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Abstract.
BACKGROUND: Using 24-hour narratives as a starting-point, the present study examines conditions for recovery from work.
The third shift concept forms the explorative starting point for highlighting the interplay between work, family responsibilities,
leisure time and recovery.
OBJECTIVE: The aim of the study is to explore how the third shift affects possibilities for recovery.
METHOD: The material was gathered by group interviews and diaries. Thirty employees participated in the study. Ten
participants where women between 30 and 45 years of age with children living at home.
RESULTS: Being solely responsible for the third shift reduced the chances of recovery during work-free time. The mate-
rial showed that women aged 30–45 years had to a greater extent than others the main responsibility in a complex third
shift.
CONCLUSION: As a precondition for external recovery, this study show how theoretically beneficial the breakdown of
the second shift and development of the third shift is for understanding different preconditions and the way they affect the
possibility of recovery.
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1. Introduction

How work and working conditions can affect
the health and wellbeing of workers has in recent
decades, been the object of intensive attention [1– 3,
5, 11, 40]. While there is unanimity that working con-
ditions have improved physically in most sectors, the
focus has increasingly turned to psychosocial work
environment problems. Intensified work demands,
and a higher degree of job insecurity and finan-
cial unpredictability have evidently contributed to a
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higher work-load and stress [4, 10, 35]. There has
also been a growing interest in the interaction and
balance between work and non-work time, mainly
family responsibilities [1, 6, 28]. Frankenhaeuser [14]
categorized these two spheres as the first and second
shifts.

In this study, the third shift concept, suggested by
Hochschild [19, 20] and subsequently by Smeby [33],
forms the explorative starting point for highlighting
the interplay between work, family responsibili-
ties, leisure time and recovery. Thereby, the field is
widened from purely understanding recovery from
work (first shift) to also including recovery from
unpaid domestic work (second shift) as well as the
responsibility for this (here referred to as the third
shift). Separating and labelling this the third shift
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enables us to shed light on problems that can’t be
understood exclusively in terms of time consumption,
but also as involving a constant demand for directed
attention.

Research on recovery from work should not only
study workload quantitatively but also taking into
consideration the demands for responsibility and
planning [4]. The aim of this study is to illuminate
whether demands emanating from “the third shift”
can also lead to impaired recovery.

1.1. Work process cycles

Regardless whether the demands from work are
experienced as strenuous and potentially stressful, or
as reasonable and manageable, the work cycle com-
prises three phases: mobilization, performance and
recovery [26, 37]. Mobilization refers to the acti-
vation of the physical and mental systems needed
to start and accomplish work. To start the work
process requires motivation and a conscious act of
volition involving energy mobilization and focused
concentration [26, 37]. Work implementation can be
seen as the individual’s investment of physical and
mental resources in the work process, whereby the
worker aims to gain material and social resources
[5, 18]. Even though the use of resources and the
investment of energy are natural prerequisites for
human development, the resources consumed by the
individual while at work, are limited and transient.
Fatigue, decreased motivation, difficulties in main-
taining concentration and attention are subjective
signals indicating that the individual’s resources are
on the point of becoming exhausted, which makes the
individual wish to interrupt work in order to recover
[18, 26, 37].

In research on work-related stress, recovery from
work has become a core concept. Initially stress
research mainly focused on reactivity (from baseline
to peak values in the psycho-physiological parame-
ters) from stress exposure. More recent research has,
however suggested, that the speed and the effective-
ness of returning to normal values for stress-related
mental and psycho-physiological parameters are the
key in explaining the health consequences of stress
exposure [23–26].

To regain and recreate the physical and mental
resources consumed at work requires that the indi-
vidual has an opportunity to recover. If the lack
of recovery is temporary, the consequences are not
very serious, and the individual has the possibility
to recover. Brief episodes of stress-related activation

may be perceived as an adaptive response to the
imbalance between the needs of the individual and
the external requirements [25, 36]. Long periods
of insufficient recovery where the individual has to
keep mobilizing conscious efforts to cope with the
demands of work, will however create allostatic load
[25], leading to a growing risk of mental and physi-
cal health problems [16, 26, 30, 32]. From a resource
perspective, a condition of extensive enforced mobi-
lization can be understood as an imbalance, where the
loss of energy resources grows bigger than the bene-
fits of work, which can then be interpreted as chronic
stress [18].

Geurts and Sonnentag [16] made a distinction
between internal recovery, short breaks during ongo-
ing work – and external recovery, taking place on
work-free time, weekends, holidays etc. The major-
ity of research in this area has, so far, focused on
the effects and consequences of (the lack of) external
recovery [e.g 16, 26, 30, 32]. Lately, the interest in
the effects of internal recovery during working hours
has increased, after recent studies have demonstrated
internal recovery to be associated with wellbeing [9,
11, 38, 39].

1.2. The twenty-four-hour story and recovery
from work

Recovery is a dynamic regulation and adaptation
process between the individual activity level and the
demands and conditions of the context [37]. The type
of stressors from work or in the conflicts between
work and other life roles are often low intensity but
-daily occurrences and hassles [21, 22].

While high control in work and qualified work
tasks is generally seen as beneficial, Aronsson et al.
[4] suggests that more complex work demands may
lead to difficulties to “let go” of the job during free
time and increased work-related rumination, which
may interfere with the recovery process [e.g, 8, 12].
Aronsson et al. [4] use the metaphor of “the long
arm of the job”. By introducing the long arm of home
metaphor, we intend to further illuminate the complex
interaction between the demands from work on man-
aging the accomplishment and planning of domestic
duties.

1.3. The first, second and third shifts

Previous researchers who have drawn attention to
a more complex relation between work and non-work
have highlighted the interplay between the first and
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the second shifts [19, 2018]. The first shift concerns
paid work, while the second deals with the domes-
tic sphere. Earlier studies by Frankenhaeuser [13,
14] showed that the norepinephrine stress hormone
in women increased when leaving their workplace
(first shift) to go home (second shift), while the con-
trary applied among males. Frankenhaeuser et al. [15]
demonstrated that women, besides reporting that they
devoted more time to home work than men, also stated
that they were largely responsible for more different
domestic tasks.

To understand the mental demands of work per-
formed in the home, Hochschild [19] launched the
concept of the third shift. When both partners work
full time, limited time and energetic resources may
be left for the second shift, the duties at home.
The second shift then becomes, more rationalized
Hochschild [19]. To compensate for this, parents try
to spend brief sessions of quality time with their chil-
dren to make amends for emotional neglect in every-
day life. In Hochschild’s study, it was the women who
took responsibility for this emotional work at home,
the third shift. Smeby [33] develops this concept by
splitting the second shift into two parts: implement-
ing, on the one hand, and planning/organizing, on
the other. Hence, Smeby supplements Hochschild’s
third shift by the planning and organizing of the work
in the domestic sphere. This definition makes the
third shift more subtle and intangible, but at the same
time more important for understanding the relation
between work, leisure-time demands and possibili-
ties for recovery. The present study is inspired by
Hochschild’s [19] seminal work with its increasingly
complex approach to the relation between different
shifts, as well as the description of how the division
of responsibility within these shifts affects the indi-
vidual. However, the third shift concept as used in the
present article will rather reflect Smeby’s [33] defi-
nition, especially the part referring to organizing and
planning, including a stronger feeling of responsibil-
ity for the second shift.

1.4. A limited focus and the aim of the study

Sickness absence have increased rapidly in Sweden
during the last decade, primarily due to psychiatric
diagnoses, and this is particularly evident among
women between 30 and 45 years of age [31]. Accord-
ing to a Statistics Sweden report [34], the time
devoted to work and domestic tasks is now more
equally distributed, in terms of work hours as well as
domestic duties, between women and men compared

to the situation when Frankenhaeuser’s studies [14,
15] were conducted. It is, although, reasonable to
take the burden of responsibility into account when
exploring total workload.

The starting point of the present study is the
metaphor of the long arm of home. Its aim is to explore
how the third shift affects possibilities for recovery.
More specifically, the study investigates how the third
shift is perceived and constructed and what are its
consequences for the recovery process.

2. Context, material gathering, analysis and
presentation

The study was conducted at two offices in a
Swedish major insurance company. The total number
of employees at the two offices was 106- 59 females
and 47 males, aged between 18 and 65.

Thirty employees participated in the study. The
material was gathered by group interviews and
diaries. Five groups were created, representing all
levels and departments, including members of the
management team. The fifth group, which was cre-
ated after the initial analysis of the material, consisted
solely of women between 30 and 45 years of age who
had at least one child living at home. Fifteen of the
participants were aged between 30 and 45 years. Out
of these 15, 11 were women, ten of whom had chil-
dren living at home. Twenty participants had children
living at home.

The employees were contacted via e-mail contain-
ing a brief description of the aim of the study and an
invitation to participate. The group interviews were
followed by a diary study. Eleven people were asked
to participate, all of whom consented. One partici-
pant withdrew due to illness. The diary study was
concluded by a follow-up conversation.

2.1. The group interviews

The researchers performed the group interviews,
to ensure that the conversation kept within the frame-
work of the study aim and that each participants were
able to tell their story. The group interview started by
asking one participant to describe an “ordinary day”,
from getting up in the morning to going to bed in
the evening. This formed the framework for the other
participants to comment, ask questions and add their
own experiences. The participants’ follow-up stories
were linked to the first ones by discussing differences
and similarities.
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Sometimes, participants’ recognition factor of
someone else’s “ordinary day” was so high that,
instead of recounting their whole 24-hour story, they
confirmed and further developed someone else’s. In
those cases, more specific differences and “local”
deviations were clarified by the participant. An ele-
mentary interview guide was used with only a few
themes based on dividing the twenty-four hours into
three parts: sleep, work and work-free hours. A
further starting point was that the different round-
the-clock activities could be divided into one of
the following three emotional and cognitive phases:
mobilization, performance and recovery. The par-
ticipants were also encouraged to identify different
situations where they had the specific intention
to devote themselves to recovery activities. The
researchers were also intent on asking for occasions
that might be taken for granted, such as coffee breaks,
lunches and sleep. The participants had no problem
telling their 24-hour story. The role of the researchers
was supporting and facilitating the story-telling and
the group talks, by asking follow-up questions,
encouraging additions and further contributions. The
researchers frequently requested clarification and,
above all, concrete examples.

The interviews lasted for one and a half hours,
and were recorded and transcribed verbatim. The
group interviews were first read through several times
to gain an understanding of what the participants
reported. The material was then coded into units of
meaning comprising a word, a sentence or a para-
graph. This was followed by an abstraction process,
where the condensed fragments were given more con-
ceptual labels.

2.2. Diary study and follow-up conversation

The structure of the diary, inspired by Bergman
et al. [7], was designed to highlight the three phases
forming the study’s theoretical starting point: mobi-
lization, performance and recovery. A total of 10
individuals participated in the diary study: six women
and four men, all between 34 and 56 years old.
Nine out of ten had children living at home. During
the handing out of the diary, two of the researchers
met with the participants to explain its different
parts. In close connection with the presentation,
the participants then filled in the diary. They were
asked to make an entry each day of the week. One
of its aims was to capture the number and vari-
ety of activities performed during one day. Every
day was divided into seven different time intervals:

6.30–9.00, 9.00–12.00, 12.00–15.00, 15.00–17.00,
17.00–20.00, 20.00–23.00 and 23.00–06.30. What
was recorded in the diary included which type of
activity had taken place and the time it took, as
well as its purpose in relation to mobilization, per-
formance and recovery. The participants also had to
state where the reported activity took place as well
as its aim or target group according to three alter-
natives: work, private activity or partner/child/home.
For each time span they were encouraged to give
information on who was perceived to be responsi-
ble for the activities (with three alternatives given:
“You are chiefly responsible”, “The responsibility is
shared”, or “Someone else has the chief responsibil-
ity for the activities conducted). Every time span was
concluded by an assessment of the participant’s gen-
eral perception of the 24-hour period (Did the day
leave you feeling happy and satisfied?).

The diary study was completed by a follow-up
group conversation with all participants, which took
place a couple of months later. Preliminary interpreta-
tions of the different parts of the diary were presented
and discussed among the participants. This session,
which lasted just above two hours, was recorded and
transcribed literally.

3. Field material

The presentation of the material encompasses two
levels. The first level includes all participants and
provides a general 24-hour picture involving the two
arenas of work and non-work. This part concludes
with the evidence of women aged between 30 and
45 years. The material is presented under our con-
ceptualized headings (i.e. themes identified in the
material): Layering and On Stage, Recovery from
Work? and Second and Third Shifts. The last head-
ing solely comprises experiences from women aged
between 30 and 45 years. After this, our presenta-
tion goes over to focusing entirely on the women of
this group and concludes by specifying their experi-
ences. This is done by means of four vignettes with
the following headings: Time, Distraction, Nomads
and Project Leader.

3.1. Layering and on stage

The participants generally described that their
everyday work had been characterised by increased
work intensification. The previous work ethos of the
company that, according to the participants, stood for
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concern and community was no longer a reality. Since
the spirit however lived on as a romantic retrospective
image of how it used to be, it still formed an essential
part of the workplace identity.

Due to the growing intensity ascribed, caused by
the fact to the new task kept being added without
replacing old tasks, there was no longer any time to
cultivate this spirit. One of the examples provided
by the participants was that new job evaluations or
check-up forms were introduced while keeping the
old ones. In other words, the general increase of
work was caused by layered administrative proce-
dures. The growing internal pressure was also linked
to the increasing documentation of each activity. Par-
allel to these changes, according to the participants,
most work elements were now subject to surveil-
lance and direct assessment. A trend towards greater
transparency, literally by the physical visibility of
open-plan office landscapes, glass partitions, regis-
tering of pauses and of leaving work, as well as due to
more detailed work performance measurement. The
experience of current performances as being taking
place both visibly and “front stage” was underlined.
In our interpretation, the increasing work intensity
can be related to these two dimensions: the relation
between new and old tasks following a layering prin-
ciple and the stronger feeling of being in the limelight
of a front-stage position

3.2. Recovery from work?

The company’s working hours are generally regu-
lated, few employees leave the workplace later than
4.30 p.m. Everyone is supposed to be able to rest,
recharge and return to work fully recovered the next
day. This is also how most participants described
their weekdays. The individual strategies for recov-
ery from work varied from walking the dog and
doing physical exercise to watching TV or being
busy with their tablets. Social interaction at work
was an essential factor affecting the recovery strat-
egy. Working hours were largely characterized by
social interactions with customers and work meetings
of various kinds. The recovery strategies all shared
one-dimension, social activities outside work were
often avoided. Hence, recurrent descriptions of recov-
ery from a socially overloaded working day included
trying to avoid unnecessary social activity.

The lack of internal recovery could, however, be
compensated for by well-functioning external recov-
ery. Some participants reported that the increased
intensity at work also negatively affected their

possibilities for external recovery. Regardless of
occupational position, women between 30 and 45
years claimed that the intensity ran high all round
the clock, leading to permanent low-intensive stress
and limited recovery possibilities.

3.3. The second and third shifts – focusing on
the women’s stories

Women between 30 and 45 year (with parental
responsibility) described the growing intensity of
work, which absorbed them during work hours in
the phases of mobilization and performance. These
phases overlapped one another in that the mobiliza-
tion in preparation for a future task began before
they had completed the previous task. It also emerged
from these talks that it even included mobilization in
anticipation of domestic duties. Women with parental
responsibility reported a lack of possibility to make
use of their leisure time for recovery. On the con-
trary, they described a situation where the intensity
even might increase when moving from the work to
the non-work sphere.

To this was added that coping with daily has-
sles deriving from the home and family sphere
followed them into the work sphere, either as linger-
ing mental representations, or rather as continuous
organizing and planning for a near future. This pri-
marily expressed itself mentally as well as concretely,
in that the participants were handling various minor
problems or predicted future ones.

The participants emphasized that they themselves
and their partners shared the work carried out at home
equally. Diary notes also confirmed that this also
applied to which partner had chief responsibility dur-
ing weekends. A closer analysis of the diary notes
showed, however, that an overwhelming majority of
female activities during leisure time could be related
to (or directed towards) partners, family and children.

The follow-up talk about the diaries strengthened
the picture that the major responsibility for the orga-
nizing, follow-up and planning of activities—during
work and non-work hours—rested on the shoulders
on the women in the study rather than to the men. It
also emerged that, even during work hours, women,
but not men, maintained a feeling of responsibility
for organizing and planning activities outside work.

For the lack of a better word, what the women
described was “project management”. They thus pro-
vided a further dimension of recurrent mobilization
during work hours as well as leisure time - a mobiliza-
tion specially attached to this project manager role.
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Apart from sleep, there were few occasions and
situations benefiting recovery mentioned by the par-
ticipants. As they also found recovery hard to define,
it acquired certain mythical forms. Most of them
wanted to relate the process to specific environments
that were supposed to symbolize peace and harmony,
like the sea or the forest. Even if space had been found
in everyday life for these rather fictional represen-
tations, they never comprised other people. Instead,
they were all about being on one’s own and having
time at one’s own disposal.

The situations and occasions found appropriate for
recovery involved physical exercise. As such oppor-
tunities did not emerge out of nowhere, they required
organizing. By getting up one hour before the rest of
the family, for example, possibilities were created to
do exercises for thirty minutes. The most common
“recovery activity” was, however, surfing on their
smart phone or tablet. Even though they highlighted
this strategy, the participants argued that it was only
a matter of distraction. Nonetheless, whenever gaps
occurred in the daily routines, they were filled by
smartphone activity.

Altogether, the material revealed a number of prob-
lems related to recovery among women between 30
and 45 years of age. Out of the analysis, a picture
emerges of women perceiving themselves as being
constant project managers for activities taking place
during work-free hours. Taking responsibility for the
home and for time beyond work, as illustrated by the
long-arm-of-the-home metaphor, also turns up during
work hours. In spite of reporting sharing domestic
activities equally, taking the responsibility and fol-
lowing it up entailed constant mobilization leading
in turn to constant energy consumption - the third
shift. In the following text, four different vignettes
linked to recovery and to the reported 24-hour stories
are presented.

3.4. Four vignettes linked to the 24-hour story

The following four vignettes, Time, Distraction,
Nomads and Project Manager, derive from the over-
arching theme of the material. These vignettes were
chosen as good representative illustrations of the sto-
ries told by participant women between 20 and 45.
Each vignette is concluded by a brief interpretation
before the start of the next.

3.4.1. Time
Kajsa: On a good day I get up at five and try run-

ning on the treadmill for half an hour. I’m finished by

half past five. Wake the children half past six. Make
sure they are awake and have their breakfast. Then
I drive to work. Trying to arrive at half past seven
now that I’m working half time, which I see as my
salvation. Get home by three at best. Start making
the evening meal, then we eat at four. We usually get
off by five, taking the kids to their training; both of
them play ice hockey. Drive away, leaving one child,
home again, picking up the other. Then back to pick
up the first one. If I’m lucky I can drive home and
start preparing another evening meal in between. If
I’m super lucky maybe both of them have training
at the same time, and then I can do some jogging.
We then get back home usually about half past eight.
Have another round of eating, trying to get to bed
between half past nine and ten. In between, washing
up, doing the laundry, cooking again. So it goes.

Kajsa’s 24-hour story comprises three distinct
parts: paid work, non-work and sleep. What appears
to be lacking is the balance between mobilization,
performance and recovery. Kajsa’s description is con-
centrated to the mobilization and especially, to the
performance phase. No breathing-space or gaps for
recovery [see 12] exist, and the different activities
overlap round the clock. There is no focus whatsoever
on recovery. Running the treadmill between 05.00
and 05.30 is the only activity that might be regarded as
recovery. The importance of external recovery is spe-
cially underlined in research on recovery from work
[16, 30]. For Kajsa, time in the non-work sphere is not
a question of recovery from work but of mobilizing
and performing within the framework of the second
shift [19]. It can also be assumed from Kajsa’s story
that some kind of organizing, planning and project
management is required to make the second shift
work. In Smeby’s [33] words, there is need for a third
shift.

3.4.2. Distraction
Mari: Perhaps as long as I stick to the mobile

phone, it might lead to recovery. But since I get so
many impressions everywhere, it seems to counteract
such things.

Petra: That’s me, as a matter of fact. Because I
can sit watching a TV series I like very much, and
it still doesn’t seem enough. This is how it is: I have
missed my favourite series because I keep scrolling on
Facebook. I don’t even think it’s fun!! It’s so strange,
that behaviour.

Lisa: The concentration has broken down. I can’t
watch a film, for example. I have no patience for it. I
just look at things that are sort of max one hour long.
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The small gaps that a few participants did mention
were quickly filled by using smartphones. Research
on the exact impact of smartphones on recovery is
contradictory. A study by Rieger et al. [29] show
that smartphones used during brief time gaps may
have a recovering function. However, the same stud-
ies also show that “While mobile devices seem
to provide the potential to amplify autonomy and
control-related positive outcomes, they simultane-
ously endanger relaxation in response to fatigue.”
[29, p. 173].

In spite of the existence of occasions without
immediate demands or expectations, the focus is
still directed ”outwards” with a view to doing more,
gathering more information, or just finding distrac-
tion. The activity appears to need to be sufficiently
“demanding” so as not to cause losing attention tem-
porarily. Earlier studies of recovery from work have
shown that an activity has to be perceived as mean-
ingful for the focus to shift and become concentrated
[12]. For these participants, the difficulty seems to be
to maintain concentration and restrict their accessi-
bility to impressions.

3.4.3. Nomads
Tina: One thing I think has become something like

a demand, coming sort of from the way the labour
market has turned out, is that . . . you’re expected all
the time, on top of what you are just doing, to have
some sort of plan for where to move from there. You
have to be, sort of, your own career coach. “Where
will you be in five years from now, how are you going
to get there?” This, I think, is a more or less explicit
demand on colleagues today, that you’re supposed to
be so terribly aware. All choices you make have to
be so conscious. You’re supposed to have strategies
for where to move. It’s as if everyone is expected to
become a leader. I really think that’s pretty demand-
ing. Like a filter laid, sort of, on top of what you’re
already doing.

Annika: It’s easy to think that people that are sat-
isfied are a bit odd. It’s somehow synonymous with
lacking ambition.

Working life appears to possess an implicit
expectation for moving continuously. The old psy-
chological contract was abandoned a long time ago
[3]. When occasion arises, the individual should be
prepared to move on, either aside or rather upwards
in the organization. It is considered unambitious if
one’s goal is not to become a boss or, at least, make
a career, Tina suggests. Thus, there emerges an extra
layer of perceived demands which are not explicit,

nevertheless, these are the real stressors in Tina’s and
Annika’s working life.

3.4.4. Project manager
Researcher: Are you the project manager?
Frida: A hundred percent. I find it hard to remember

things, so I enter them into the phone. When the phone
calls at 06.30, it says “gym bag for the boys” One of
them needs it two days a week, and the other one. It
may be one of those things that just come up. “Shit,
I must do this today”. Then you enter it, or it will be
gone. It may be calling the piano teacher or fixing a
ride to the training. It could be anything.

Therese: But we share the responsibility; we share
driving to the training, and we share to some extent
cooking and such things. But I’m still the one who
makes sure that something happens. Now we’ll have
to do this, now we must remember that, now’s that
training, in the weekend it’s the party for Emma. It
would have been nice to be able to let it go sometimes,
but right now I keep swimming in my little bubble.
Hoping that everything will be OK.

Exactly as in the Time vignette, in this 24-hour
story, mobilization and performance (not recovery)
are at the core round the clock, throughout the week
there is a constant flow of daily hassles [21, 22].
The actual time devoted to these seem to be equally
distributed between the women themselves and their
partners. Nevertheless, they agree that something is
added that goes beyond visible work (performance)
such as picking up or leaving children, or food shop-
ping, or home cleaning. Something is added that
is about organizing and planning for the various
activities to be performed in the second shift. The
participants illustrate a project management, which
is also energy-consuming and very rarely contains
situations where this responsibility can be dropped.

4. Discussion

We entered the field with a fairly instrumental
view of recovery. Somewhat simplified, our percep-
tion built on the phases of mobilization, performance
and recovery and on the assumption that these phases
formed a simple chronological chain. Even though
this order of things agrees with the work cycle in
its simplest form [26, 37], we soon realized that this
picture of a dynamic process whose activity level is
continuously adapted to the demands of the envi-
ronment is not as clear-cut in practice as in theory.
Instead, these phases are mixed, with several different
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tasks (past, present and future) from both the first,
second and third shifts creating complex dynamics.
The temporal relation between mobilization, perfor-
mance and recovery may be viewed as an ideal type,
where deviations in practice may emerge in a concrete
comparison.

The relation between work and non-work has often
been understood as work paves the way for leisure
and that leisure, by recreation and rest, should restore
the energy level of the worker. In recent decades,
this clear division between work and non-work has
become less distinct and more overlapping [1, 4, 27],
which was also supported by the participants of this
study. None of them brought their work home, thus
supposedly modern relationship between work and
non-work was not found in this study. What rather
emerged was perceived higher intensity of jobs per-
formed at the workplace, a change in climate with
intensified work demands. The chances of internal
recovery [16] were reduced as new tasks did not auto-
matically replace old ones (which tended to remain)
and because of the greater transparency which moved
the performance front stage [see e.g. 17].

The experience of growing intensity at work
probably reflects a general trend in working life. Nev-
ertheless, our interpretation of the interviews suggests
that the work situation was still highly manageable.
All the women aged 30–45 with parental responsi-
bility participants described impeded recovery. They
now lacked possibilities for internal recovery, and
the external recovery available were claimed to be
highly limited, since the “non-working” hours were
depicted as a continuous stream of requirements that
never gave in to a palpable need for finding time for
themselves. Their 24-hour stories thus highlighted the
inaccessibility of both internal and external recovery.

Taking the whole 24-hour story into considera-
tion, a most interesting finding turned out to be
the demands from home work and the ever-present
demand to plan and organize for this, which reduced
this group’s chances of recovery. As demonstrated
by previous research, neither time nor place after
work functioned as recovery space for women [14,
15]. For some of them, stress rather increased when
the first shift was replaced by the second. In contrast
to Frankenheauser’s [15] studies, this study’s partici-
pants highlighted the equality of their partner relation,
with two adults sharing the tasks in the second shift.
They were quite explicit when it came to the actual
performance, emphasizing that the time devoted to
working with second shift tasks was quite equally
distributed. The great dividing-line turned out to be

linked to the organizing and planning of the second
shift. In this respect, the women reported to take the
main responsibility. To be the sole responsible for
the project manager role apparently consumed great
part of the mental resources for these women. Not
only did it fail to provide any possibility for recov-
ery during the work-free hours of the day, but it also
appeared to have a lingering effect during working
hours. One possible way of describing this is as the
long arm of home. This description could then form
a complement to the metaphor of the long arm of the
job [see 4], in the sense that even if an employee has
literally left the workplace, the work itself has a lin-
gering mental effect. In other words, this is a similar
process, even if it goes “in the opposite direction”.

4.1. Methodological reflexions

Our aim for future research is to broaden the under-
standing by including other types of professions and
industries. Furthermore, there is a need for additional
in-depth knowledge and understanding of the group
of males with children living at home, whose stories
are not sufficiently prominent to be compared with
those of the women.

Nevertheless, we have faithfully stuck to our mate-
rial without enforcing any beforehand given models
on it. Instead, we have exploratory changed and sen-
sitively adapted our approach to the findings. We have
endeavoured to fulfil the knowledge requirements
regarding interpretative credibility and usefulness.
Our arguments for the credibility of our interpreta-
tion are primarily related to the following aspects: the
initial readings of the material were undertaken indi-
vidually and were followed by mutually exchanging
our empirical interpretations; method triangulation
(group interviews and diaries) were conducted. The
definite bearing of our interpretations on other the-
ories was ensured; and the vignettes were used to
enable taking a stand between our interpretation
and primary data. Furthermore, the diary study was
finalized by a follow-up talk, thus offering both an
opportunity for gathering material as well as pro-
viding an occasion for validation. We also wish to
assert that our interpretations are highly action rele-
vant. On different levels and within different spheres,
the present study sheds light on problems related to
general recovery and issues regarding equality. Both
of these are (especially from the integration point
of view) of concrete importance for the practice, by
starting from individual prerequisites and demands,
while including the vision of a sustainable alternative.
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4.2. Limitations

Although the authors have strived to fulfill the
knowledge requirements regarding interpretative
credibility, the study still has some limitations. First,
the number of participants in the entire study was
restricted thirty persons, whereof only eleven were
women in the age range of interest for the study,
30–45 years. However, the limited number of partic-
ipants is still in line with an explorative qualitative
inquiry, i.e. research concerned with the quality
and texture of experience. A second possible limi-
tation in regard to the transferability of the findings
stems from national and occupational context. The
study was carried out in Sweden, exclusively with
participants from a regional office of an insur-
ance company. How the “third shift” is perceived
and constructed in other contexts we do not really
know. Future research could expand upon the current
research and explore other professionals, industries,
and cultures.

5. Conclusions

While recovery from work offers a highly
important perspective, such an approach may simul-
taneously overlook other aspects of the total burden
of work. In the present study, the most obvious issues
concern equality in the non-work sphere. To consider
nothing but what is visible and palpable simplifies
the understanding of both work [see 4] and non-
work arenas. As a precondition for external recovery,
there is evidence that Smeby’s [33] breakdown of the
second shift and development of the third shift are
theoretically beneficial for understanding different
preconditions and the way they affect the possibility
of recovery. The stories should also pose a number
of questions to the current practice, about equality in
relationships but also about the way employers and
organizations may relate to the variation in individ-
uals’ life situations as well as to temporary needs
and conditions. How does the dialogue run between
employers and employees with regard to life phase,
24-hour stories, career, and their joint mission trans-
lated into everyday tasks?
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