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Overemployment Mismatches

 While workers’ preferences regard-
ing work hours by their nature 
are not directly observable, re-

strictions on individuals’ choice of hours of 
work in a given job are widely acknowledged 
as a central feature of the labor market and, 
in many conventional economic studies, of 
labor supply. For the purpose of this article, 
overemployment occurs when a worker’s 
desired hours of labor supply is exceeded 
by hours of labor demanded at their current 
pay rate. This article identifies empirically 
the demographic and job factors associated 
with being “overemployed,” and the extent 
one may be willing to reduce hours of work 
at one’s current (or suitable alternative) job 
for less income. Unlike previous studies of 
hours constraints, the focus here is less on 
underemployment—the desire for more 
hours and income—even though under-
employment is more common and may be 
more adverse to worker welfare.1 However, 
overemployment has considerable spillover 
(hidden) social costs. Facilitating a reduc-
tion in overemployment with appropriately 
targeted policy may potentially reduce the 
extent of underemployment, at least in sec-
tors and workplaces where they co-exist.2

The research for this article relies on 
analysis of the May 2001 Supplement to 
the Current Population Survey (CPS). This 
Supplement queried workers directly (for 
the first time since a previous CPS in 1985) 
about their hypothetical choice between 
more income with more hours, fewer hours 
for less income, or same hours and income. 
The empirical findings can be contrasted to 

Overemployment mismatches: thethe 
preference for fewer work hours

previous estimates of the “rate of overem-
ployment” in the United States using the 
previous CPS or different instruments cap-
turing the presence of “constrained hours.” 
(See exhibit 1.) They also can be used to con-
trast the volume or rate of overemployment 
in comparable countries.3 This article first 
sets the stage by considering the theoreti-
cal labor market and macroeconomic forces 
determining the overall rate and distribution 
of overemployment. Then, it discusses mea-
surement issues pertaining to estimating the 
level of overemployment. Gauging the extent 
of overemployment has proven to be highly 
sensitive to survey question wording and 
range of options presented to respondents. 
The article then considers whether hours 
mismatches are widely shared or are more 
prevalent for certain types of workers. The 
empirical analyses test the null hypothesis 
that overemployment is distributed random-
ly among individuals against the alternative 
hypothesis that it is attributable entirely to 
workers’ stage in their life cycle vis-à-vis the 
nature of jobs. There may be microeconomic, 
macroeconomic, and institutional reasons to 
expect that overemployment might be dis-
proportionately associated with certain per-
sonal characteristics of workers, reflecting 
life cycle preferences such as being a parent. 
In addition, to the extent overemployment 
is also associated with certain occupations 
and industries, union coverage, longer usual 
workweeks, or inflexible daily work sched-
ules, employer or workplace constraints may 
hold sway. There are few previous studies ap-
plying the type of disaggregated data needed 
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is considerably less than the willingness to forgo future 
income or raises.6 Estimates of the proportion overem-
ployed also tend to be greater if individuals are asked to 
specify how many hours they would have preferred to have 
worked in a given week, rather than just indicating fewer 
(or more) hours. Thus, survey questions regarding hours 
preferences are challenging not only because they are 
trickier to measure than actual working hours, but because 
it is often left unclear whether and how workers would 
get their “preferred” number of hours and whether they 
implicitly assume they would experience either more than 
proportional reduction in compensation, such as access to 
employee benefit coverage or premium pay.7 Moreover, 
any preference for fewer hours might be suppressed if a 
worker anticipates being underemployed or unemployed 
in the future.8 Finally, because survey questions do not ad-
dress the intensity of work, respondents may be interpret-
ing the “work less” question as implying not only less pay 
but also a consequently greater work pace or effort. Thus, 
it is likely that estimates of overemployment drawn from 
CPS-type survey questions may be biased downward, on 
balance.

Underlying sources of overemployment

The conventional microeconomic model of the labor 
market suggests labor suppliers sort themselves or are 
matched into jobs that reflect their preferred work time 
in the long run. In the interim, they would receive a com-
pensating wage differential.9 If there were a persistent 
mismatch between desired and actual hours, even though 
it may be equilibrium, this is both individually and so-
cially suboptimal. Hours mismatches are created when 
labor demand-side incentives lead employers to require 
longer hours than employees prefer in the context of hu-
man capital investment (the cost of training and screening 
or adverse selection), principal-agent, or efficiency wage 
models.10 The labor market does not tend to offer “diverse 
durations” of shift lengths and instead may under-provide 
short-hour jobs.11 An overemployment mismatch may ex-
ist and persist so long as: (a) employers perceive the costs 
of adjusting hours downward toward each employee’s 
preference to exceed the benefits; (b) employers under-
estimate or discount the longer term indirect labor costs 
(for example, absences, tardiness, turnover, reduced labor 
productivity) they may incur with worker overemploy-
ment; (c) employees lack recourse or bargaining power to 
impose adverse cost consequences on employers who do 
not match preferences.12

The overall rate of overemployment also has macroeco-

to explore in depth the divergence of overemployment by 
workers’ specific characteristics and the degree to which it 
is associated with either a greater or a lesser incidence of 
underemployment among a given type of worker. The con-
clusion section explores theoretical reasons why the over-
all rate has been stable since 1985 and will likely remain 
so, and derives implications for surveys and research.

Measuring overemployment

The overemployed are workers who state a preference to 
reduce hours of paid work even if to do this lessens their 
income. The most germane questions in surveys are those 
querying the employed if they are willing (but unable) to 
reduce hours at their current (or comparable) job in ex-
change for less current or future earnings or pay. Estimates 
of the rate of overemployment in the United States vary 
considerably, depending on the type of sample, instru-
ment, wording, and context of the question from which 
it can be derived. Exhibit 1 summarizes available, recent 
estimates of the rate of overemployment from studies 
considering technical aspects of the survey attempting to 
measure hours preferences and the existence (or size) of a 
discrepancy with actual hours.

The CPS Supplement yields the lower bound while 
other surveys yield estimates of overemployment as high 
as 50 percent in the United States. Generally, in any sur-
vey that also presents an alternative option of obtaining 
higher income, the proportions of respondents indicating 
a preference for fewer hours are typically lower.4 On one 
hand, if workers are presented exclusively with various 
hours and pay reduction options, the proportions indicat-
ing overemployment are higher. This leads some analysts 
to be skeptical whether workers’ stated preferences would 
become revealed preferences. On the other hand, overem-
ployment may be underestimated if the query provokes 
implicit assumptions among respondents about the cur-
rent income foregone, amount and dimensions of hours 
reduced, and type of gains realized with time off. First, 
respondent openness to hours reduction is greatest when 
surveys do not explicitly state any direct tradeoff of lower 
income.5 Second, rates will vary inversely with the extent 
to which respondents inherently believe they are unable in 
practice to change their own hours toward their truly pre-
ferred hours. Workers may perceive that hours reduction 
is either not permissible (for example, mandatory over-
time), infeasible (under established organizational and job 
norms and rigidities), or penalized (no quality part-time 
or shorter standard workweek options). Furthermore, 
surveys find workers’ inclination to forgo current income 
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Recent estimates of rate of overemployment, sources and measurement

Source Date Sample Overemployment Survey question wording

CareerBuilder.com, 
Survey of Working 
Moms, 2006 

February- 
March, 
2006.

N = 600 full-time 
women with 
children under age 
18 living at home 

52  percent of working 
mothers; 10 percent willing 
to take a pay cut of 10 
percent or more

Are you… “willing to take a pay cut to spend more time 
with your children?” 

Friedman and 
Casner-Lotto, 2003, 
Work in America 

2002 Time is of the 
Essence Survey, 
n =  815 (614 = 
union members)

27 percent-union;
39 percent-nonunion

“Which would you probably select at this point in your 
life?  Your current work schedule, or 90 percent of a 
Full-time schedule with 90 percent pay and benefits, 
80 percent with 80 percent of pay and benefits 70 
percent, 60 percent, etc.”

Friedman and 
Casner-Lotto, 2003, 
Work in America 

…  … Very likely or somewhat 
likely: 33 percent-union  
36 percent-nonunion

“If you had more high quality… part-time options 
available to you right now, how likely do you think you 
would be to use them and reduce your schedule? 

Hart and Associates, 
2003.

2002 Imagining the 
Future of Work
n = 1,106 adults

15 percent would now 
definitely or probably; 
42 percent would in future 
definitely or probably.

“Would You… Work Fewer Hours Per Week / Less 
Pay, would now or would in future.”

www.NewDream.Org 2003 Center for the New 
American Dream 

52 percent “Would you be willing to trade one day off a week for 
an equivalent pay reduction?”

Fligstein and 
Sharone, 2002

2001–02 California 
Workforce Survey, 
n = 911

8 percent “If you could, would you work …same hours for same 
pay…fewer hours for less pay?”

Heldrich Center 1999 Work Trends 
Survey 

30 percent
(28 percent in 1998)

“Would you like to work more hours than you currently 
work, same number of hours, or fewer hours than you 
currently work?”

J. Hahnel, 1998, Is 
Time Really Money? 
Dollars and Sense, 
(Jan./Feb.), 43

1998 17 percent (20 percent cut)
50 percent (10 percent cut)

“Would…accept a 10 percent cut in their pay… a 20 
percent pay cut, to get a 4-day workweek.”

Smith, 2000;
Hout and Hanley, 
2003;
Bell and Freeman, 
2001

1997
2005

International 
Social Survey 
Program (ISSP), 
Work Orientations 
Module

1997: 10 percent (18 
percent wives; 8 percent 
husbands)
2005: 6 percent

“If you had only one of these three choices, which of 
the following would you…prefer to work…fewer hours 
and earn less money?”

Families and Work
Institute, 1998

1997 n = 3,500 28 percent “Would…give up a day’s pay for one
fewer day of work per week.”

Schor, 1995 1994  … 51 percent-10 percent cut,   
19 percent-20 percent cut,
37 percent-prefer time off

“(Would you) take the option of a four day week, for 
a 10 percent pay cut? 20 percent pay cut?”“(Do you) 
prefer a raise or more time off?”

Clarkberg and Moen, 
2001 

2001 National Study 
of Families and 
Households 
1993/4 and 
1987/8;  
n = 9,108

36 percent of husbands in 
dual-career couples; 
39 percent of husbands in 
“neo-traditional” couples

(If employed and married) “Would you prefer to work 
less than your present work schedule?” 

Feather and Shaw, 
2000

1992 National Survey of 
Recreation, 
n = 860

25 percent of hourly wage 
workers; 50 percent of 
workers on a fixed schedule 
(not free to choose how long 
to work)

“Would you be willing to work fewer hours in order to 
have more free time?”

Exhibit 1.
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nomic sources, such as cyclical factors. When orders or 
customers are surging, the demand for hours per worker 
may rise faster than hours desired induced by rising wages 
(particularly when income effects dominate substitution 
effects on labor supply). Also, overemployment may be 
structural. This may result from skill upgrading or skill 
shortages and the rising quasi-fixed cost of health insur-
ance contributions, or institutional factors such as de-
unionization and more noncompliance with Fair Labor 
Standards Act (FLSA) overtime hours and pay regulations.  
All of these factors would tend to increase average hours 
demanded.13 Finally, frictional overemployment stems 
from the bundling of hours with pay in most employment 
contracts and from incomplete information regarding 
available jobs, hours, and scheduling arrangements and 
employee preferences.14

Hypotheses: overemployment distribution 

An employee becomes overemployed when their em-
ployer’s demand for hours per worker lengthens beyond 
the supply of hours employers can induce (with working 
conditions or pay) from employees. Alternatively, it oc-
curs when workers cannot realize a new preference for 
reduced hours of paid market work because constraints 
in the workplace, such as minimum hours required to re-
tain or perform a job preclude a commensurate downward 
adjustment of hours. Various theories of the labor market 
suggest that overemployment, all else constant, may be 
more prevalent among certain types of workers (as with 
unemployment and underemployment). Thus, overem-
ployment (underemployment) is expected to be positively 
(negatively) associated with:

Personal characteristics that are associated with rela-
tively shorter preferred time in paid work activity, 
during certain life cycle stages.15 This includes times 
when competing demands on time are greatest, 
especially in dual earner households, when house-
hold production, caregiving, or health needs are at a 
peak,16 and personal characteristics associated with 
access to relatively higher relative wage rates, such as 
for whites and the higher educated, rather than dis-
advantaged minorities such as African-Americans 
and the lesser educated;
Long average weekly hours, as this is associated with 
a desire to work less, particularly among full-time 
dual working spouses where at least one partner 
wishes to reduce hours;17

High relative earnings per hour, where income ef-
fects may be stronger;18

•

•

•

Occupations for which there are no legally required 
overtime pay premia for increasing hours, such as 
“exempt” jobs that tend to be paid by salary rather 
than hourly;
Occupations and industries with workplaces or jobs 
that offer incentives that induce longer hours with 
the promise of future compensation rewards or en-
hance job security and/or penalize expressing pref-
erences for shorter hours;19

Occupations with structural economic constraints, 
such as high minimum hours requirements or little 
autonomy for workers to exert control over their 
own hours;20

Industries where there is some productivity per 
worker gained while the additional wage cost is neg-
ligible, such as jobs compensated with salary rather 
than hourly wages;21

Little bargaining leverage among workers to ob-
tain arrangements for adjusting hours downward as 
needed when their preferences shift, such as younger 
or nonunion workers, and a paucity of alternative job 
opportunities;22

Jobs with more flexible working options, such as 
flexitime scheduling and work at home, to the extent 
these may help alleviate chronic daily time conflicts 
associated with long workweeks, or lead workers to 
reciprocate with greater effort in the form of extra 
hours.23

Descriptive statistics

The descriptive statistics of the key variables used in the 
May 2001 CPS Supplement sample of more than 57,000 
individuals appear in the appendix. (See page 37.) The key 
question asks: “If [you/name] had a choice [at your main 
job] would you/he/she prefer to: work fewer hours but 
earn less money. Work more hours but earn more money. 
Work the same number of hours and earn the same mon-
ey?” Because proxy answers for this question were not al-
lowed, just under 43,000 observations were collected. The 
distribution of hours mismatches by personal and work 
characteristics appear in tables 1 through 5.24

Table 1 shows that estimates of the overemployment 
rate using the CPS Supplement question on the willing-
ness to trade income for reduced hours in 2001 was about 
7 percent of all employed (7.4 percent among full-time 
workers), virtually the same as the 7.6 percent rate ob-
served when last measured in 1985.25 While a far greater 
proportion is either satisfied with their level of hours or 
seeks more hours to gain income, the share that is over-

•

•

•

•

•

•
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employed is not trivial. Indeed, it implies a growth over 
time in structural or frictional overemployment, as there 
was presumably less cyclical overemployment in the midst 
of the 2001 recession year. The overemployment rates and 
overemployment ratios (overemployment over underem-
ployment rate) are relatively higher among women and 
whites than among men and African-Americans. There is 
a clear pattern by age, with overemployment low among 
young workers but rising with age. There appears to be 
more interest in reduced hours in 2001 among the 55–64 
age group, than had been in 1985, and somewhat more 
interest among 65 and older men as well. However, the 
overall rates by gender exhibited no discernable change 
over time.

Table 2 shows how the overemployment varies by level 
of work hours. The pattern by hours level is similar in both 
2001 and 1985. Overemployment climbs steadily as hours 
lengthen, with the exception that overemployment and the 
overemployment ratio dip somewhat among those work-
ing exactly 40 hours, in both 2001 and 1985. A shift seems 
to have taken place over time where overemployment has 
become somewhat less disparate by hours. It has become 
less concentrated among those with very long hours, but 
is slightly more apparent among those with fewer than 30 
hours. Thus, the small decline in overall overemployment 
rate observed since 1985 has occurred almost entirely be-
cause of a decline in overemployment among those work-
ing exactly 40 or more than 48 hours per week.

Table 3 shows the general distribution of overemploy-
ment and underemployment by job sector. Private non-
profit sector jobs exhibit higher rates of overemployment. 
The sample collapsed responses into 49 detailed industry 
and 43 detailed occupational classifications. Overemploy-
ment ratios are higher for managerial, professional, tech-
nical and sales jobs. Since 1985, there has been a slight 
increase among managerial and technical jobs, and a no-
ticeable drop in overemployment among production and 
service type occupations.

Table 4 illustrates the largely positive association be-
tween a preference for reduced hours and a worker’s 
weekly earnings level. The preference appears to intensify 
as income climbs from low to high. Among women, this 
preference rises, for the most part, linearly in all but two of 
the ten income groups. Also, among men, higher income 
is associated with elevated overemployment, however, in 
contrast, men in the highest income group have slightly 
lower overemployment, compared with men in the sec-
ond highest income group, and the rate of overemploy-
ment for men in the $300–$399 per week group is lower 
than the level of income just below that. Correspondingly, 

however, underemployment decreases in a linear fashion 
(with the exception of men with short weekly hours and/
or very low wage rates) as income level grows. Thus, the 
overemployment (to underemployment) ratio has a clear 
linear relationship to income among women and virtually 
linear among men.

Table 5 shows that overemployment is particularly high 
in certain occupational classifications. In health diagnos-
ing, the overemployment ratio exceeds one. Overemploy-
ment actually surpasses the rate of underemployment. 
With an overemployment ratio just under one in health 
assessment and law professions, overemployment appears 
to be almost on par with underemployment. The intensity 
of desire to trade income for fewer hours is significantly 
correlated with the amount of work hours in an occupa-
tion (but not industry).

Table 6 shows that certain industries feature higher 
overemployment rates, although the rates are less dispa-
rate by industry than by occupation, as measured by the 
standard deviation among the 49 industries and 43 occu-
pations. Rates are highest in services such as hospitals and 
other health, utilities and sanitary, professional services, 
insurance and real estate, and a few manufacturing indus-
tries—paper, professional equipment and toys-sporting 
goods.

The mismatch ratio is defined here as the sum of over-
employment plus underemployment, divided by the share 
of workers that prefers the “same hours” they currently 
have. That is, the ratio of those who are dissatisfied to 
those who are satisfied with their number of work hours. 
Data in tables 1–6 suggest that mismatches are more con-
centrated in relatively lower skilled blue-collar jobs and in 
industries such as retail trade, private household, and per-
sonal and entertainment services. In addition, mismatches 
shrink as age progresses and this ratio is a bit lower among 
men than among women.

Empirical model and estimation results

The microdata permit empirical testing of the explana-
tory power and significance of many of the personal and 
job status characteristics often hypothesized to affect the 
likelihood a given individual in the sample may express 
a preference for “fewer hours and less income.” Whether 
an individual reports being willing to reduce hours and 
income depends on three independent sets of factors ob-
servable in the CPS and Supplement:

Personal characteristics such as age, gender, race, 
marital status, parental status, and human capital 
such as education level.

1)
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Work hours status, such as working either standard or 
long workweeks, part-time job, on a daytime or non-
traditional shift, and flexibility of its daily timing.
Job characteristics, such as the occupation and indus-
try of employment, hourly paid, or union membership 
status, and private or public sector employment.

This likelihood of an individual (i) responding affirma-
tively to the option of reducing both hours and income, 

2)

3)

that is, being overemployed (or underemployed), is deter-
mined by a worker’s personal (β) as well as job character-
istics, including work hours (δ), and the respective vectors 
of estimated coefficients, X and Y:

OVER i = a  +  Xiβ  +  Yiδ  +  e

UNDER i = a  +  Xiβ  +  Yiδ  +  e

 Table 1.  Hours preference by workers’ demographic characteristics, 2001 and Shank 1986

Characteristic

CPS, 2001
Number of 

cases
Mismatch 

ratio1

Over­
employment 

ratio2

Shank (1986)

Same 
hours

Fewer 
hours

More 
hours

Same 
hours

Fewer 
hours

More 
hours

Total 65.8 6.94 27.25 42,956 0.52 0.25  64.9   7.6   27.5  

Usually full time 67.0 7.43 25.6 25,098 .49 .29 … … …

Male 64.7 5.4 30.0 21,897 .55 .18  63.5   5.9   3.6  

Age:

16-19 42.5 3.1 54.4 1,131 1.36 .06  39.7   2.6   57.8  

20-24 54.3 2.6 43.2 2,282 .84 .06  48.5   3.9   47.7  

25-34 60.5 4.5 35.1 5,218 .65 .13  60.4   6.0   33.6  

35-44 67.4 5.6 27.0 5,980 .48 .21  66.8   6.7   26.5  

45-54 70.2 6.6 23.2 4,673 .42 .28  72 .6   6.7   20.6  

55-64 74.6 7.8 17.5 2,089 .34 .45  79 .5   6.8   13.7  

65 and older 79.6 8.0 12.4 524 .26 .64  81 .9   7.4   10.7  

Female 67.0 8.6 24.3 21,059 .49 .36  65 .7   8.8   25.5  

Age:

16-19 51.3 4.2 44.5 1,143 .95 .09  42 .8   3.4   53.8  

20-24 59.5 4.3 36.3 2,221 .68 .12  57 .4   6.1   36.6  

25-34 64.8 9.1 26.1 4,697 .54 .35  65 .5   9.7   24.8  

35-44 68.1 9.6 22.3 5,661 .47 .43  65 .6   1.7   23.6  

45-54 71.3 9.9 18.9 4,773 .40 .52  71 .2   9.4   19.4  

55-64 72.8 9.9 17.3 2,064 .37 .57  77 .3   7.5   15.2  

65 and older 81.6 6.3 12.1 500 .23 .52  81 .3   6.9   11 .8  

Male-- 
usually full time 67.7 5.6 26.8 14,050 .48 .21 … … …

Female--usually 
full time 69.6 10.1 20.3 11,048 .44 .50 … … …

White 67.0 7.4 25.6 36,598  65 .5   7.7   26.8  

Male 65.7 5.7 28.6 19,345 .52 .20  64 .5   6.2   29 .3  

Female 68.5 9.2 22.3 17,253 .46 .41  66 .5   9.4   24 .2  

Black 59.1 4.4 36.5 4,131 ... …  56 .6   4.4   39 .0  

Male 58.1 3.1 38.8 1,839 .72 .08  54 .0   3.8   42 .2  

Female 60.0 5.5 34.6 2,292 .67 .16  58 .8   4.9   36 .3  
1 The numerator of the mismatch ratio is the sum of overemployment 

plus underemployment, and the denominator is the proportion that 
prefers the “same hours” they currently have.

2 The overemployment ratio is the overemployment rate divided by 
the underemployment rate.

SOURCE: May 2001 CPS Supplement on Work Schedules and Work 
at Home.
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The model is estimated using multinomial logit analysis, 
given the three potential responses. The dependent vari-
able is bi-variate, taking on a value of one if the employed 
worker reports having a preference for fewer hours and 
less income or more hours for more income. The coeffi-
cients are derivatives of the probit estimates, representing 
the marginal probabilities that an individual possessing a 
given characteristic prefers fewer hours with less income. 
The estimation shows precisely which personal and job 
characteristics are more likely to be associated with the 
condition of “overemployment,” with the effects of all 
other variables held constant. The sequential estimation 
by sets of variables will highlight the role of various job 
attributes that might otherwise be attributed (solely) to 
personal characteristics.

Demographic and worker personal characteristics. Results 
in the appendix show that as workers become older, their 
likelihood of harboring a preference for fewer hours 
heightens, but the effect is nonlinear, diminishing over 
the life cycle. Moreover, the effects of age are smaller 
when controlling for workers’ work hours and occupa-
tional characteristics. Female workers appear to be much 
more likely to report being overemployed than their male 
counterparts. The order of magnitude is about a 4-percent 
greater likelihood. Note this is not reduced at all when tak-
ing into account work hours and other job characteristics. 

Conversely, African-American workers are significantly 
less likely than others to be overemployed. This probably 
reflects their significantly greater likelihood of being un-
deremployed.26 Because wage rates for African-American 
workers, on average, are lower than for other workers, ap-
parently such workers are more willing to work additional 
hours for added income.

Marital status is also a factor. Being married is associ-
ated with more overemployment, on the order of about 2 
percent, relative to the reference group of single workers, 
even when controlling for all job characteristics. Being 
divorced, separated, or widowed, however, is not. Indeed, 
such workers are more likely to be underemployed. Hav-
ing children in the household (relative to having either no 
children or fully grown children) is important, but with 
nuances. When the youngest child in the household is 
younger than 3 years, this raises the likelihood of feeling 
overemployed by an additional 2 percent. Having children 
ages 3 through 5 (pre-school age) has a statistically sig-
nificant but weaker effect, about half the magnitude of the 
youngest children. Interestingly, when the youngest child 
present in the household reaches age 14, this reverses the 
effect of having children on the likelihood of overemploy-
ment. Thus, it is apparent that when the youngest child is 
an infant or toddler, there is a relatively greater demand 
for time than for money (some of the lower underem-
ployment probability for parent workers can be attributed 

 Table 2.  Hours preferences by number of hours worked, 2001 and Shank (1986)

Actual hours 
worked weekly

CPS, 2001
Number of 

cases
Mismatch 

ratio1
Overemployment 

ratio2

Shank (1986)
Same 
hours

Fewer 
hours

More 
hours

Same 
hours

Fewer 
hours

More 
hours

Total 67.0 7.4 25.6 30,327 … … … … …

1 to 14 62.1 5.1 32.9 680 0.61 0.15  50.9   4.6   44.5  

15 to 29 60.3 6.0 33.7 2,404 .66 .18  57.3   5.6   37.1  

30 to 34 58.9 8.1 33.1 1,989 .70 .24  58.6   8.0   33.4  

35 to 39 64.0 7.7 28.3 2,179 .56 .27  65.0   8.1   26.9  

40 69.8 5.6 24.5 12,961 .43 .23  70.5   7.1   22.5  

41 to 48 66.6 8.1 25.3 4,015 .50 .32  65.3   8.1   26.6  

49 to 59 69.7 9.6 20.6 3,745 .43 .47  66.5   10.8   22.7  

60 and more 66.1 13.3 20.7 2,354 .51 .64  63.9   16.3   19.8  

1 The numerator of the mismatch ratio is the sum of overemployment 
plus underemployment, and the denominator is the proportion that 
prefers the “same hours” they currently have

2 The overemployment ratio is the overemployment rate divided by 
the underemployment rate.

NOTE: As with Shank (1986), only those aged 25 to 54 are included 
here.

SOURCE: May 2001 CPS Supplement on Work Schedules and Work 
at Home.
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 Table 3.  Hours preferences by job type, 2001 and Shank (1986)

Job type
CPS, 2001

Number 
of cases

Mismatch 
ratio1

Overemployment 
ratio2

Shank (1986)3

Same 
hours

Fewer 
hours

More 
hours

Same 
hours

Fewer 
hours

More 
hours

Major occupations

Executive, administrative and
 managerial 72.8 10.4 16.9 6,234 0.37 0.61

 
72.3   9.7  

 
18.0  

Professional speciality 73.0 9.5 17.4 7,076 .37 .54

Technicians and related support 69.9 8.2 22.0 1,564 .43 .37 66.1 8.3 25.6

Sales 63.1 6.8 30.1 4,671 .58 .23 … … …

Administrative support, including clerical 67.5 7.7 24.9 6,317 .48 .31 … … …

Private household 54.6 4.7 40.7 197 .83 .12 56.6 4.5 38.9

Protective services 65.4 4.2 30.4 875 .53 .14 … … …

Services, except protective and 
 household 56.1 4.2 39.7 4,846 .78 .11 … … …

Precision production, craft and repair 64.3 4.3 31.4 4,509 .56 .14  63.5   6.4   3.1  

Machine operators, assemblers and 
 inspectors 60.8 3.9 35.4 2,368 .64 .11 59.4 5.6 35.0

Transportation and material moving 64.5 5.3 30.2 1,877 .55 .18 … … …

Handlers, equipment cleaners, helpers, 
 laborers 54.8 3.7 41.5 1,712 .82 .09 … … …

Farming, forestry and fishing 54.0 4.5 41.5 710 .85 .11 49.4 5.0 45.6

Major industries

     Total 65.8 6.9 27.3 42,956 … … … … …

Agriculture 54.4 5.3 40.4 657 .84 .13  49.4   7.3   43.3  

Mining 75.6 4.1 20.3 196 .32 .20  66.3   8.0   25.6  

Construction 62.0 4.4 33.6 2,480 .61 .13  58.6   5.3   36.1  

Manufacturing--durables 66.8 6.4 26.8 4,152 .50 .24 66.7 7.5 25.8

Manufacturing--nondurables 67.5 6.5 25.9 2,562 .48 .25 … … …

Transportation 67.3 7.0 25.7 2,045 .49 .27 68.7 7.8 7.8

Communication 69.2 7.8 23.0 781 .45 .34 … … …

Utilities and sanitary services 69.9 10.6 19.5 518 .43 .55 … … …

Wholesale trade 66.3 7.9 25.9 1,666 .51 .30 66.3 7.4 26.3

Retail trade 58.8 5.5 35.7 7,075 .70 .15 56.3 6.4 37.3

Finance, insurance and retail estate 69.5 8.2 22.3 2,751 .44 .37 68.6 8.0 23.5

Private household 55.5 5.0 39.5 226 .80 .13 65.6 7.8 26.5

Business, auto and repair services 63.7 6.7 29.6 2,751 .57 .23 … … …

Personal services 59.7 6.6 33.6 912 .67 .20 … … …

Entertainment and recreation 59.6 5.1 35.4 834 .68 .14 … … …

Hospitals 71.5 10.6 17.9 1,848 .40 .59 … … …

Medical services, except hospitals 68.2 8.7 23.2 2,165 .47 .37 … … …

Education services 68.9 7.8 23.3 4,148 .45 .33 … … …

Social services 64.8 6.7 28.6 1,066 .54 .23 … … …

Other professional services 71.8 9.5 18.7 1,860 .39 .51 … … …

Forestry and fisheries 62.0 16.2 21.8 25 .61 .74 … … …

See footnotes at end of table.
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to their number of work hours). However, when their 
youngest child reaches high school age, parents shift their 
preference, to the point where they actually prefer more 
income relative to time, all else constant.

Finally, the desire to reduce work hours is strongly con-
nected to education level. Those with college or advanced 
degrees are much more likely to indicate overemployment 
and those without any college are far less likely. The effect 
of higher education, however, appears to have more to do 
with such workers’ occupations rather than their education 
level per se. Those aged 16 to 24 who are enrolled in school 
are actually more likely to be overemployed when holding 
constant their work hours, shift, and sector. Women, the 
married, and parents of very young children exhibit sig-
nificantly less likelihood of being underemployed, while 
the divorced-widowed-separated, school-enrolled, the 
higher educated, and workers with children of school-age, 
have a lesser likelihood. (A supplemental table displaying 
the symmetry found with underemployment hours mis-
matches is available. See endnote 26.) 

Work hours, work shift, and work flexibility characteristics. 
The explanatory power of the model (See pseudo-R2 in 
appendix table, page 37.) is improved measurably when 
workers’ duration and timing of weekly hours is added 
to the model. A clear pattern is evident as a worker’s 
average workweek lengthens. Full-time workers have a 
progressively higher likelihood of being overemployed 
corresponding to the length of their usual weekly hours, 
relative to those working 35 to 39 hours (the reference 
group). Working from 41 to 49 hours raises the prob-

ability of overemployment by a statistically significant 2 
percent. Working 50 hours or more raises it still further, 
on the order of about 5 percent, even when including con-
trols for occupation and industry type. Having variable 
weekly hours, where a worker is unable to specify their 
usual workweek length, exhibits no effect either way on 
the likelihood of overemployment. Interestingly, however, 
full-time workers with variable hours are somewhat less 
likely to be underemployed, while part-time workers with 
variable workweeks are considerably more likely to be 
underemployed. The effects of hours duration on under-
employment are symmetrical, but even stronger. Perhaps 
surprisingly, workers reporting usual hours of exactly 40 
hours per week (accounting for about half the work force) 
are significantly less likely to be underemployed and no 
less likely to be overemployed, and this cannot be attribut-
ed to their occupations or industries of employment. This 
runs counter to expectations that the FLSA overtime pay 
requirement restrains employer demand for work hours in 
ways that constrain workers who might wish more labor 
supply to earn the premium pay. In fact, there is no indica-
tion whatsoever of a desire for more hours among those 
working 41 or more hours. Not surprising, however, is that 
part-time workers are considerably more likely to be un-
deremployed as well as less likely to be overemployed. The 
findings suggest there is a widespread preference to work 
somewhere between 35 and 40 hours.

Compared to those working an evening shift (the ref-
erence group), those on a regular daytime shift (the vast 
majority) have a slightly increased likelihood of being 
overemployed. This appears to be due in large measure 

 Table 3.   Continued—Hours preferences by job type, 2001 and Shank (1986)

Job type
CPS, 2001

Number 
of cases

Mismatch 
ratio1

Overemployment 
ratio2

Shank (1986)3

Same 
hours

Fewer 
hours

More 
hours

Same 
hours

Fewer 
hours

More 
hours

Federal Government 71.6 6.7 21.7 1,196 .40 .31

State government 70.9 6.6 22.5 2,096 .41 .29 … … …

Local government 69.8 6.9 23.3 3,699 .43 .29 … … …

Private, for profit 64.4 6.8 28.8 33,379 .55 .24 … … …

Private, nonprofit 71.4 9.0 19.6 2,586 .40 .46 … … …

1 The numerator of the mismatch ratio is the sum of overemployment 
plus underemployment, and the denominator is the proportion that 
prefers the “same hours” they currently have.

2 The overemployment ratio is the overemployment rate divided by 
the underemployment rate.

3 Shank collapsed occupations and industries into fewer categories, 
and the proportions here are combinations with the blank spaces directly 
below it.

SOURCE: May 2001 CPS Supplement on Work Schedules and Work 
at Home
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to the type of occupation, however. Those on an irregular 
(“other”) shift have a reduced probability of being under-
employed, but are no different from evening shift workers 
regarding overemployment. Perhaps surprisingly, the in-
cidence of overemployment is associated positively, rather 
than negatively, with having a flexible work schedule 
(having an ability to alter either the daily starting or end-
ing times of the work day). Similar is the effect of having 
location flexibility (the opportunity to work from home), 
although when controlling for industry of employment, 
working at home does somewhat reduce the likelihood of 
underemployment. However, working at home is associ-
ated with greater risk of overemployment. The findings 
suggest that the timing of work, even when at the discre-
tion of the employee, does not alleviate overemployment 
and indeed, even seems to exacerbate it. Thus, neither daily 

work scheduling flexibility nor work at home appear to be 
solutions to overemployment. This dual face of flexibility 
lends support to the notion that the interference of work 
hours with efforts to balance work-life-family is wholly 
independent of flexibility of work schedule.27

Job characteristics: occupations and industries. The major 
occupational classifications that exhibit relatively greater 
overemployment are managerial and professional jobs, 
even when controlling for their generally higher education 
requirements and longer hours.28 In general, the higher 
the pay (skill or preparation) level of the job, the greater is 
the tendency toward overemployment and lesser toward 
underemployment. Blue-collar production, service, and 
transportation occupation employees are all more likely 
to be underemployed and less likely to be overemployed. 

 Table 4.   Hours preferences by earnings levels, 2001 and Shank (1986)

Weekly earnings
CPS, 2001

Number 
of cases

Mismatch 
ratio1

Overemployment 
ratio2

Shank (1986)
Same 
hours

Fewer 
hours

More 
hours

Same 
hours

Fewer 
hours

More 
hours

Male 67.1 5.6 27.4 3,877 … …  65.5   6.5   28.0  

Less than $150 63.0 4.6 32.4 51 0.59 0.14  39.3   3.9   56.7  

150–199 43.1 .0 56.9 37 1.32 .00  43.9   3.4   52.7  

200–249 36.0 2.8 61.2 70 1.78 .05  55.6   4.2   40.2  

250–299 44.9 2.7 52.5 127 1.23 .05  60.8   2.9   36.3  

300–399 52.2 4.8 43.0 297 .92 .11  62.6   7.0   30.5  

400–499 60.1 2.7 37.2 410 .66 .07  66.6   6.5   26.9  

500–599 63.9 4.8 31.3 448 .56 .15  71.9   7.9   20.3  

600–749 69.8 5.0 25.3 564 .43 .20  73.0   7.8   19.1  

750–899 68.5 7.8 23.7 501 .46 .33  76.6   8.9   14.5  

900 and more 76.2 6.8 16.9 1,372 .31 .40 … … …

Female 68.5 10.0 21.6 3,773 .46 .46  67.2   10.9   21.9  

Less than $150 62.4 2.2 35.4 126 .60 .06  55.6   5.0   39.4  

150–199 66.3 2.5 31.1 94 .51 .08  66.6   7.4   26.9  

200–249 56.0 4.5 39.6 122 .79 .11  66.6   12.2   21.2  

250–299 63.4 4.1 32.6 165 .58 .12  66.2   14.1   19.7  

300–399 68.8 5.0 26.2 350 .45 .19  72.6   11.9   15.5  

400–499 68.5 7.8 23.8 382 .46 .33  75.7   12.4   11.9  

500–599 73.8 9.1 17.2 336 .36 .53  72.0   15.2   12.8  

600–749 70.4 13.8 15.8 330 .42 .88  73.2   13.9   12.9  

750–899 76.0 12.7 11.4 266 .32 1.11  63.6   22.0   14.6  

900 and more 67.6 20.9 11.4 413 .48 1.83 … … …
1 The numerator of the mismatch ratio is the sum of overemployment 

plus underemployment, and the denominator is the proportion that 
prefers the “same hours” they currently have.

2 The overemployment ratio is the overemployment rate divided 
by the underemployment rate.

NOTE: Earnings are reported only by the CPS Outgoing Rotation Group. 
Also, Shank’s (1986) top income category was $750 and more.

SOURCE: May 2001 CPS Supplement on Work Schedules and Work 
at Home.
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 Table 5. 	 Overemployment	by	detailed	occupational	classification,	2001

Occupation Overemployment 
rate, rank

Over­employ­
ment ratio1

Mean usual 
hours in main 

job
Number of cases

Total … 0.25 36.3 42,956

Correlation coefficient, overemployment rate with hours 0.53 ... … …

Standard deviation among occupations 3.43 … … …

Health diagnosing 20.1 1.87 43.6 229

Lawyers and judges 14.3 .88 44.3 222

Natural scientists 12.4 .71 40.9 180

Health assessment and treatment 11.8 .89 34.8 1,164

Other executive, administrative. and managerial 11.0 .68 41.6 4,166

Engineers 9.5 .56 40.7 728

Management related occupations 9.5 .51 39.3 1,715

Supervisors, administrative support 9.4 .40 40.4 264

Health technologists and technicians 9.2 .43 35.4 630

Mathematical and computer scientists 9.1 .53 40.5 659

Computer equipment operators 8.9 .64 37.7 122

Supervisors and proprietors, sales 8.9 .44 41.6 1,241

Secretaries, stenographers, and typists 8.9 .52 35.6 1,052

Sales representatives, finance and business services 8.8 .35 38.7 764

Technicians, excluding health, engineer and science 8.3 .49 36.9 451

Teachers, college and university 8.2 .50 33.1 382

Financial records processing 8.0 .36 34.9 694

Other professional specialty occupations 7.9 .42 36.2 1,529

Teachers, except college and university 7.9 .39 36.1 1,981

Other administrative support, including clerical 7.2 .27 34.9 3,981

Sales representatives, commodities, excluding retail 7.2 .36 39.5 490

Engineering and science technicians 6.6 .24 37.6 447

Officials and administrative, public administrative 6.4 .43 39.2 349

Mail and message distributing 6.4 .20 36.1 320

Other precision production, craft, and repair 5.8 .19 40.4 1,336

Personal service 5.8 .16 27.6 773

Motor vehicle operators 5.6 .19 36.6 1,383

Sales workers, retail and personal service 4.8 .12 28.3 2,137

Private household service 4.7 .12 23.7 200

Cleaning and building service 4.7 .13 32.5 1,055

Mechanics and repairers 4.6 .16 39.4 1,583

Health service 4.6 .13 33.0 961

Farm workers and related occupations 4.5 .11 34.0 680

Other transportation and material moving 4.4 .13 38.3 474

Protective service 4.2 .14 38.3 867

Freight, stock and materials handlers 4.2 .10 30.0 698

Fabricators, assembers, inspectors, samplers 3.9 .11 39.1 833

Machine operators and tenders, excluding precision 3.8 .11 37.3 1,412

Other handlers, equipment cleaners, helpers, laborers 3.7 .09 35.5 733

See footnotes at end of table.
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When controlling for occupation types, the effect of all 
the other variables remains the same in terms of their size 
and significance.

Some industries stand out for a markedly greater likeli-
hood of overemployment. Utilities and sanitary services 
and hospitals have a higher likelihood of overemployment. 
So does the transportation industry, although this appears 
attributable to the occupational mix of that industry. The 
industry findings are not surprising, given the greater 
incidence of mandatory overtime work in the telecom-
munications, public utilities, and hospital sectors.29 Thus, 
it appears that certain jobs and sectors have more strin-
gent minimum hours constraints than others, and/or that 
workers in these jobs and sectors have stronger preferences 
for shorter hours than for the existing length of hours.

Gender patterns and differences. Given the strong gender 
difference uncovered, it would be worthwhile to separate 
the sample into women and men. Among women, aging 
through the life cycle heightens the preference for fewer 
hours. (See endnote 26.) However, this appears entirely 
due to the number (and shift) of their work hours. Some-
what in contrast, men exhibit a positive association of 
age with overemployment, but this is partly because of 
their work hours. The effects of children present in the 
household are generally stronger for women. Women 
with children up through age 5 have a greatly heightened 
likelihood of overemployment. Quite symmetrically, they 
have a much reduced likelihood of being underemployed, 
as well. Moreover, when controlling for women’s (shorter 
or longer) hours of work, the preference for fewer hours 
exists among mothers whose youngest child is age 13 or 
younger. In strong contrast, men with school-aged chil-
dren become less likely to be overemployed, regardless of 
their work hours. When the youngest child is very young, 

however, men do harbor less interest is seeking more 
hours. Nevertheless, once the youngest child reaches age 
3, men are less likely to be overemployed, and when their 
youngest child reaches school age, become more likely to 
be underemployed. At first glance, women also appear to 
be less likely to be overemployed and more likely to be 
underemployed when their youngest child reaches high-
school age. However, the reduced overemployment among 
mothers of teens may be attributable largely to their num-
ber of work hours and their greater underemployment is 
entirely attributable to their level of education.

The influence of work hours on expressed hours prefer-
ences is most salient. Women with fewer than 35 work 
hours exhibit less likelihood of being overemployed and 
women working more than 41 and more than 50 hours 
experience a statistically significant 4 percent to 6 percent 
higher likelihood, respectively, of being overemployed. 
Moreover, if women part-timers’ hours vary, this slightly 
reduced their likelihood of preferring fewer hours, al-
though this also exacerbates the likelihood of being un-
deremployed. This is in contrast to men working part-time 
hours, where having variable hours slightly increases their 
risk of overemployment as well as underemployment. 
Men have greater likelihood of overemployment when 
they work 50 or more hours a week (as is true for women), 
although the magnitude is slightly lower than that for 
women. Their overemployment risk is not statistically sig-
nificantly elevated when working 41 to 49 hours. Working 
40 or more hours quite strongly reduces the likelihood 
of men being underemployed. That this includes work-
ers who work exactly 40 hours counters the expectation 
that such workers would prefer more hours to earn the 
premium pay, but are denied the opportunity because of 
its deterrent effect on employers.

Work shift time has little bearing on either the likeli-

 Table 5. 	 Continued—Overemployment	by	detailed	occupational	classification,	2001

Occupation Over­employ­
ment rate

Over­employ­
ment ratio1

Mean usual 
hours in main 

job
Number of cases

Food service 3.2 .07 27.1 2,181

Construction trades 2.8 .08 38.3 1,605

Construction laborers 2.5 .05 34.9 285

1 The overemployment ratio is the overemployment rate divided by 
the underemployment rate.

and fishing occupations (n=34) are included in “Farm workers and 
related occupations.” 

SOURCE: May 2001 CPS Supplement on Work Schedules and Work at 
Home.

NOTES:  Sales related occupations (n=23)  are included in “Sales 
workers, retail and personal service.” Farm operators and managers 
(n=25) are included in “Management related occupations.” Forestry
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 Table 6.  Overemployment by detailed industry, 2001 

Industry Overemployment 
rate

Overemployment 
ratio1 Number of cases

Total 6.94 0.25 42,956

Correlation of overemployment with work hours .02 … …

Standard deviation among industries 2.06 … …

Utilities and sanitary services 10.6 .55 518

Hospitals 10.6 .59 1,848

Other professional services 9.5 .51 1,860

Manufacturing-paper and allied products 9.4 .43 216

Manufacturing-professional and photo equipment, watches 9.1 .45 254

Insurance and real estate 9.0 .38 1,372

Health services, excluding hospitals 8.7 .37 2,165

Other public administration 8.0 .46 797

Manufacturing-printing, publishing and allied industries 7.9 .31 581

Wholesale trade 7.9 .30 1,666

Communications 7.8 .34 781

Educational services 7.8 .33 4,148

Manufacturing-chemicals and allied products 7.6 .35 436

Manufacturing-machinery, excluding electrical 7.6 .31 860

Manufacturing-miscellanous and n.e.c. manufacturing industries 7.6 .31 286

Banking and other finance 7.4 .36 1,379

Manufacturing-electrical machinery, equipment supplies 7.3 .29 707

Manufacturing-textile mill products 7.3 .23 165

Transportation 7.0 .27 2,045

Business services 6.8 .23 2,206

Administration of human resource programs 6.8 .37 306

Social services 6.7 .23 1,066

Personal service, excluding private households 6.6 .20 912

Manufacturing-motor vehicles and equipment 6.5 .24 405

Automobile and repair services 6.3 .22 545

Goods producing-agricultural services 6.3 .13 365

Other retail trade 6.2 .19 4,820

Manufacturing-rubber and miscellaneous plastic products 5.9 .24 296

Manufacturing-other transportation equipment 5.9 .23 192

Manufacturing-aircraft and parts 5.8 .30 145

Manufacturing-lumber and wood products, exluding furniture 5.4 .18 192

Manufacturing-primary metals 5.3 .17 273

Manufacturing-food and kindred products 5.2 .20 560

Entertainment and recreation services 5.1 .14 834

Private household services 5.0 .13 226

Goods producing other agricultural 4.9 .16 317

Manufacturing-furniture and fixtures 4.8 .15 206

National security and internal affairs 4.5 .27 238

Manufacturing-appeal and other finished textile products 4.4 .10 197

See footnotes at end of table.
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hood of overemployment or underemployment, although 
working on an irregular (“other”) shift somewhat reduces 
men’s likelihood of underemployment. Similarly, the sur-
prisingly positive effect of working on a flexible daily work 
schedule on overemployment is about triple the size for 
women as for men. This bodes ill, particularly for women 
seeking to use flexible scheduling arrangements to reduce 
the pressures associated with overemployment. There is no 
impact either way, however, of flexible daily scheduling on 
the likelihood of underemployment for either gender.

For both men and women, local government employ-
ment is associated with reduced likelihood of overemploy-
ment, as is State government employment for women and 
slightly so for men. Being employed in a private nonprofit 
facility has no effect on overemployment, but does reduce 
somewhat the likelihood of seeking more hours, particu-
larly among men. The effects of industry on employment 
differ in a few instances by gender. The probability of over-
employment is highest in utilities and hospitals for both, 
but unlike for men, it is higher for women in wholesale 
trade. Unlike women, men in the transportation industry 
have a higher likelihood of overemployment. Men (but 
not women) employed in construction seek more, rather 
than fewer, hours. By occupation, women in managerial 
jobs are somewhat more prone to overemployment and 
also less likely to face underemployment. Both women 
and men in managerial and professional (and men in 
technical) jobs are considerably less likely to prefer more 
hours, while those in protective services are more likely. 

Both men and women in most blue-collar type produc-
tion and service (and women in clerical) jobs seek more 
hours and income. In sum, the sector and type of employ-
ment impacts on preferences of both genders, sometimes 
similarly, other times in ways peculiar to one gender.

Hourly versus salary pay and union membership status. Work 
hours mismatches for union members show no apparent 
differences with nonunion workers.30 However, employees 
paid by the hour, relative to those on salary, are somewhat 
less likely to be overemployed and far more likely to be 
underemployed, as expected. Among men, perhaps sur-
prisingly, overemployment is greater for hourly paid men 
once taking into account their number of work hours. 
Nevertheless, men are far more likely to express a prefer-
ence for more hours and income if they are paid on an 
hourly basis.

When controlling for hourly salaried pay status, the 
industries with the greater risk of overemployment for 
women are utilities and wholesale trade and the lowest 
risk is in communications, while women in educational 
services tend to be the most underemployed. Among 
men,  the overemployment risk is reaised only in the hos-
pitals sector. Even given their salary status, women man-
agers have greater overemployment, but not so among 
men. Among men, given pay status, being a professional 
reduces the risk of both overemployment and underem-
ployment, whereas being in protective services jobs raises 
both. In sum, men paid hourly are generally more likely 

 Table 6.  Continued—Overemployment by detailed industry, 2001 

Industry Overemployment 
rate

Overemployment 
ratio1 Number of cases

Construction 4.4 .13 2,480

Justice, public order and safety 4.2 .18 900

Mining 4.1 .20 196

Eating and drinking places 4.0 .09 2,255

Manufacturing-fabricated metals 3.9 .12 490

Manufacturing-stone, clay, concrete, glass products 3.2 .11 195

1 The overemployment ratio is the overemployment rate divided by 
the underemployment rate.

NOTES: Manufacturing-petroleum and coal products (n=57) 
had no overemployed. Manufacturing-fabricated metals includes 
manufacturing-not specified metals Industries (n=4). Miscellaneous 
manufacturing includes three other industries with small sample size

—manufacturing-leather products and tobacco (n=26 for each) and 
manufacturing-toys, amusement and sporting goods (n=50), which had 
a high rate of 12.6 percent. Forestry and fishing, with an overemployment 
rate of 16.2 percent, is included in agricultural production—other.
n.e.c.= not elsewhere classifled.

SOURCE: May 2001 CPS Supplement on Work Schedules and 
Work at Home.
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to experience hours mismatches than are others, except 
those employed in professions.

Implications of the results

Overemployment and underemployment are created when 
workers face binding constraints from the employer side 
of the labor market that produce a gap between workers’ 
actual and preferred hours. The preference to trade income 
for fewer work hours occurs among a relatively lower yet 
nontrivial proportion of the overall employed, at least 7 
percent. However, it is measurably higher among certain 
job types, sectors, and stages of workers’ life cycle. It is 
more prevalent for the employed who are women, mar-
ried, and mothers of very young children. This supports 
the hypothesis that constraints are more binding at cer-
tain points along workers’ life cycle. It is also dispropor-
tionately concentrated among those who have both higher 
earnings and education and those enrolled in school. The 
explanatory power of the model is roughly doubled when 
work factors are added to the standard demographic char-
acteristics of workers. Thus, work factors account for at 
least as much as demographic factors. Overemployment is 
higher for workers with longer than standard workweeks 
and salary pay status. Interestingly, there does not appear 
to be an unfulfilled desire for additional (overtime) work 
hours for those working the standard 40 weekly hours. 
Indeed, the generally preferred workweek lies between 35 
and 40 hours. Workers with flexible daily work schedul-
ing and work at home are actually more likely to express 
a preference for fewer hours. Overemployment is also 
relatively higher for those who work in health, utilities, 
transportation, and in some manufacturing industries, 
and in managerial-administrative-supervisory positions, 
the health, law and science-related professions, and some 
technical and sales occupations. It is lower in blue-col-
lar production and service jobs and in local government 
employment. The relatively low incidence of overemploy-
ment in many occupations and industries suggests that 
hours constraints need not be considered an inevitable 
feature of all labor markets and workplaces.

The rate, and to a large extent, the distribution of over-
employment and underemployment has remained remark-
ably similar in the United States to that last observed in 
1985. This stablility occurred despite the dramatic changes 
in workplace technology, the labor force, job structure, and 
work flexibility. This supports the continued importance of 
labor demand-side hours constraints in the labor market, 
but begs for further explanation. In 1986, Susan Shank had 
interpreted the positive association between earnings and 

a preference for fewer hours as support for the backward-
bending labor supply hypothesis, where income effects are 
stronger or prevail at high earnings levels. In this light, 
however, growth in workers’ wage rates since 1985 would 
suggest that a larger share of the work force would now 
prefer to supply fewer hours.31 It has not, and actually has 
weakened among men. (See table 4.) This suggests that 
while the quantity of labor supply desired at each given 
wage rate might well have declined, the entire labor sup-
ply curve may be shifting outward, offsetting any potential 
income effects. A wedge between actual and desired hours 
would not widen if either (a) average hours supplied per 
worker have become shorter or (b) preferred hours per 
worker have increased. Regarding the former, actual aver-
age hours in the private sector (which includes part-time 
employees) are an hour shorter in 2001 than they were 
in the second quarter of 1985 (33.9 versus 34.9 hours 
per week). In 1985, however, 20 percent reported working 
longer than 40 hours per week whereas 29 percent did so 
in 2001.32 Thus, the slight decrease in the average masks 
the rising proportions of workers employed for longer than 
“standard” hours and also at shorter hours at the other end 
of the spectrum.33 In addition, hours demanded per worker 
were likely shorter than usual in 2001 for cyclical reasons. In 
the second quarter of 2001 (including the May survey date), 
the economy was in the midst of a recession, while in 1985 
was in rapid expansion. This all implies that preferences for 
income and time may be adaptive rather than stable over 
time. Thus, the wedge has not widened apparently because 
workers’ preferred hours of labor supply on average may be 
longer now than it might have been in 1985.34

Unfortunately, such dynamics cannot be observed directly 
with just two snapshots. However, it could be with more 
frequent and precise measurement of overemployment, for 
example, if the CPS Supplement work hours choice question 
were included following each March CPS Supplement regard-
ing households’ income. Future research could then endeavor 
to establish the extent to which underemployment is more 
of a substitute (over the cycle) or complement (for structural 
reasons). It might also further investigate the extent of any age 
cohort effect of hours of work, to determine whether over-
employment rates track generations through their life cycle. 
Finally, the longitudinal feature of the CPS could be analyzed 
to determine what becomes of an overemployed worker’s 
hours in future months or years, to discern whether they 
change their hours or their jobs, or neither, testing the notion 
of adaptive work hours preferences.

In a hypothetical labor market with perfect� 
matching of employer-demanded and employee-desired 
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hours of work, regulations to deter long hours would sim-
ply constrain more workers and inhibit firm performance. 
However, the findings herein suggest that overemploy-
ment exists and persists, especially in certain pockets, even 
among those workers who are presumed to have relatively 
more bargaining leverage vis-à-vis their employers to 
control working time, such as older and higher educated, 
skilled, and paid employees.35 Employment beyond one’s 
usual hours has been found elsewhere to be associated with 
risks and symptoms of overwork, via greater fatigue and 
stress levels.36 To the extent that overwork has spillover 
costs not only on individuals themselves, but family rela-
tionships and social capital formation, there is a case for 
targeted intervention to curb overemployment.37 There is 

much support among the majority of the public for some 
sort of legal restrictions on hours of work in certain indus-
tries and occupations, particularly when public health and 
safety is concerned.38 The findings suggest that improv-
ing net individual and social welfare may involve aimed 
restraint of hours in particular industries and occupations 
with the highest overemployment ratios, such as hospitals 
and utilities industries and managerial-supervisory and 
professional jobs, and to facilitate time transfers from the 
overemployed to underemployed.39 This also includes tar-
geting efforts toward workers who are at the most vulner-
able points of their life cycle when nonmarket worktime 
appears to become most valuable, such as workers with 
very young pre-school dependent children.40 
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tional restraints on hours of work in the United States are the Fair 
Labor Standard Act’s (FLSA) overtime regulations enforced by the 
U.S. Department of Labor, requiring premium pay for hours worked 
in excess of 40 in a given week for workers not exempt by their duties. 
For example, drivers covered by U.S. Department of Transportation 
Hours of Service regulations (limiting driving hours to no more than 
11 hours per 24-hour period and 60 hours per week) and youth la-
bor.

40 The U.K.’s 2002 Right to Request Flexible Working law, follow-
ing similar Dutch and German Acts in 2000 facilitates requests from 
working parents for reduced hours arrangements with their employer 
(Ariane Hegewisch, Employers and European Flexible Working Rights: 
When the Floodgates Were Opened, University of California Hastings 
School of the Law, Issue Brief, Work Life Law, fall 2005).
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 Table A­1.  Multinomial logistic regression estimates for all workers 16 years and older, by preference of work hours

Prefer fewer hours
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 (with occupation) Model 4 (with industry)

Coef. z Coef. z Coef. z Coef. z

Age 0.003 5.000 0.002 2.670 0.002 2.630 0.002 2.320

Age squared –.00003 –3.800 –.00001 –1.230 –.00001 –1.180 –.00001 –.900

Female .033 14.660 .043 18.730 .041 16.350 .040 15.650

African American –.026 –6.070 –.020 –4.920 –.019 –4.730 –.020 –4.790

Married .024 6.250 .022 6.020 .021 5.800 .021 5.690

Divorced/separated/widowed –.003 –.670 –.006 –1.280 –.006 –1.330 –.006 –1.430

Child, 0–2 years .019 3.360 .019 3.530 .019 3.550 .019 3.530

Child, 3–5 years .010 1.970 .012 2.320 .012 2.340 .012 2.360

Child, 6–13 years –.004 –1.120 –.001 –.420 –.001 –.390 –.001 –.430

Child, 14–17 years –.011 –3.060 –.009 –2.420 –.008 –2.340 –.008 –2.380

Enrolled in school (16–24 year–olds only) .007 .900 .028 3.690 .029 3.870 .030 3.970

Less than high school –.037 –6.500 –.030 –5.490 –.023 –3.960 –.021 –3.720

High school –.010 –3.240 –.007 –2.360 –.004 –1.160 –.003 –.950

College degree (BA, BSc,….) .018 5.710 .010 3.080 .006 1.800 .006 1.950

Post graduate (MA, PhD, MD,…) .021 5.410 .008 2.010 .003 .620 .004 .830

Work at home .016 5.450 .014 4.780 .016 5.250

Work hours, 20 a week –.041 –6.040 –.040 –5.800 –.039 –5.770

21–34 –.012 –1.920 –.011 –1.740 –.011 –1.830

40 –.003 –.550 –.003 –.540 –.003 –.670

41–49 .020 3.420 .019 3.350 .018 3.200

50 and more .038 7.210 .037 6.960 .036 6.830

Day shift .013 2.350 .009 1.610 .010 1.840

Night shift .011 1.260 .010 1.190 .009 1.030

Other shift .009 1.360 .008 1.130 .008 1.100

Flexible schedule .010 4.070 .009 3.560 .008 3.510

Federal Government –.008 –1.160 –.011 –1.700 –.012 –1.480

State government –.014 –2.690 –.017 –3.110 –.013 –1.880

Local government –.016 –3.860 –.018 –4.250 –.014 –2.470

Private nonprofit
Major occupations

.002 .570 –.000 –.080 –.002 –.510

Executive, administrative and managerial .005 1.330 .006 1.470

Professional speciality .006 1.480 .005 1.260

Technicians and related support .006 .950 .003 .430

Private household –.008 –1.740 –.007 –1.420

Protective services –.023 –1.180 –.032 –.690

Services, except protective and household –.010 –.960 –.008 –.760

Precision production, craft and repair –.017 –3.290 –.018 –3.430

Machine operators, assemblers and inspectors .014 –2.680 –.013 –2.370

Transportation and material moving –.024 –3.530 –.023 –3.280

Handlers, equipment, cleaners, helpers, laborers –.002 –.270 –.005 –.650

Farming, forestry and fishing –.008 –1.040 –.008 –.990

Administrative support, including clerical –.006 –.540 –.010 –.680

Pseudo R–squared .049 ... .062 ... .066 ... .068 ...

NOTE:  Results for industry, prefer more hours, gender split, and log-likelihoods are all available by request. Reference occupation is sales. 
n=42,956.


