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Workplaces that say the weekend starts here
By Rhymer Rigby
Published: April  8 2008 03:00 | Last updated: April  8 2008 03:00

At half past three every Friday afternoon at Zehnder Communications, the words of Homer Simpson ring
out over the PA system: "I would kill everyone in the room for a drop of sweet beer." Then the beer gets
cracked open (with soft drinks for abstemious types).

For the past 12 years, staff at the New Orleans advertising agency have enjoyed "Free Beer Fridays".

"We wanted to do something regularly that would make this a great place to work," explains Jeff Zehnder,
chief executive. "It's a cool-down period, a chance to get to know each other and talk over the week."

At the Montreal offices of design software business Autodesk, there's a similar policy: Friday afternoons
are all about beer and crisps. "You can stop work at 4pm," the company says, to sample "different kinds of
speciality locally brewed beers, wines and a variety of potato chips. We do sometimes watch clients' films,
but mainly it's just a good chance to unwind, relax and catch up with each other. It's very well appreciated."

Others go further. "Summer hours" are a long-established institution in the US. Typically, from May to
October, staff are allowed to arrive at work earlier in the mornings and then leave at lunchtime on Fridays.
According to HR consulting firm Hewitt Associates, 10-12 per cent of large American employers offer staff
this option. In the UK, PepsiCo offers it to staff at its Reading headquarters.

Although allowing an early end to the week may seem altruistic, there are good reasons why this might be
the best use of a Friday afternoon. The thing is, even if employers do not give staff a winding down period,
they are likely to be doing it anyway. Research by UK-based Employment Law Advisory Services suggests
that British businesses are losing £50m a year from employees skipping off on Friday afternoons. The
research found that bogus meetings, over-running lunches and doctor's appointments were the top three
excuses. And these findings are bolstered by research from the Automobile Association, the motor
breakdown service, which suggests that the Friday afternoon rush hour in fact starts at noon.

"It's an endemic global phenomenon," says Peter Mooney, ELAS head of consultancy. "It's amazing how
often you can send an e-mail or make a phone call and not get any response until  Monday morning. More
and more workers are seeing Friday afternoon as an unofficial holiday."

Sebastian Bailey, a director at the Mind Gym learning and development consultancy, says that, in many
companies, even if staff are present their minds may be elsewhere. "Staff tend to wind down on Fridays if
there aren't pressing deadlines . . . People take their foot off the gas. Cyber-slacking with sites like
Facebook is particularly prevalent." Indeed, so well known is this phenomenon that it is enshrined in the
language: "A Friday afternoon car" refers to a sub-standard vehicle, presumed to have been built after
lunch on a Friday; and Friday is also sometimes known as "Poets" day (piss off early, tomorrow's
Saturday).

So, the thinking goes, as a business you may as well get the credit for something that your staff are
probably going to do anyway. And besides, those who provide relaxed get-togethers give their staff an
opportunity to bond, get to know people they don't work with in their immediate environment and talk over
the week's issues. Perhaps companies that let staff wind down on a Friday afternoon will be more
productive than those that keep them working up to the final bell.

"By letting people go a little earlier or have beer and pizza on Friday afternoons, you create goodwill,
engagement and loyalty," says Mr Bailey, adding that the payback often comes in the form of greater effort
at other times.
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Mr Zehnder puts it slightly more pithily: "If you work here, you bust your ass all week. By Friday afternoon,
you're brain dead."
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