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Cognitive job demands in three sectors – commonalities and disparities 
 
During the last couple of decades, cognitive job demands have increased in most fields as the use of 
information and communication technology (ICT) has rapidly expanded. Today’s work is often 
information-intensive, characterised by constant stimuli arising from complex combinations of 
virtual and physical work environments. In many fields, information (over)load and other forms of 
cognitive strain have been identified as significant concerns regarding wellbeing at work and job 
performance. To develop work practices to reduce cognitive strain and enhance wellbeing at work, 
we need to recognise central cognitive job demands in different fields. 
 
In this presentation, our aim is to identify cognitive job demands and discuss their commonalities 
and disparities in three fields. The data consist of informants’ written descriptions of straining 
factors at work that were gathered through an open-ended question in a survey questionnaire 
during autumn 2020. The data includes answers from the following fields: care work (care units for 
elderly and disabled, n=53), education (comprehensive school teachers, n=72) and ICT (software 
development and related services, n=46). The data were analysed using qualitative content analysis. 
 
The main cognitive job demands turned out to be quite similar in all three fields. Cognitive job 
demands could be categorised into eight groups: interruptions, digital communication load, task 
fragmentation, constant alertness, time pressure, memory load, constant learning, and technology 
problems. Interruptions refer to various distractions arising from both digital and physical work 
environments. Especially teachers seemed to experience both. In ICT field, interruptions mainly 
came through digital devices, while in care work employees described their physical work 
environment as distracting and tumultuous. Digital communication load stemmed from 
multichannel communication and was associated with information (over)load and availability 
pressure. Task fragmentation can be seen as closely related to interruptions and digital 
communication load, as it depicts the pressure for constant attention-switching and multitasking. 
The need for constant alertness (including e.g., rapid decision-making) was especially emphasised in 
care work and education fields. Experiences of time pressure were also similar between care work 
and education groups, stemming especially from the number of patients or pupils on their 
responsibility. Time pressure was also brought up in the ICT group, in which it usually was related to 
tight project deadlines and clients’ expectations. Memory load (i.e., the need to keep a great deal of 
information top of mind) came up in all three fields. As did the need for constant learning, which 
often happened in a hurry and with inadequate instructions or training. Technology problems were 
especially prominent in care work and education as employees even needed to work without 
adequate digital equipment and resources. 
 
To conclude, cognitive job demands seemed to be surprisingly similar in care work, education, and 
ICT fields. However, the forms and sources of such demands varied, which suggests that different 
conditions may inflict similar cognitive strain. To develop cognitive and information ergonomics in 
various fields, it is important to recognise field-specific factors and circumstances behind cognitive 
strain. 


