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PRODUCTIVITY AND ADAPTABILITY: 

BETTER SERVED 

BY PROTECTING WORKERS 

AGAINST (EXCESSIVELY) LONG WORKING HOURS*

Two sets of countries

In most EU countries, the average working week is around 40 hours, with some countries slightly below the 40 hours.  However, in the UK and several new Member States average weekly hours are 2 to 4,5 hours longer than the 40 hour week. These high averages point to situations in which groups of workers on a regular basis work many more hours than 40 per week.  
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* References: Eiro (2005) Annual report on working time in Europe

Commission (2005) Draft Joint Employment report 2004/2005

Commission (2000) European Economy Supplement B January 2000
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Long working hours go together with low productivity…

In countries with an average working week above the 40 hours, productivity is very much below the EU-15 average. For example, overall productivity in the UK is some 6 points below average EU–15 productivity, and this despite the UK being an advanced industrial economy. 
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Source: Eiro (2005) and Commission (2005)

… while shorter working hours are a driver for productivity…
Countries limiting long working hours are also countries where productivity levels are much higher than the EU-15 average (see France, Belgium, and the Netherlands in particular). Protecting workers from excessive long working hours can be a driver for productivity. It prevents unproductive employers being ‘bailed out’ at the expense of workers’ time, instead forcing them to invest in a more productive organisation of the work place. Ireland with usual working hours somewhat over 40 but still much below the UK practice can be considered as a ‘border’ case. Also, Irish production, hence productivity levels appear exaggerated because of international companies shifting profits into the Irish economy because of reasons of taxation.
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…. and at the same time allowing increased adaptability
Lower weekly working hours do not come at the expense of rigidity in work organisation. For example, France, Belgium and Italy (countries with relatively low weekly working hours) have relatively high numbers of staff doing night work or shift work as well as above average operating hours for industry. In contrast, the UK with its longer working hours does not enjoy increased ‘flexibility’: night work, shift work, operating hours are only at the EU-15 average, not above it. 
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