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Autonomy is an independent, progressive research organisation that focuses on
tackling climate change, the future of work and economic planning. Based in the
United Kingdom, we also run a consultancy service working hands-on with companies
to help them move to shorter working hours, and are co-organisers of the world’s
largest four-day week trial, currently taking place in the UK.
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Defining and configuring the concept of a four-day work week
The four-day week is a reduction in weekly working time – from 40 to 32 hours a week
– without any loss in pay. While often taken in the form of a single ‘day off’, this can
also be spread across five, shorter days a week.

A four-day week does not have to exclude part-time workers, or those who already
work less than a standard 40-hour week. In any move to a four-day week, these
workers should be offered either a further reduction in working time for no loss in pay,
or to keep their existing working hours, but with a twenty per cent pay increase.

The advantages of a four-day work week
Like many other economies, Australia currently suffers from an epidemic of
work-related stress, burnout and poor physical and mental health, harming the
wellbeing of workers as well as stifling productivity.

Almost 8 in 10 workers in Australia and New Zealand went through a period of
work-related burnout in 2021. Being overworked was the single biggest contributing
factor (50%), while an inability to switch-off or disconnect from work followed closely
behind (34%).1

There is a growing wealth of evidence that reducing working time is a direct and
powerful way of combating the toll exerted by long working hours on workers and the
knock-on effect this has on the economy at large. Trials from around the world, taking
place in a diverse number of sectors and workplaces, continue to show that reductions
in working time are associated with improvements in productivity and wellbeing.

Microsoft, trialling shorter working hours in Japan, found that productivity increased
by 40%.2 Perpetual Guardian in New Zealand, having trialled a four-day week,
noticed that its employees had ‘lower stress levels, higher levels of job satisfaction and
an improved sense of work-life balance’.3 Meanwhile, in Iceland, public sector
organisations from the national government and Reykjavik council, found that
reducing working time across a range of workplaces – from police stations, to social
services and some hospital departments – led to significant improvements in workers’
wellbeing and productivity.4 Halfway through the world’s largest trial of a four-day
week in the UK, around nine-in-ten participating businesses are set to keep reduced
hours when the pilot ends, with almost all citing productivity that has either
maintained or improved.5

However, it is not simply a matter of combatting the overwork epidemic and
improving wellbeing and productivity: the four-day working week could also be a

5https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/four-day-working-week-wins-favour-with-86-of-trial-companies-rt8w67v
0j

4 https://autonomy.work/portfolio/icelandsww/

3https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/oct/02/no-downside-new-zealand-firm-adopts-four-day-week-a
fter-successful-trial

2 https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2019/nov/04/microsoft-japan-four-day-work-week-productivity
1 https://resources.asana.com/anatomy-of-work-anz-2021.html
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powerful tool in fighting the climate crisis. As well as enabling more sustainable
choices through an increase in free time (such as commuting to work by foot or on
bike, or taking the time to prepare one’s own, less carbon-intensive meals), a cut in
working hours could also slash energy use in the workplace and cut back on
commuting. A report in the UK found that moving to a four-day week by 2025 would
shrink the country’s emissions by 127m tonnes, a reduction of more than 20% and
equivalent to taking the country’s entire private car fleet off the road.6

The disadvantages of a four-day work week
Recently, some companies and organisations have looked to introduce alternative
forms of four-day weeks, which differ from the “reduced hours with no loss in pay”
model. Often, these come with a reduction in pay, or simply compress full time hours
into a four-day schedule. For instance, the Belgian government is offering workers the
option of condensing their five day schedule into a new, longer four-day week.7

These put the benefits of a ‘proper’ four-day week to employees’ wellbeing and
productivity at serious risk. Longer, more intense working days risk exacerbating issues
of burnout – heaping more stress onto an already depleted workforce – rather than
offering the additional free time necessary to see benefits to wellbeing and
productivity.

Options, issues and challenges for transition to and implementation of a
four-day work week across different sectors and industries
The four-day week has seen much success within the private sector, from Microsoft
and Perpetual Guardian, to the ongoing trial within 70 UK companies – which spans
breweries, restaurants and construction companies as well as o�ces – national
governments and public sector organisations are increasingly looking to reduced
working hours as a tool to combat high rates of burnout among their workers.

As well as trials in Iceland, both Spanish8 and Portuguese9 governments are also
currently supporting trials across their countries, following successful experiments at
the regional level in Valencia.10 In the UK, a similar trial is being supported by the
Scottish government.11

While these schemes have often seen national governments supporting trials within
the private sector through additional funding and organisational support, research

11https://www.scotsman.com/news/politics/introducing-four-day-working-week-boosted-our-productivity-sa
ys-advice-service-3610543

10 https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/valencia-paying-companies-to-trial-a-four-day-week-zj5b3fpjj

9https://www.telegraph.co.uk/world-news/2022/01/31/portugal-could-bring-four-day-week-ruling-socialist-p
arty-wins/

8 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/mar/15/spain-to-launch-trial-of-four-day-working-week

7https://www.euronews.com/next/2022/02/15/belgium-approves-four-day-week-and-gives-employees-the-ri
ght-to-ignore-their-bosses

6https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/may/27/four-day-working-week-would-slash-uk-carbon-f
ootprint-report
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has shown that making the shift to a four-day week in public sector workplaces
themselves could have a transformational impact, creating a new ‘gold standard’ for
employment at which the private sector can aim, while acting as an investment in
significant numbers of new jobs, at an e�cient cost. In the UK, for instance, moving
the public sector to a four-day week could create up to 500,000 new jobs, tackle
endemic burnout in sectors such as education and healthcare, while costing only just
over 1% of government spending.12

How the four-day work week compares with flexible work arrangements or other
alternative working arrangements
Growing interest in the four-day week has taken place within a broader set of shifts in
working practices fuelled by the worldwide Covid pandemic. In particular, ‘remote’,
home and flexible working have all become increasingly commonplace as workers
spend less time in their organisations’ o�ces.

While the flexibility that remote working offers can be a valuable option to many,
cutting down on time spent commuting and enabling some to work more effectively in
their own environment, for many the lack of physical separation between ‘home’ and
‘workplace’, as well as the growing use of workplace management applications, poses
the risk of longer working hours as workers find it di�cult to ‘switch off’ (both literally
and physically) from their work.

To help ensure that those looking to reduce working time are able to effectively lower
their working hours, four-day week policy would also benefit from being paired with an
additional ‘Right to Disconnect’ for workers: i.e. a statutory right for workers not to
have to respond to workplace communications outside of contracted hours.13 This will
help to safeguard the additional free time gained by a shorter working week, and
ensure benefits to wellbeing and productivity are maintained.

13 https://autonomy.work/portfolio/righttodisconnect/
12 https://autonomy.work/portfolio/publicsectorpioneer/
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