because after all…

M.E.: The unpaid free time?

L.D.:  Yeah. Unpaid free time. So you know, I’m not seeing it yet. I see it in some places and some realization. I, you 
know, I read, I read Ron’s book with interest and I kinda went, God you know. Yes, a lot of this data is out there, 
but they don’t have to pay attention to the data. You know, what I teach at the… at the school, at Sprott is, I 
teach the MBA and PhD on change. And quite often, you don’t change until the platform is burning. In a lot of 
organizations it’s burning alright, but they just don’t see it. But pretty soon, you know, it-it’ll be coming, but then 
I don’t know that many of them will have the capacity or ability to change as quickly as they need to.
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[00:26:38]

M.E.: Ron, I want you to pick up what Linda said, that all the data are out there, the research is there, it’s available, 
it’s in… it’s in all of the material, but we are stuck in the old 9 to 5, in the-in the old way, in the idea that work is 
everything.

R.F.:  Yeah, you know, I-I think I’m a little bit more optimistic than Linda, on the future of the workplace. And I think in 
part because there’s so much strong data coming out about the benefits of having happier and more engaged 
employees, and I think more and more leaders are gonna start paying attention. And I completely agree about 
having a publicist and getting on the list, and that is a way of getting more people to apply to the organization 
without really impacting how the organization functions. But if you look at the research, people are more 
creative, they’re more productive, they have better customer satisfaction, if people are happier. And I think the 
reason it’s not happening is frankly because of, if you’re a senior leader in an organization, you don’t have time 
to pour over academic articles.

M.E.: No, but-but I’m sorry to interrupt you, but supo… the idea that we have to be plugged in constantly, we-we have 
to stay in touch with what’s happening, whether you’re a creaking old radio host or you’re a journal… You know, 
it-it’s important to always be on top of stuff. Linda?

L.D.:  Well, it’s interesting, ‘cause we blame a lot of this on our younger folks, but if you look, younger folks and 
given my age, pretty well everybody is a younger folk. You know, my daughter is 23. My daughter and all of her 
colleagues will use technology for their social life, but they won’t check work 24/7. They absolutely won’t. And 
a lot of my research on generational differences show the 20-year-olds and-and the 30-year-olds, but especially 
the 20-year-olds; they see the technology as a social tool, not a work tool. I think we’re going to get tremendous 
change. I am optimistic in-in that, but I think the change is gonna come about because of this demographic 
tsunami that we’re facing. And the fact that the boomers are going to leave, we have an undersupply of Gen X, 
and really these younger people with completely different attitudes around val… around work, and importance 
of work, and long hours. And you know, a lot of these stuff about, they just want money – no, they want 
lifestyle. They want lifestyle. And that’s gonna change… If work wants to get and keep the good ones of those, 
they’re gonna have to change.

[00:29:14]

M.E.: Whatever happened to the old Confucian idea that if you have a job you love, you never work a day in your life? 

R.F.:  Well, I think, you know frankly, that there-there is a lot of truth in that. I think people are looking for that in their 
work, whether they are aware of it or not, the factors that lead us to be happier at work are when we’re growing 
our skill set, when we’re connecting to others in a meaningful way, and when we have choice.

L.D.:  And quite honestly, I love my job. I love my job! I don’t like all parts of my job though. So, when you’re going to 
see me check my email, is when I’m marking papers for example, then I procrastinate like crazy. But when I’m 
engaged in my job… and-and we haven’t actually talked about this, Michael, but Ron’s book and what we’ve 
been talking about is for largely our professional people.

M.E.: Yeah.

L.D.:  But what about… I mean, if I look at my data and if I look at demographic data, we’re gonna see this massive 
bifurcation of the-the population, where people who have the skills that the labor market wants, they’re gonna 
get everything that Ron recommends. But what about those other people?

M.E.: Yeah, that’s the problem.

L.D.:  And that’s a real… that’s the thing that-that keeps me up nights.

R.F.:  Well, that’s what I’m hoping to achieve with the… with the release of the book is, is I think you know, if you look 
at for example sports, years ago before Moneyball came out. Baseball teams were all after home run hitters, 
because they assumed that is what led to success. But then they looked at the data and they realized that no, it’s 
not home run hitters, it’s on-base percentage. And that changed the sport completely. And now you have more 
and more sport teams with analytics experts. And I think that in the future we’re gonna see the same  
for the workplace; organizations are gonna have their analytics experts and realize that things like flexibility 
actually matter.



26

[00:31:01]

M.E.: But just… We’re almost running out of time. Just, I wanna pick up on Linda’s point there, with the decline of 
unions and union membership. I mean, it’s okay for you and me and Linda, but the-the housekeeper in the hotel, 
and the you know, the person working in the back of McDonald’s… The idea of flex time

L.D.:  Absolutely.

M.E.: is kind of a grotesque joke, isn’t it, in a way?

R.F.: You know what? I-I think that you’re right in the sense that people are looking to just get as much as they can 
for the least amount of pay. But I think the greater, the more awareness people have around the fact that 
when you have people who are engaged, they’re gonna do a better job. And I think that’s… that is starting to… 
You’re starting to see more of that in customer service and in places like Starbucks, and some of the fast food 
restaurants, where they’re aware of the fact that happier employees lead to a better product. And I’m optimistic 
that that idea is going to resonate with a lot of organizations, not just the ones who are high-paying.

L.D.: I hope you’re right and I’m wrong.

M.E.: Thank you both.

L.D.: Take care.

R.F.: Thank you.

M.E.: Linda Duxbury joined us from Ottawa this morning. She’s a professor at the Sprott School of Business at Carleton 
University. Ron Friedman is a social psychologist, he is the author of The Best Place to Work: The Art and 
Science of Creating an Extraordinary Workplace. It’s published by Perigee. He was in our studio in New York this 
morning. You’re listing to the Sunday Edition across Canada on CBC Radio One and across North America on 
SiriusXM Radio. My name is Michael Enright.

[00:32:40]
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ANSWER KEY

READING COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS FOR BACKGROUND ARTICLE

1. What is the relationship between Paul and Emily?

They are colleagues that refer to themselves as ‘work husband and wife/work spouses’. 

2. What movie has prompted the discussion of ‘work spouses’?

Steve Jobs – the Danny Boyle film based loosely on the life of Apple co-founder.

3. What do most employees say is crucial to having a happy working life?

(70% of) Employees say having friends at work is the most crucial part to having a happy working life

4. What is the benefit to companies when their employees have a best friend at work?

(50% of) Employees with a best friend at work claim they feel a strong connection to the company. 

5. What does Joanna Butler, occupational psychologist, say about today’s working environment?

She says we’re more likely to work in collaborative environments than isolated units, which makes s more prone to this 
kind of ‘marrying’.

6. What are the benefits to having a work spouse?

Boosted morale / Networking / A potential step up the career ladder / Feeling more connected to the company / 
Provides a person to bounce ideas off of or to discuss workplace stresses or issues so that you do not take these home 
with you to you real-life spouse. 

7. What are some of the downsides to having a work spouse?

It can cause rivalry and jealousy / Other colleagues may feel sidelined (left out)

8. Describe the distance Emily keeps between her work and real-life spouse?

She doesn’t let her relationship seep outside the office nor does she go to work to talk about her family. 

9. How does Paul think his wife Scarlett would feel about Emily if they were to meet?

Paul thinks they would get along well. He also thinks she would be understanding of their relationship.

10. What does Peer say about the relationship Emily and Paul share at work?

She says their relationship is not necessarily the norm and that not every real-life spouse is as understanding as Paul 
and Emily’s real-life spouses. 

11. What is Angela doing as a result of her ‘work spouse’ relationship?

She is applying for a new job.

12. What did Angela learn with regards to having a ‘work spouse’?

She learned that it comes with risks too. 

13. Do you know what Movember refers to on page 2?

Movember is an Australian-English diminutive word for moustache, “mo”, and “November”; also known as no-shave 
month. It is an annual event involving the growing of moustaches during the month of November to raise awareness of 
various cancers, such as prostate cancers. 
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WORK SPOUSE LISTENING COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS 

1. How does Mark describe ‘work spouse in his introduction?

A work spouse is someone that you often spend more time with than your own family. It is someone that you trust to 
share intimate details of your life with and bounce ideas off of.

2. In their opinions, what are the benefits of a person having a ‘work spouse’?

You have a person to vent to and you don’t bore your spouse at home with work talk. You have someone at work that 
understands you and knows you well. They support you. 

3. A reference is made to a glazed over look. What does this mean?

A glazed over look is the look that someone gives you when they have no idea what you are talking about.

4. What are the drawbacks to having a ‘work spouse’?

Your real-life spouse may not understand that the relationship is just a work relationship. They may worry that it’ll 
infringe on the relationship at home. 

5. Why might real-life spouses feel threatened?

They may feel threatened of the level of emotional intimacy work spouses may share. They may worry about a 
potential affair occurring between the work-spouses. 

6. What advice do they have for somebody in a work spouse relationship of the opposite sex?

To have boundaries; particularly, if one of the work-spouses has a real-life spouse or partner at home. Also, it is 
important that the work-spouse and real-life spouse meet so that they don’t feel excluded for example.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

Answers will vary.

WORK-LIFE BALANCE LISTENING COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS

1. What impact does Michael Enright say computers and smart phones have had between our work and personal life?

In this age of computers, email, and smartphones, the lines have blurred between our work lives and personal lives.

2. What areas does Linda Duxbury’s research include?

Her research includes work-life balance, managing a changing workforce, and employee mental health.

3. What area does Ron Friedman, social psychologist, specialize in?

Human motivation

4. How does Ron describe the world we live in today when asked why the situation is getting worse not better?

It is getting worse rather than better as technology permeates all aspects of our personal life and we carry around 
an office in our back pocket in the form of a smart phone. Also, what we know about productivity, creativity, and 
engagement is not being applied in workplaces yet. 

5. What does Ron say is an unspoken expectation of employees with regards to their email?

That they tend to their emails at all hours.
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6. What is the risk of not tending to your email?

Falling behind

7. What does Linda say she has a great deal of cynicism when it comes to the sincerity of many companies?

She says companies talk balance, but quite frankly, they want people there and they want people working. Companies 
care about profits and savings. 

8. What impact did the gigantic baby-boom cohort have on organizations?

It created a situation where there were more people than jobs and so organizations were able to downsize, 
restructure, and dump the work on the survivors and tell them how lucky they were to have a job. And so, it created a 
culture that the hard worker – the dedicated worker is the one that works long hours.

9. Describe the attitudes that the younger generation has with regards to work-life balance?

The younger generation is in relatively short supply. They put a higher priority on life as a result of having seen their 
parents. They won’t stay in organizations that don’t provide balance. 

10. What do both interviewees say is the problem with the data provided by StatsCan (i.e. Statistics Canada)?

They only look at how much time you spend at work and not evenings and weekends or time you spend outside of 
work working. As a result, they’re not getting a good measure.

11. What does Ron say about the research on work places that provide people with greater flexibility?

The research shows that providing people with flexibility actually gets them to work harder and produce more. They 
do a better job.

12. What does Linda say about her research data of managers and professionals who are paid more?

The managers and professionals, who are paid more, are working longer hours. The expectations on them are much 
more significant. They’re working a 55 hour week or more.

13. What does Linda say about the time we are spending on email?

There’s the cultural expectation that you will be available 24/7. People feel at risk if they’re not checking it; particularly, 
if your own manager is on it at all hours of the day and night. They don’t want to miss a notice regarding a meeting for 
example.

14. What advice do Linda and Ron say with regards to employees’ email while on vacation?

To not check it and that it is career developing to give somebody else responsibility for emails while your gone. Some 
companies are offering incentives to employees for not logging onto their email during vacation. 

15. Why does Ron think it is important for companies to ensure their employees disconnect?

Having employees work all of the time is not in the company’s interest if you want them to be engaged over the long 
term.

16. If an employee has a conflict with something they have to do for work or for family, where are they most likely to give 
priority?

Work / They’re three times more likely to give priority to work.

17. What does Ron say when asked how he would design or redesign the workday if he could?

He would encourage companies to give employees more flexibility where possible as employees are more committed 
to their work, happier, healthier, and productive when they have a sense of choice over their schedule.
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18. How does Ron say we evaluate people in the office? What does he say employers need to focus on? 

Outcomes / Outcomes rather than dictating you sit in front of a computer between the hours of 9 to 5. 

19. What typically happens to people at 3 o’clock in the afternoon?

People are tired and they cyberloaf if they’re not in a position to leave their desks (i.e. They check personal e-mail and 
Facebook, play games, message others).

20. What does Linda say with regards to the typical workforce?

• 20% - are talented

• 60 to 70% - are solid workers

• 10% - are abusers

21. What does she say with regards to managing people?

Refrain from creating policies to manage the 10% of abusers as the others suffer. She suggests managing people on 
their track record and their history.

22. What does Ron say with regards to exercise?

Exercise makes us more productive. Research shows that getting blood flowing to the brain, enables us to focus better 
and stimulates the mental regions of the brain, so we’re soaking up more information and putting ourselves in a better 
mood which, makes us better at collaborating and connecting with customers.

23. What tips and suggestions does Ron provide around email and phones?

Exercise discipline on when and where you’re answering emails. 

Put away our phones for a few hours. Put them in a different room for example so we aren’t tempted to check email 
during this time. 

POST DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

Answers will vary.

If you have any questions or comments regarding this lesson plan,  
please email info@communication4integration.ca
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