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WHY DISCUSS A FOUR-DAY WEEK?
Since Covid-19 struck and the UK went into lockdown, many have been discussing the
‘new normal’ and various campaign groups in Wales have begun pushing for a new raft of
new policies to be implemented, such as Universal Basic Income and the four day
working week.
Those on the left have been pushing for a four-day week for many a year now. In the past
few weeks we have seen a cross-party group using the Covid-19 crisis to re-introduce the
idea. The former Shadow Chancellor John McDonnell, the SNP MP Mhairi Black and the
Green MP Caroline Lucas have written a letter to Rishi Sunak demanding that a
commission be set up be set up to examine the issue. With working timetables so mixed
up due to the virus, these people argue, this is the right time to make a change that will
‘reduce stress and overwork, boost mental health and wellbeing, and increase
productivity’.
To many who don’t want to see any change in our post covid-19 world these policies may
seem ‘extreme’ and ‘unworkable’, but the hunger for societal and economic change has
risen up the political agenda and topics previously considered impossible are now being
looked at in a more sympathetic manner.
The thought of only working a four-day week, whilst being paid the same salary and
having more time to enjoy your personal life appeals to almost everyone. The idea is
probably one of the most popular potential changes to our work life balance proposed in
decades.
The question many would then ask, is this proposal workable and if so, how should it be
implemented?
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POTENTIAL POSITIVES OF A FOUR DAY WEEK
Increased Productivity and Engagement – Overworked employees are less productive,
this is a well acknowledged fact now, research by Stanford University shows that
overworked employees are actually less productive than employees working an average
or normal week.
If employees have more time to recover and have an enhanced personal life then the
likelihood of them procrastinating at work and slowing down due to being overworked is
far reduced, thus giving the company potentially the same outcomes over four days as it
would in five.
Reduced carbon footprint – Working one day a week less in the office could have a
potentially positive effect on the amount of pollution an employee puts into the
atmosphere. The roads would be less congested, thus making it easier to commute for
those using the roads or public transportation to get to their destination. Of course there
would also be less energy consumed if offices had less machines on and factories used
machines less frequently.
Financial positives – One less day a week commuting would reduce an employee’s
commuting cost (if they have one) down by 1/5th. This over the course of their working
life would be a huge saving.
Employee well-being – In 2017-18 57% of all sick days were due to work related stress,
anxiety or depression and 44% of these were caused by workload pressure alone. It’s
clear there is an issue here and reducing the perceived workload will help to improve the
health and well-being of employees.
Employees will have time to recuperate, rest, see their family and friends, these activities
will improve their mental and physical state which should then reduce the number of
sick days they take at work which will help the business to prosper.
Recruitment and Retention – Companies who transition to a four-day working week
structure may well find themselves as an attractive place for potential employees.
Attracting people with similar values that want to ensure they have a more flexible work
and personal life balance.
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POTENTIAL NEGATIVES OF A FOUR DAY WEEK
Economic negatives - This change would be superficial and economically damaging, as
already people are welcome to work whatever hours they want to thanks to the gig
economy and now it is easier than ever for them to do so. As good as it sounds, if this was
implemented the reality is companies would not stick to 28-hour contracts for the same
salary. Employees will most probably be expected to work the same 40-hour weeks, but
in four days instead of five, because If productivity really went up from these changes
then companies would do it anyway and pay their staff more for not working on Fridays.
Flexibility - There are other reasons for not implementing this by law and forcing
companies into it, as many employees already work a four-day week; it’s just not called
that. It’s referred to it as “working from home”, you will spend much of the day on
personal tasks. There is nothing wrong with doing a full day’s work in the morning, if you
feel it is possible and then using spare time for yourself. However, companies don’t need
to give an extra day off, fully paid, for all staff, to achieve that.
Lifestyle negatives - It’s not just the companies and productivity who may be hurt by
this, for employees with babies and young children, a four-day workweek may become a
huge problem for those who depend on childcare. Childcare centres are usually open
from 8am to 6pm, a 10-hour workday would usually end after most places have closed
for the day. A move to a four-day week can have negative effects on those who don’t want
less hours or time in work. A study on the Netherlands’ workweek revealed that 1.5
million people wanted to work more hours but were unable to, this is where potential
productivity is being stunted by the lack of available hours to work, this would only be
compounded with a 4-day week.
Career development - Laura Vanderkam, an expert in the field who has written several
books on the topics of productivity and work life-balance has said “People do the
immediate stuff of their job that has to get done, but then you wind up short-changing
kind of the longer career-development stuff,” and thus their long term career
development is effected by this change, according to Vanderkam the answer is probably
more about allowing for flexible hours than providing a blanket rule like reducing the
workweek to four days.
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The negatives and risks of a blanket rule being brought in is just too much, there are
changes that can be made to a work life to make it better, whether it be flexible hours or
working from home but to introduce this rule for everyone risks ruining the dynamic job
market that. We should let employees and their employer decide, without the interfering
hand of the state meddling and making things worse.
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HOW SHOULD THE SCHEME (IF AT ALL) BE IMPLEMENTED
Many pushing for a four-day week to be introduced are focusing their ideas around
Government having a key place in the debate. They want the Government to implement
legislation to ensure that companies abide to such an idea.
We believe in a much more flexible role for Government within this debate and not a
dictatorial one. As discussed in our ‘Potential Negatives’ section, many people have jobs
in which it simply isn’t possible to work a four-day week, at least not at the current
moment, obviously work structures can be adapted for such a scheme, but this would
take time. So for the Government to implement a law that mandated companies to apply a
four day working week for their staff would be extremely damaging to industry.
The Welsh Government could introduce policies that encourage businesses to move to a
four-day week working structure such as, offering a cut in business rates. Policies such as
this would encourage and incentivise businesses that can move to a four-day week and
could also help those businesses hire more staff and invest into the future with the
money they have saved through their cut in business rates.
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CONCLUSION
To conclude this short paper looking into a four-day working week, we believe there are
benefits to be had from increasing flexibility at work, but this change to a four-day
working week could potentially benefit millions of workers and for the Government to
encourage this through offering cuts in business rates could potentially have a positive
effect on the economy.
However, if mandated by the Government, it could do the exact opposite. It would put in
place a rigid new structure that could cause chaos and a more uneven work/life balance.
Time and time again we have seen the government interfere only to make life worse for
the worker under the guise of improving lives, we must take a sensible approach to this
as blanket uniformity will never work nor will government imposing strict new laws.
We want to see the worker have more flexibility without forcing businesses to
economically damage themselves or must shorten operating hours, thus hurting the
consumer. We all want to see a more dynamic and flexible economy and workers want
this too, but we cannot sacrifice productivity, jobs and personal lives to satisfy a small few
who would see this brought in via a blanket law. Let’s encourage business to adapt after
Covid-19 but not in a way that would hurt an already damaged economy and jobs market.
We need flexibility, not rigid uniformity.
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