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Introduction
As recently as late 2019, the reaction in some quarters to a proposal that we should 
explore re-structuring traditional working patterns into a 4 day week could be met 
with a response that such change was difficult to conceive let alone realise.  Less 
than a year later, in a world  coping with a pandemic, where personal decisions in 
response to policy can be matters of life or death, wholesale forecasts of a reshaped 
society in work or out have become part of daily conversation.  Such debates about 
the future feel very different when the economic trip switch goes “off” (see Figure 1).1

Figure 1:  GDP Contraction April 2020
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In this context, actual and proposed changes in society that would have been 
unthinkable months ago – such as the state intervening to cover 80% of workers’ 
salary or the percentage of people capable of working from home quadrupling 
within a 10 week period became, for however short a period of time, part of general 
debate, urgently feasible and matters of fact.  It is essential, especially in a restless 
media cycle that these facts and these possibilities, most tellingly the power and 
pace with which states can react and that the nature of our world is ours to shape, 
are not lost amidst a profit-driven sprint to focus on the ‘new normal’ of how we live 
with the corona virus’ presence in our community.

Catastrophising necessary change
Before the world had heard of Covid-19 we lived with the “normal” of a society 
enfeebled by austerity: of nominal full employment that hid a reality of employment 
insecurity and where low wages were underwritten by an inadequate safety net of 
a social security framework that had been deliberately stripped of its power and 
breadth.  That this system had been so denuded was evidenced by the introduction 
and growth of food banks.  This real world ran in parallel with an increasingly 
disbelieved mainstream media and formal democratic norms increasingly subject 
to the manipulation of data harvested for plutocrats operating outside political 
accountability.

1 [On Line] Available: https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/grossdomesticproductgdp/articles coronavirusandthe 
impactonoutputintheukeconomy/april2020.
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Even in this environment debates had been stirred in relation to what the 21st 
century world of work could or should look like.  Within these constraints, however, 
ideas that could be perceived as offering an alternative were subject to caricature and 
derision – predominantly framed around their unworkability and unaffordability.  In 
this way, therefore, the idea as “radical” at first sight of a working week reduced 
to four days did not arrive in a climate conducive to constructive consideration.  
Instead in relation to this or other novel ideas, an old trick was constantly deployed 
- its aim “to set the agenda as far in favour of a corporate elite as feasible [with]...
shamelessness and [the] tactic of exaggerated language [used] to establish the 
terms of engagement.”2

Predictably then, prior to the UK General Election of 2019, when the Labour 
opposition proposed the possibility of moving (far from speedily, merely within 
a decade) towards a four-day (32 hour) week one of the many well-heeled right 
wing think tanks (the Centre for Policy Studies) whose “research” findings are carried 
on the front pages of the capitalist press on the day of their release were straight 
out of the blocks.  They warned of a potential cost to the UK public sector of £45 
billion that would also threaten future productivity and cause taxes to rise.3  Despite 
the fact that a subsequent report4 by the think tank Autonomy comprehensively 
disproved these figures5 the CPS salvo was not about debate, it was about the smear 
as ideological sabotage.  A successful one too as the champagne corks would soon 
be popping in the offices of the CPS as Labour; the Party potentially offering moves 
in the direction of a 4-day week was heavily defeated.

Saving ideas from electoralism
A few months after this election polling evidence in the UK showed “63% of Britons 
actively support moving to a four-day working week, making Britain the most 
enthusiastic supporter of the policy across the whole of Europe.”6  The fact of this 
contradiction between an apparently popular specific policy and electoral defeat 
for its party political proponents shows why the narrow destructiveness of electoral 
politics cannot “own” progress on this or other progressive policies.  The lesson for 
the trade union movement and its allies therefore, is to root the advocacy of any 
positive idea, not in one-off electoral events that risk their defeat being shaped 
by issues beyond these individual policies but in such proposals being presented 
over the long-term as offering practical improvement of the lived experience of the 
people it aims to help.  This booklet looks at the current debate on working time 
reduction including the definitive work within the wider Trade Union movement 

2 [On Line] Available: https://nipsa.org.uk/publications/Myths-and-Facts-web.pdf Oct 2011.
3 [On Line] Available: https://www.cps.org.uk/research/the-costs-of-a-four-day-week-to-the-public-sector#
4 [On Line] Available: https://autonomy.work/portfolio/the-shorter-working-week-a-report-from-autonomy-in-

collaboration-with-members-of-the-4-day-week-campaign/  2019.
5 Among other differences the difference in the figures “came from Autonomy taking into account the positive 

feedback loop of reducing overwork, sickness and staff turnover and increasing organisational efficiency – all of 
which mitigate against the cost of reduced hours.” [On Line] Available: https://novaramedia.com/2020/02/10/
a-four-day-week-is-possible/ 10/2/20.

6 ‘A Four-Day Week Is Possible’ by Aidan Harper 10/2/20.
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for the 4 day week from Aidan Harper et al who have done so much to broaden 
the debate with their report  “The Shorter Working Week: a radical and pragmatic 
proposal”7 and Skidelsky and Kay 8 whose comparative analysis looks at how this has 
and can be achieved.  Building on their advocacy of a working time reduction we 
argue that the largest employer in Northern Ireland, the Civil Service (NICS) should 
be at the forefront of the debate on this issue.

This possibility was advocated at the 2019 NIPSA conference where a motion called 
for:  “a campaign for the introduction of a 4 day working week for all staff within the 
NI Civil Service.  The NICS should lead the way with this change and recognise the 
positive impact this can have on the health of members and embrace the benefits 
it brings to the work/life balance”.  In particular, the latter emphasis would provide 
a welcome counterblast to the annual lazy journalism/political opportunism9 
that crudely attacks civil service sick absence statistics despite the fact that “the 
main reason for absence was anxiety/stress/depression/other psychiatric illnesses 
accounting for over 1 in 3 working days lost.”10

While this campaign is about a constructive response to the fallout from an 
unhealthy working culture and will interact with and enhance existing policies 
in relation to other changes to traditional working patterns that have emerged 
(compressed hours, term-time etc.) it also returns the debate to a broader issue.  
This is the historic one of workers demanding control over their time, their lives, 
and looks to a potential working life that emancipates us all from mere economic 
survival.  In effect behind the exploration of the concept of work/life balance is the 
wider question of how we would feel if, for no material loss, we would be able 
to work less hours.  Some flee from such a possibility and not just on grounds of 
affordability.  It can be argued, however, this says more, only about the distance of 
their material comfort from the reality of most people’s lives but also the fact that 
“the academics and commentators who write fearfully about a world with less work 
are just mistakenly projecting the personal enjoyment they take from their jobs on 
to the experience of everyone else”.11  For the many there is no pleasure on the 
economic treadmill or “the gospel of work... [with] a 2015 YouGov survey [finding], 
37% of UK workers [saying] their jobs made no meaningful contribution”.12

7 [On Line] Available: https://autonomy.work/portfolio/the-shorter-working-week-a-report-from-autonomy-in-
collaboration-with-members-of-the-4-day-week-campaign/  Editors: Aidan Harper and Will Strong. Published 
2019 by: © Autonomy. In collaboration with members of the 4 Day Week Campaign.  2019. [On Line] Available: 
Full report: http://autonomy.work/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Shorter-working-week-docV6.pdf 2019.

8 [On Line] Available: https://progressiveeconomyforum.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/PEF_Skidelsky_
How_to_achieve_shorter_working_hours.pdf  pp.26-27.

9 [On Line] Available: https://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/northern-ireland/unacceptably-high-northern-
ireland-civil-service-sickness-absences-cost-36m-last-year-figures-show-39315078.html

10 [On Line] Available: https://www.nisra.gov.uk/publications/sickness-absence-northern-ireland-civil-ser 
vice-201920 25/6/20.

11 [On Line] Available: https://www.theguardian.com/books/2020/jan/09/world-without-work-david-susskind-
review 9/1/20.

12 Ibid.
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The imagined future
Whatever the individual perspective on a world where less working hours might be  
required, the fact remains change to our working patterns is coming and we must 
either try to shape it or be shaped by it.  This prospect is not unique to the present 
time, with a long history of projections both utopian and dystopian about what 
work might look like in the future.  This ambiguity about whether to fear or welcome 
the future has particularly been the case where new technology is introduced or 
about to be introduced into the productive process especially in a climate of wider 
mass unemployment.

At one point in the early 1980s in the UK, for example, with mass unemployment on 
the rise and heading towards a figure [3 million] that at the time was regarded as 
politically fatal for any governing party, there was much discussion about whether 
we should embrace a “new age of leisure” enhanced by the advance of automation.  
However once the Rubicon of 3 million unemployed was passed, the social disorder 
that followed defeated and the war on the trade union movement most notably the 
miners successfully waged, a different capitalist tendency was dominant.  This was 
to move to a neo-liberal “service economy” built on a charade of “full employment” 
that could be maintained irrespective of its precarious composition or the numbers 
deliberately removed from an increasingly hostile social security system.  Layered 
on top of this is what has been described as “rights scolding” particularly aimed at 
the young (“Stop whingeing! You’ve got it so much better than I had it in my day!”)13 
with all of us urged to “be grateful” for what we have – particularly if we are “lucky” 
to have a job.

No way out?
Such a tendency remains a real threat to the tenor of any economic debate 
particularly in a context of widespread unemployment and it has emerged already 
in the aftermath of the first wave of the Covid-19 pandemic.  It is essential, therefore, 
that we ensure that the trade union position resists passive gratitude for the 
presence (even at its most exploitative) of any work.  Instead we have to re-enforce 
the fact of political economy that the world in which we live in or out of work was 
shaped by collective action and the place for work and reward in future society 
must be no different.  In short, the world of work can be what we want or more 
importantly what we fight for it to be:

The Monday to Friday working week we inhabit today is a social and historical 
construct. Whilst it might appear as a ‘natural’ configuration of time, the reality 
is that the 37 hour working week, and the weekend, are the result of labour 
movements in the 19th and 20th centuries reclaiming and re-purposing life 
beyond the toil of the sixteen hour working day and six day working week. 
The next fight laid before workers of the 21st century is to demand a further 
expansion of freedom in the form of a four-day working week.”14

13 [On Line] Available: https://www.wired.co.uk/article/bullshit-jobs-david-graeber-review 25/5/18.
14 [On Line] Available: Kyle Lewis in: https://www.versobooks.com/blogs/4475-a-shorter-working-week 5/11/19.
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At its starkest, the fight is also about the tension of living to work instead of 
working to live challenging:

today’s work-centred world [that is] increasingly hostile to the human need 
for  autonomy, spontaneity and community. The grim reality of a society in 
which some  are overworked, whilst others are condemned to intermittent 
work and  unemployment, is progressively more difficult to tolerate.15

If this is the capitalist treadmill it is one that is increasingly difficult to get off - indeed 
the class war of austerity is content to work us to death on it:

Today there is serious talk of raising the pension age to 75. Yet life expectancy 
for men in Blackpool is just 74.2 years, meaning that people are increasingly 
expected to quite literally work up until the end of their life.   In exchange 
for the time spent at work, we receive a wage which we rely on to survive.  
Of course once we’ve been paid, our wages largely go back out of the door 
to pay rent, buy food and pay our energy bills.  They go to owners of capital 
– landlords, supermarket owners, energy companies – and we are left  with 
the remainder.16

15 The Work Dogma: An Interview with David Frayne by  Luke Thomas Mergner  &  David Frayne. [On Line] 
Available: https://www.zedbooks.net/shop/book/the-refusal-of-work/ [On Line] Available: http://www.
contrivers.org/articles/25/Mergner-Frayne-Interview-Refusal-Work/

16 https://www.rethinkingpoverty.org.uk/rethinking-poverty/the-time-were-owed/  29/1/20.
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The fight for a shorter working week
The following timeline shows the historical role of both legislation and trade union 
activity in reducing working hours, with the law clearly responding to pressure from 
below (Table 1).17

Overwork no blessing
This timeline emphasises that working 
time is entirely shaped by “struggle” most tellingly 
the clear accelerants of the global “age of revolution” and 
national liberation in the first half of the 20th century and shows where 
the balance of forces between capital and labour sits at particular junctures.  This 
is most clearly evidenced when the ruling elite feel sufficiently emboldened to 
not only defend the “freest” of free markets but advocate working longer hours to 
deliver them.  It is important in 2020 to remember, for example, that among the cast 
of hypocrites who stood to “clap for carers” as a show of support for NHS/essential 
workers during the pandemic were Priti Patel, and Dominic Raab, who along with 
Skidmore, Truss and Kwateng were happy to contribute to the book “Britannia 
Unchained: Global Growth and Prosperity”18 wherein British workers were described 
as “amongst the worst idlers in the world.”19  This fact-free offensive ignorance finds 
global equivalent in the messianic egotism of the tech giants where:

17 [On Line] Available: https://progressiveeconomyforum.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/PEF_Skidelsky_
How_to_achieve_shorter_working_hours.pdf  pp.26-27.

18 ‘Britannia Unchained: Global Lessons for Growth and Prosperity’  Kwarteng, K., Patel, P., Raab D., Skidmore, 
C., Truss, E. Pub: Palgrave Macmillan; 2012 edition.

19 [On Line] Available: https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2012/aug/22/britannia-unchained-rise-of-new-
tory-right  22/8/12.

Table 1: The Working Week – Formal Landmarks

1919
In its first 
convention, the 
International 
Labour Organisation 
recommended 
maximum working 
hours of ‘8 hours 
a day and 48 
hours a week’. 
In the UK, unions 
achieved this for 
industrial workers. 
This working time 
reduction was 
implemented in 
countries across 
Europe.

1935
Printing unions negotiated a 44-hour week 
shift system in provincial newspapers.

1946
A five-day week of 
43.5 to 45 hours was 
agreed in several 
industries employing 
mainly women.1944

The TUC called for 
legislation forcing 
industry negotiators 
to agree the 40- 
hour week or have 
it imposed by the 
Ministry of Labour.

1962
40-hour week in 
printing negotiated.

1914 -18 
Extensive government-
sponsored research during 
World War I found that 
the shortening of working 
hours reduced fatigue and 
therefore resulted in increased 
productivity. During the war 
the trade union movement 
maintained the 48-hour week 
as a postwar objective. 1963 

Just over half a million workers in 
the UK had now achieved a standard 
working week of 40 hours (not 
including overtime). These workers 
were in two major industries - 
printing and Scottish building - and 
in large firms in other industries 
(Whybrew 1964).

1959-60 
Union struggle for 40-hour week 
again achieved limited success.

EU Working Time 
Directive stipulated 
a 48-hour maximum 
working week. The 
UK is covered by 
this, but it created 
its own provision so 
that employers can 
request employees to 
opt out of this.

The Factory 
Act raised 
the minimum 

working age to 9, limited the 
working day for women and young 
people to 10 hours in the textile 
industry, and reduced the working 
week for these workers to 56.5 
hours.

1874 The Coal Mines 
Regulation Act 
introduced a 

statutory 8-hour day in mining.

1909

1886
The Shop Hours Regulation 
Act regulated the hours of 
work of children and young 
persons in shops; weekly 
hours of work were limited 
to 74.

2003

1938 
The Holidays With Pay Act recomm-
ended that companies give their 
employees a week of paid holiday 
annually.

1946–7 
Union struggle for 40-hour week 
achieved limited success.

1979 
The four-year 
settlement of the 1979 
engineering dispute 
involved an increase 
in annual holiday 
entitlement from 
four to five weeks as 
well as a reduction in 
weekly basic hours 
from 40 to 39 hours.
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“ultra-long work weeks are 
[described as a] ‘huge blessing’ 
(Jack Ma) and necessary to  ‘change 
the world’ (Elon Musk)... [perpetuating] the myth that 
long hours lead to  increases in productivity and profitability.  What Ma and 
Musk both seem not to  grasp is few employees can match them for stamina 
or appetite for work, or would  want to even if they could.  Sacrificing such 
things as rest, family time, community  connection and social activity in order 
to work is commonly known as  workaholism, and we have more data than 
ever showing the toxicity of overwork  to the human body.20 ”

20 “The 4 day week” Barnes, A. with Jones, S. (Piatkus 2020) p.180.
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In reality however, far from some of the tech futurists’ fantasies – is the real world of 
(over) worked “presenteeism”21 insufficiently rewarded - a curse not a blessing:

In the UK, we are currently suffering from a crisis of overwork.  A quarter of all 
sick  days last year [in the UK] were the direct result of workload. Poor mental  
health costs the UK economy between £74 billion and £99 billion a year.22 
Hour by  hour, day by day, we are giving an unnecessarily large proportion of 
our  lives over to  work.  Over the course of our lives British workers commit 
an average of 3,515 full  days (84,360 hours) to their work. A significant 
proportion of this is unpaid  overtime, with the average worker spending a 
total of 4,512 unpaid hours at work  over their career. 23

How was all that GDP growth for you?
This is a snapshot of working life that clearly does not reflect some golden decade 
that the pandemic has interrupted.  As the far from revolutionary Institute of 
Fiscal Studies, for example, pointed out after the 2008 crash “what has proved 
most remarkable about the crisis and recession...was not its initial scale but the 
persistence of its effects” (See Figure 2).24

Figure 2: Comparison of recoveries from recessions since the 1920s, 

GDP per capita
Comparison of recoveries from recessions since the 1920s, GDP per capita
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21 [On Line] Available: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-47911210 14/4/19.
22 ‘A Four-Day Week Is Possible’ by Aidan Harper [On Line] Available: https://novaramedia.com/2020/02/10/a-

four-day-week-is-possible/ 10/2/20.
23 [On Line] Available: https://neweconomics.org/2019/09/the-time-were-owed 12/9/19.
24 [On Line] Available: https://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/13302  12/9/18.

Source: Office of National Statistics - IHXW. Bank of England , A millennium of economic data and authors’ calculations.

Note: Series stop when a new recesion or WW2 begins. 1920 and 1930 recessions based on annual data.
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This shows that our collective reward for rescuing the financial elite that drove the 
economy over the cliff in 2008 has been over a decade of austerity.  In the economic 
wake of the pandemic, therefore, we must think more radically.  A different working 
week and the patterns therein have to be part of this thinking with “a reduction 
in hours of necessary work...a natural and desirable outcome of a progressive 
society [requiring] the imagination to think of futures beyond just GDP growth.25  
We should also remember that there is “no clear positive correlation between long 
hours and wealth...with “countries who work fewer hours tend to have higher levels 
of productivity, as well as greater amounts of wealth per person.”26 (See Figure 3).

Figure 3: GDP Per Capita (OECD data) 27

Figure 3 – GDP Per Capita (OECD data)1 
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This evidence is a clear rejection of our current hollow and exploitative model of 
economic development that for all its damaging presenteeism has left us:

kneeling at the altar of convenience, holding our shiny mobile devices in 
place of dusty hymn books, basking in the full power of technology.  The 
gig economy is the apparently limitless manifestation of consumer demand, 
abetted by the unprecedented power of the digital revolution.  It is also a 
product of unprecedented corporate might.  If someone is paying the price 
and it’s not the corporation or the consumer, it has to be the gig worker – 
either by sacrificing income or increasing working hours, or both.”28

A demand for a 4 day week therefore rejects this and focuses on much broader, 
societal benefits.  It reaffirms that:

25 [On Line] Available: https://progressiveeconomyforum.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/PEF_Skidelsky_
How_to_achieve_shorter_working_hours.pdf 2019 p.8.

26 Aidan Harper (NEF) presentation at NERI seminar 20/2/20.
27 Ibid.
28 “The 4 day week” Barnes, A. with Jones, S. (Piatkus 2020), p. 37.
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There is nothing natural or inevitable about what’s considered ‘normal’  today. 
Time, like work, has become commodified – a recent legacy of industrial 
capitalism. Yet the logic of industrial time is out of step with today’s 
conditions, where instant  communications and mobile technologies bring 
new risks and pressures, as well as opportunities. The challenge is to break 
the power of the old industrial clock without adding new pressures, and to 
free up time to live sustainable lives.” 29

Looking to a world transformed
The radicalism of the proposal to change the hours we work has consequences far 
beyond the workplace.  Indeed such is the breadth of its effect it has led some to 
muse that instead of the question being “what does working less actually solve?” 
the question should be inverted i.e. “is there anything that working less does not 
solve?”30  In even more apocalyptic terms, in relation to “why now?” some argue that 
its urgency in relation to sustainability and inequality has to be driven by nothing 
less than the imminent risk to our survival as a species.  As Jared Diamond in 
“Upheaval: Turning Points for Nations in Crisis”: 31 argues if we have not, as complex, 
globalised societies, figured out a sustainable use of resources by about 2050, the 
world as we know it will end.  More than that, he says we have four specific problems 
to solve as an international community if humanity is to endure: the risk of nuclear 
holocaust, climate change, unsustainable resource use and inequality.32

Clearly then the vision of a working week of reduced hours is written on a broader 
canvas but practical enough to see where contemporary, international moves in 
this direction have been both feasible and successful.  Table 2 outlines Anna Coote 
of the New Economic Foundation’s (NEF) 33 summary of the benefits of a shorter 
working week.

29 [On Line] Available: https://neweconomics.org/uploads/files/f49406d81b9ed9c977_p1m6ibgje.pdf Coote, A., 
Franklin, J. and Simms, A. (Ed: Murphy, M.) This report is part of The Great Transition.  Registered charity 
number 1055254 © February 2010 nef (the new economics foundation) ISBN 978 1 904882 70 1.

30 Rutger Bregman author of Utopia for Realists: The Case for a Universal Basic Income, Open Borders and a 15-
hour Workweek quoted in  [On Line] Available: https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/apr/18/
solution-everything-working-less-work-pressure 18/4/16.

31 “Upheaval: Turning Points for Nations in Crisis” Little, Brown and Company (2019) ISBN-10: 0316409138.
32 [On Line] Available: https://nymag.com/intelligencer/2019/05/jared-diamond-on-his-new-book-upheaval.

html Quoted in Barnes and Jones (Op. Cit.) p.189.
33 [On Line] Available: https://neweconomics.org/2014/07/10-reasons-for-a-shorter-working-week 29/7/14.
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Table 2 New Economic Foundation’s 10 Reasons for a Shorter Working Week

1. A smaller carbon footprint: Countries 
with shorter average hours tend to have a 
smaller ecological footprint. As a nation, 
the UK is currently consuming well beyond 
its share of natural resource. Moving out 
of the fast lane would take [it] away from 
the convenience-led consumption that is 
damaging our environment, and leave time 
for living more sustainably.

2. A stronger economy: If handled 
properly, a move towards a shorter working 
week would improve social and economic 
equality, easing...dependence on debt-
fuelled growth – key ingredients of a robust 
economy. It would be competitive, too: the 
Netherlands and Germany have shorter 
work weeks than Britain and the US, yet 
their economies are as strong or stronger.

3. Better employees: Those who work less 
tend to be more productive hour for hour 
than those regularly pushing themselves 
beyond the 40 hours per week point. They 
are less prone to sickness and absenteeism 
and make up a more stable and committed 
workforce.

4. Lower unemployment: Average 
working hours may have spiralled, but they 
are not spread equally across our economy 
– just as some find themselves working all 
hours of the day and night, others struggle 
to find work at all. A shorter working week 
would help to redistribute paid and unpaid 
time more evenly across the population.

5. Improved well-being: Giving everybody 
more time to spend as they choose would 
greatly reduce stress levels and improve 
overall well-being, as well as mental and 
physical health. Working less would help 
us all move away from the current path of 
living to work, working to earn and earning 
to consume. It would help us all to reflect 
on and appreciate the things that we truly 
value in life.

6. More equality between men and 
women: Women currently spend more 
time than men doing unpaid work. Moving 
towards a shorter working week as the  
‘norm’ would help change attitudes about 
gender roles, promote more equal shares of 
paid and unpaid work, and help revalue jobs 
traditionally associated with women’s work.

7. Higher quality, affordable 
childcare: The high demand for childcare 
stems partly from a culture of long working 
hours which has spiralled out of control. A 
shorter working week would help mothers 
and fathers better balance their time, 
reducing the costs of full-time childcare. As 
well as bringing down the cost of childcare, 
working fewer hours would give parents 
more time to spend with their children. This 
opportunity for more activities, experiences 
and two-way teaching and learning would 
have benefits for mothers and fathers, as 
well as their children.

8. More time for families, friends and 
neighbours: Spending less time in paid 
work would enable us to spend more time 
with and care for each other – our parents, 
children, friends and neighbours – and to 
value and strengthen all the relationships 
that make our lives worthwhile and help to 
build a stronger society.

9. Making more of later life: A shorter 
and more flexible working week could 
make the transition from employment to 
retirement much smoother, spread over a 
longer period of time.  People could reduce 
their hours gradually over a decade or more.  
Shifting suddenly from long hours to no 
hours of paid work can be traumatic, often 
causing illness and early death.

10. A stronger democracy: We’d all have 
more time to participate in local activities, 
to find out what’s going on around us, to 
engage in politics, locally and nationally, to 
ask questions and to campaign for change.
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A new framework of employment rights
While below we discuss the attempt to bring about employment change in full co-
operation between employee and employer, the facilitation of such negotiation will 
be enhanced by the presence of protected i.e. statutorily strengthened trade unions.  
The re-configured working week, therefore, would operate most successfully within 
revised employment laws.  As the Institute of Employment Rights have emphasised 
“The UK’s labour laws are not fit for the modern world of work and require radical 
transformation.”34  They highlight how:

compared with EU workers, UK workers are amongst the most insecure, 
unhappy  and stressed, enduring some of the highest rates of bullying, with 
amongst the least  opportunities for making their voices heard at work. We 
work more hours per week,  more days per year, more years before they retire, 
after which they receive lower  levels of pension. We receive less education and 
training, and (because of a lack of  employer investment) their productivity 
is lower, damaging overall economic  strength. Not to mention we get fewer 
paid holidays, less redundancy pay, sick pay  and maternity pay...in the UK 
we experience a greater proportion in poverty than  almost anywhere else in 
Europe, with CEOs of British companies earning a far higher  multiple of their 
workers’ average earnings than in any other European State.35

The facts of this unjust economic foundation were illuminated fully in the UK’s 
central government pandemic response with workers lacking both essential life-
saving protective equipment and a well-funded/staffed interventionist body that 
would robustly enforce their health and safety.  This reflected a much broader issue 
than individual workplace/employer.  It is the fact that, as we have often stated, 
public services are the spine of society and when this spine has been deliberately 
and systematically enfeebled by cuts the ability of society to respond is and always 
was going to be severely hampered.

In order to deal with the unequal position of workers, the IER outline a series 
of recommendations to empower their voice.  What is striking about the IER’s 
proposals is that there is nothing too radical about them – again re-enforcing the 
UK as an outlier with “most of the IER’s proposals...already in force in some of the 
most successful European economies and [they] would do no more than bring the 
UK’s laws up to international standards.” 36  They advocate:

1. The establishment of a Ministry of Labour with a seat at the Cabinet table to  
promote workers’ interests;

2. The re-establishment of sectoral collective bargaining across major sectors 
of the  economy to set minimum terms and conditions covering all workers 
in the sector;

34 Carolyn Jones, Institute of Employment Rights, [On Line] Available: http://classonline.org.uk/blog/item/
labour-laws-fit-for-the-21st-century1 22/11/19.

35 Ibid.
36 Carolyn Jones, Institute of Employment Rights, [On Line] Available: http://classonline.org.uk/blog/item/

labour-laws-fit-for-the-21st-century1 22/11/19.
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3. The introduction of a single, simple definition of “worker” to end bogus self- 
employment and ZHC contract abuses;

4. Full employment rights for all workers from day one and

5. The creation of an independent Labour Inspectorate to enforce the law. 37

Stretching devolved labour laws
While the IER had framed a number of reforms around the possibility of a Labour 
Government sympathetic to such modernisation the proposals will obviously meet 
no such sympathy in a Whitehall machine shaped by a re-elected Tory Government 
with a majority of 80.  Despite the UK election clearly presenting such a road 
block, the necessity of political and economic reconstruction after the first wave of 
Covid-19 (including the length of the working week) still demands that any “new 
normal” proceeds safely and strategically with the   trade union movement centrally 
involved particularly in relation to the enforcement of Health and Safety at work.  
That there is a clear instinct not to do so, however, has already been evidenced 
locally by the current Economy Minister thinking it appropriate to establish an 
Economic Reform Group without representatives from the trade union movement 
or the voluntary sector on it.38

If even a pandemic cannot shake such a mindset it is essential that the IER’s work 
and the demands of ICTU’s “No going back”39 document are used as a basis of 
campaigns to stretch as far as is feasible the freedom that devolved labour laws 
offer.  In terms of the IER, it is possible to develop four of these five demands within 
the devolution of employment law. The one that isn’t as straightforward in relation 
to a proposed Ministry of Labour, is one that the Trade Union Movement should not 
rule out in order to develop a rights based expansion of the Good Friday Agreement’s 
initial promise that non Party political players would have substantive input within 
devolved policy making and government.

37 Carolyn Jones, Institute of Employment Rights [On Line] Available: http://classonline.org.uk/blog/item/
labour-laws-fit-for-the-21st-century1 22/11/19.

38 [On Line] Available: https://www.newsletter.co.uk/business/diane-dodds-under-fire-over-make-new-
economic-advisory-group-2887181 17/6/20. The announcement itself [On Line] Available: https://www.
economy-ni.gov.uk/news/economy-minister-announces-economic-advisory-group-members-and-publishes-
detailed-recovery-plan 17/6/20.

39 This calls for a Trade Union Rights Act within which would be include the rights to “collectively represent 
workers; access workplaces and organise [as well as] end...bogus self-employment and precarious work practices 
[with the] living wage [replacing] minimum wage”) [On Line] Available: https://www.ictu.ie/download/pdf/
no_going_back_final_document_may_2020.pdf  p.4.
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  This might not necessarily mean us looking at the idea of a formal Ministry40 but 
should offer the chance to examine the re-positioning of an enhanced Labour 
Relations/Employment Rights Agency somewhere else within the Northern Ireland 
Executive, in addition to or incorporating an empowered and therefore properly 
interventionist Health and Safety Executive.  Such proposals would move beyond a 
minimal, tokenistic social partnership.  This would provide the strongest foundation 
for the development of the debate around the reduction of the working week.

Why would employers engage?
We are obviously arguing the case for a working time reduction, within a newly 
re-configured world of work, from the point of view of the labour movement.  In 
the wider context, these arguments, however, do not necessarily fall on deaf ears 
as there are clearly innovative tendencies within some elements of entrepreneurial 
capitalism.  A cynic might say this may be more driven by self-preservation than 
philanthropy in that for some the writing on the wall is particularly ominous.  This 
was summed up in the view of multi-millionaire Nick Hanauer (an early investor in 
Amazon) who stated the “pitchforks are coming…for us plutocrats if the super-rich 
do not address rising inequality…it’s not if, it’s when.”41

If some are making this argument from the perspective of a foreseen apocalypse, 
others argue that the logic of reduced hours is persuasive enough to emerge 
even in some previously hostile environments.  For example Alex Soojung-Kim 
Pang a consultant in Silicon Valley and a visiting scholar at Stanford University has 
supported the benefits of a reduced hours’ culture and he suggests a sea change of 
attitudes even within Silicon Valley itself:

 There are a growing number of companies...often  founded by people who 
are  veterans of Facebook, Google, Cisco, Apple…places where the reigning 
assumption  is, if you’re not working 70 hours a week then you’re a slacker.  
Companies like  Basecamp and Treehouse have been limiting email contact 
in the evening and  reducing the length of the working day.42

40 A separate Ministry would be most relevant were the NI Executive to follow the recommendation of 
Progressive Economic Forum (discussed below) that “proposes a new role for government as ‘employer of 
last resort’, by means of a Job Guarantee Programme (JGP)…Put simply, the government, as ‘employer of 
last resort’, should guarantee a job to any job-seeker who cannot find work in the private sector, at a fixed 
hourly rate which, we suggest, would not be lower than the national living wage rate.  In pledging itself to 
achieve this, government would be fulfilling the traditional trade union demand for ‘work or maintenance’, by 
guaranteeing work. [On Line] Available: https://progressiveeconomyforum.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/
PEF_Skidelsky_How_to_achieve_shorter_working_hours.pdf p.44.

41 “The 4 day week” Barnes, A. with Jones, S. (Piatkus 2020) p.55-56.
42 Alex Soojung-Kim Pang: ‘Why You Get More Done When You Work Less’ (Penguin).  Interviewed [On Line] 

Available: https://www.theguardian.com/money/2017/jan/22/alex-soojung-kim-pang-interview-rest-why-
you-get-more-done-when-you-work-less 22/1/17.
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Principles for organisation change
These possibilities are also echoed internationally with similarly successful 
innovation in areas as diverse as Microsoft (Japan) and British businesses such as 
Elektra Lighting, Think Productive and Portcullis Legals.43  While there have been 
well publicised developments on this issue within the trade union movement (such 
as the CWU’s agreement with Royal Mail44 to shorten the working week from 39 to 
35 hours) it is interesting to examine the motivation and strategy of other moves in 
this direction that come from outwith a position subjectively from “the left” or an 
industrial relations context.  These spring from a clear eyed, long term analysis of 
the self-defeating and unproductive nature of many forms of modern capitalism 
that is crying out for reform.  Andrew Barnes, for example, who founded New 
Zealand’s largest corporate trustee company Perpetual Guardian, has become a 
much lauded evangelist for the four-day week.  He argues there are a number of key 
features that are essential for its successful roll out across an organisation with trust 
as the cornerstone of such an “employee-led innovation.”45  He also stresses any 
new approach would be voluntary, trialled after staff are surveyed and that staff 
are reassured from the outset that there will be is no detriment to their pay and 
benefits.  It is also only possible to commence such an endeavour if those who are 
managing the process are both fully aware of what employees are currently doing:

Unless you already have an intimate understanding of what all your staff are 
doing on a daily basis, what they can do better and what they want to change, 
you cannot unilaterally impose a four-day week and expect success.46

Similarly, he stresses that it is vital that any difficulties that are encountered are fully 
explored and that the proposed reduction in the length of the working week is not 
seen as a  cure-all for any organisation that needs to address deeper problems.  In 
terms of the contractual relationship it represents no change to the employee and 
in effect the employer is:

able to offer the four-day week by treating the day off as a ‘gift’ in exchange 
for the  agreed output from the employee, who would accrue annual leave 
and other  entitlements as normal, because apart from the reduction from 40 
to 32 hours, there  were no changes in their terms of work.47

At every stage the process would be “driven by workers, not managers – bottom up, 
not top down”48 and Barnes himself refers to his model as based on the “100-80-100 
rule - 100 per cent of the pay, 80 per cent of the time but delivering 100 percent of 
agreed productivity.”49

43 [On Line] Available: https://www.theguardian.com/money/shortcuts/2020/jan/06/finland-is-planning-a-
four-day-week-is-this-the-secret-of-happiness 6 Jan 2020.

44 [On Line] Available: https://www.union-news.co.uk/royal-mail-workers-begin-shorter-working-week/#:~: text=CWU 
deputy general secretary postal,it’s a hugely significant moment. 1/10/18.

45 “The 4 day week” Barnes, A. with Jones, S. (Piatkus 2020) p.101.
46 Barnes, A. with Jones, S. Op. Cit. p. 68.
47 Barnes, A. and Jones, S. Op. Cit.  p.113.
48 Barnes, A. and Jones, S. Op. Cit. p. 109.
49 Ibid.
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Automation – a supplement not a substitute
While this is a challenge to a traditional and hierarchical style of worker/
management relations, it offers glimpses of a potential, wider industrial democracy 
whereby participation and inclusion allow new working practices to develop.  
This is particularly essential where the reduction in hours is shaped by increased 
automation.

In this way a genuine debate about automation would reject its use for the purposes 
of crude cost cutting and instead marry its potential to the benefits that are brought 
about by a human presence and human interaction.  This properly measures the 
full, flexible skill set of workers (often underpaid or unpaid particularly in health 
and social care) that their human presence adds and that an algorithm cannot offer.  
This “service ethics” approach means that:

New technologies should aim to improve efficiency without having to 
automate the  social interactions themselves. In social care, employees could 
schedule timetables  more efficiently, reduce the time they spend collecting 
and processing case notes,  and reduce time spent travelling (Skills For 
Care 2017: 20).50  Above all, we must resist the ‘logic of the unmanned’ 
- entrusting decisions to algorithms when they require discretion, 
judgment and empathy.51

Future Direction
As we referred to above, the financial crash did not lead to an economic re-set.  Recent 
data52 on soaring High Pay has confirmed that the greatest profiteers continue to 
“get away” with it.  We see this in the ratios of inequality between the highest and 
lowest paid employees at the FTSE100 companies.  Though beneficiaries over 
decades of a tax and spend ideology that over-rewarded them at the same time as 
the state withdrew from essential swathes of our society – the already privileged 
were again the first in line for corporate welfare during the Covid-19 furlough 
scheme.  (See Figure 3).

50 Skills for Care (2017) Rapid evidence assessment: adult social care and factors associated with productivity 
and work performance. [On Line] Available: https://www.skillsforcare.org.uk/Documents/Leadership-
andmanagement/Productivity/Productivity-report.pdf

51 [On Line] Available: https://progressiveeconomyforum.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/PEF_Skidelsky_
How_to_achieve_shorter_working_hours.pdf  (2019) p. 47.

52 “Rethinking reward: analysis of the 2020 pay ratios disclosures” Kay, R. and Hildyard, L. High Pay Centre/
Standard Life Foundation.  (2020).
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Figure 4 FTSE 100 CEO Furlough Beneficiaries – Pay ratios 53

Given the extremes of inequality this class based generosity represents and 
entrenches, it is sometimes necessary; particularly when the old lie of “we are all 
in this together” is resurrected to reflect on how far, despite the advances outlined 
above in working time, working people are from the exercise of real power.  The 
shadow of feudalism is closer than we may wish to believe (See Figure 4).

Figure 5: Feudalism – Then and Now 54

53 [On Line] Available: http://highpaycentre.org/files/Final_Version_Pay_Ratio_interim_report.pdf June 2020.
54 Update based on [On Line] Available: https://bizshifts-trends.com/mutation-medieval-feudalism-modern-

business-capitalism-rise-neofeudalism-corporate-governance/ 13/8/14 .
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This construct will continue to move in this direction unless it is challenged.  We can 
return to the “race to the bottom” passively accept the fatalism of the “rich man in 
his castle, poor man at his gate” or a challenge it to explore a different re-modelling 
of society.

A re-configuration of work post-pandemic can focus on what matters to society and 
those who live in it.  It seeks to move away from “economies [that] have become 
vast engines for producing nonsense”55 reflecting a new “managerial feudalism.”56  
Behind its veneer of modernity, therefore, is a world of inequality that the scale of 
in-work poverty shows is not addressed solely by the existence of “work” itself.  This 
is what must really shape the broader discussion about work, its duration and its 
reward.

The crucial role of the State
Of course as discussed above, before any employment area could conclude on what 
reduced figure of “hours worked” would be most appropriate there has to be the full 
debate about practical, procedural features of any reduction in the working week.  
This would include which particular posts/roles lend themselves more readily to 
such a reduction.  Again, as with the equally radical switch to work patterns brought 
about by the “needs must” of the pandemic, where there’s a will there’s a way.  
International comparators bear this out particularly where, as we have alluded to, 
success on working time reduction is able to build on an already more progressive 
approach to workers’ rights.

International comparisons57 emphasise that the state has a crucial role to play in 
such changes as: “in no case has the reduction in hours been secured by market 
forces alone.  It has required intervention in the market by legislation or forms of 
collective pressure.”58  This allows the possibility (as evidenced by innovation in the 
French, German and Dutch labour markets for example) of moving more strategically 
towards the concept of working time reduction, simultaneously managing to get 
closer to a “virtuous circle” of high productivity, wage growth and working time 
reduction.  The Progressive Economic Forum argues there were:

 four main methods of reducing working time...state initiative, collective 
bargaining,  company-level...and voluntary action.  The state should take 
the lead in moving the  economy to shorter working hours.  There are three 
things it can do directly: abolish  unemployment, invest in the public sector, 
and use public procurement policies to  leverage conditions of employment 
in the private sector. The government should set  itself the task of achieving 
a 35-hour working week in the public sector and in all  those occupations in 
which it is party to the employment contract over ten years  without loss of 

55 [On Line] Available: https://www.wired.co.uk/article/bullshit-jobs-david-graeber-review 25/5/18.
56 David Graeber, ‘Bullshit Jobs, A Theory’, (Penguin 2019).
57 [On Line] Available: https://progressiveeconomyforum.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/PEF_Skidelsky_

How_to_achieve_shorter_working_hours.pdf  (2019).
58 Skidelsky (2019) Op. Cit. p. 39.
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pay and with improved quality of service in all those occupations in which 
it is party to the employment contract. This would set a norm for the whole  
economy.59

Others have argued for the change in our “traditional” working week to be even 
more dramatic, with the New Economic Forum (NEF) for example arguing for a 
switch from a “standard” 40 hours to 21 hours and that “21 hours or its equivalent 
spread across the calendar year – should become the standard that is generally 
expected by government, employers, trade unions, employees, and everyone 
else.”60  The NEF point out that:

arguments for a 21-hour week fall into three categories, reflecting three 
interdependent ‘economies’, or sources of wealth, derived from the natural 
resources of the planet, from human resources, assets and relationships, 
inherent in everyone’s  everyday lives, and from markets. Our arguments are 
based on the premise that we must recognise and value all three economies 
and make sure they work together for sustainable social justice. Conditions 
necessary for successfully reducing paid working hours include reducing 
hours gradually over a number of years in line with annual wage increments; 
changing the way work is managed to discourage overtime; providing active 
training to combat skills shortages and to help long-term unemployed 
return to the labour force; managing employers’ costs to reward rather than 
penalise taking on extra staff; ensuring more stable and equal distribution 
of earnings; introducing regulations to standardise hours that also promote 
flexible arrangements to suit employees, such as job sharing, extended care 
leave and sabbaticals; and offering more and better protection for the self-
employed against the effects of low pay, long hours, and job insecurity.61

The need to think radically
The economic consequences of the Covid-19 pandemic have exacerbated the 
existing structural weaknesses of the UK economy and the economic vulnerabilities 
of those who work within its structures.  Any change to the working week would, 
obviously, have to be managed sensitively with those most vulnerable in this context 
(“the low-paid workers, the self-employed, atypical and precarious workers, small 
businesses and public sector workers whose jobs resist automation”)62 among the 
groups of workers who would need particular focus in the debate.  Again the state 
is a key player providing the economic safety net as broader objectives are pursued:

The working time reduction agenda should have two complementary 
objectives:

59 Op. Cit. p. 44.
60 [On Line] Available: https://neweconomics.org/2010/02/21-hours Feb 2020. By Simms, A. Coote, A. Franklin, J. 

Full report [On Line] Available: https://neweconomics.org/uploads/files/f49406d81b9ed9c977_p1m6ibgje.pdf
61 [On Line] Available: https://neweconomics.org/2010/02/21-hours
62 Op Cit. p. 43
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i. to improve the economic security and rights of workers so that all workers 
are in a position to decrease their working hours voluntarily should they 
wish to, and

ii. to change working norms so as to prepare the ground for hour-capping 
legislation. Legislation and the enforcement of legislation is most effective 
when norms have already begun to change in its favour.63

Just as the response to the pandemic showed that economically the old rules could 
be temporarily paused, the trade union movement has to challenge any idea that 
with a health crisis stalled, the vacuous “common sense” ideology that underpinned 
those rules should re-commence.  This was based around the economic illiteracy, 
propagated daily through the capitalist mass media, that public finances are 
equivalent to a household budget or that a Treasury that controls its own currency 
is restricted by fear of a “debt” it, in fact, owes itself.  As we know:

This is not an economic argument but a political one. The public is being 
made anxious about the “debt” so that this fear can be weaponised.  By 
persuading voters that something must be done about the national finances, 
and sustaining that outrage, politicians can push for spending cuts. This is a 
repeat of the familiar austerity con that voters fell for a decade ago.64

The “no going back” therefore has to re-engage in the “battle of ideas”, challenge 
such tired thinking and explore a full range of economic alternatives.

In terms of the usual response of “we can’t afford this” – it is important to put into 
perspective what can be done at the drop of the hat and what costs can be deemed 
so insubstantial they can be “written off”.  A recent example of this was when the UK 
Health Secretary Matt Hancock took the financial decision to cancel historic debt 
owed by over 100 Hospitals in England.65  This internal market debt that had weighed 
down these institutions from doing what they needed to do in public health terms 
for years was removed in a single unforecast announcement.  This represented the 
UK Government writing off a figure of just less than thirteen and a half billion 
pounds.  It is useful to put such a figure in a local economic context.  It is an amount 
greater than the full annual Treasury subvention to Northern Ireland.66

63 [On Line] Available: https://progressiveeconomyforum.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/PEF_Skidelsky_
How_to_achieve_shorter_working_hours.pdf  pp43-44.

64 [On Line] Available: https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/jul/14/the-guardian-view-on-covid-
19-economics-the-austerity-con-of-deficit-hysteria 14/7/20.

65 [On Line] Available: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/nhs-to-benefit-from-13-4-billion-debt-write-off  
2/4/20.

66 While the source of political contention about how this is most appropriately measured, it is estimated at 
between (9-£10 billion).  It was “calculated” at £9.2 billion in 2013/4 according to Fact Check NI [On Line] 
Available:  https://factcheckni.org/fact-checks/how-dependent-is-stormont-on-westminster-subvention/
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Conclusion
The concept of market ‘freedom’ is wage slavery for the majority of people.  Indeed:

It is hard to escape the impression that, in swelling numbers across the 
developed world, workers are being led into a locked room, escape from 
which can only be triggered by an exceptional event – a windfall like a lottery 
win or a large inheritance.67

As an alternative to such economic conscription or the individual escape of a financial 
“golden ticket”, the question that is begged is – if money was guaranteed directly 
through a wage and/or protected through a state supplement, how many hours 
would we choose to work?  Instead of the discussion about a working time reduction 
being viewed in a post/inter pandemic economy with job losses everywhere as a 
lower priority than defending the ‘shape’ and quantum of existing jobs, it has to be 
seen as a complimentary not separate debate.  In fact, this is the perfect time to look 
at the redistribution of jobs by the reduction of hours/redesign of those jobs most 
at risk.  In this way, the prospect of mass unemployment should be the prompt to 
determine its opposite - mass employment - through the re-distribution/sharing of 
existing employment – rooted in a re-configuration of a new working week.

The working world we live is a construct and the future world of work – a better 
one can also be built.  It has been said that “there are decades when nothing 
happens and weeks when decades happen”.  The world health emergency we are 
living through has reminded us that barely imaginable change can come swiftly 
into our lives, working or otherwise, and equally huge responses from states can be 
and have been made.  The “sudden” acknowledgement that we need workers in a 
time of crisis – “key” workers and “core” services to meet our basic needs cannot be 
treated as if it never happened prior to a reversion to neo-liberal norms.  “No going 
back” has to be about a rejection of gratitude for any work under any terms and 
conditions.  It has to be about the creation of a wider (industrial) democracy in which 
such work takes place for the appropriate reward and a wider, truer, complimentary 
social security system that underpins it.  The Covid-19 response from the majority 
of the pubic showed the resonance of the idea that there is such a thing as society.  
A future world of work – of reduced hours and appropriate reward has to be part of 
the debate about the foundation of social justice upon which a new society can be 
built.

67 Barnes, A. And Jones, S. (Op. Cit.) p.18.
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