4-day work week — a good option for many people
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The topic is once again part of the annual wage negotiations in Germany. If the average
income is high, historically and in international comparison, the utility of an additional euro
in wages is not so large and the value of leisure rises. In microeconomics this is one of the
fundamental laws because it reflects real life attitudes. Keynes once said , Three-hour shifts
or a fifteen-hour week may put off the problem [... we have been trained too long to strive
and not to enjoy ...] for a great while. For three hours is quite enough to satisfy the old Adam
[... everybody will need to do some work if he is to be contented ...] in most of us.” As it is,
average working hours have actually declined much less than Keynes had expected in 1930.
Productivity growth was mostly used for monetary gains, not so much for more leisure time.
Working less rather than earning more money has turned out to be a less important target.
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Things have begun to move again. In more and more rich countries we see attempts to move
from a 5-day to a 4-day work week, so far without trying to reduce the length of the work
week and the take-home pay, as Keynes had once predicted. In most cases the issue is to
reallocate the “normal” 38-hour work week to four days and increase the working time on
those days from 7.6 now to 9.5 hours, have a 3-day weekend, without giving up any income.

For companies the wage bill would thus remain unchanged, but since productivity would
probably grow faster — because of fewer sick days and a healthier work force — profits and
stock prices would increase which in turn would reduce the cost of capital and boost capital
investments. A 4-day work week would also probably make it easier to hire staff. Surveys
suggest that most people prefer to work four rather than five days. On the other hand,
factories and offices would be empty for a longer time each week which drives up the cost
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per unit of output. | think this is a manageable issue — it just requires some creative time
management. Managers study this in business school.

| guess that a 4-day work week would be especially attractive for women and thus not only
increase the labor supply but also average productivity and thus the standard of living. On
average, the professional qualification of women in today’s service economy is higher than
that of men. The so-called gender gap would shrink, and more women could become
financially independent. That is a good thing in its own. A 4-day work week would also make
it easier for immigrants to learn the language of their host country and to integrate more
rapidly into society. This reduces tensions between them and the natives — which is
something desirable as well.

Last but not least, there would be less commuting, ie, driving. This would lead to large
reduction of gasoline consumption and CO2 emissions, and help to improve the
environment.

For small businesses and retailers as well as for independent professionals such as doctors,
lawyers, tax consultants, real estate agents or sports coaches, a four-day work week is
problematic because they would probably have to offer their services in much the same way
as today.

To conclude, our societies are still not yet ready to adopt Keynes’ model. In negotiations
with their employers, workers would need to give up some of the potential financial gains in
favor of more leisure time. Not much is happening in this respect. Even so, it makes me
optimistic that the issue of a 4-day work week has arrived in public discourse and that
working time reforms are discussed in earnest, at least in the rich countries.
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