Research Summaries

Work-time reduction in the U.S.
and Western Europe

JOoHN D. OWEN

Available data indicate that while the United States once
pioneered in providing reduced working time for workers,
achieving a 40-hour workweek well in advance of most
other industrial nations, Western Europe has now caught
up and passed the United States in this respect.

A number of reasons—none completely satisfactory —
can be offered for the different work-time patterns in the
postwar period. It has often been said that the European
taste for leisure is greater than the American. The longer
hours of work by Europeans before the war appeared to
contradict that stereotype, but this was misleading be-
cause Europeans also had much lower incomes than
Americans during this period, and high income has been
found to be positively related to demand for leisure. In the
intervening years, hourly earnings have risen rapidly in
Europe, largely eliminating the income gap. A strong
preference for leisure would be consistent with the Euro-
peans’ taking a large part of their earnings gain in the form
of increased leisure.

Some support for the view that American workers are
not ready to trade income for reduced hours was provided
in a recent survey of employed Americans by the Bureau
of Labor Statistics, which found that only 8 percent
would be willing to decrease their hours of work if the
change were accompanied by a proportionate reduction in
earnings.'

A second plausible explanation emphasizes institu-
tional differences. High marginal tax rate policies in
Europe may tend to discourage labor supply there. Other
welfare state policies may also have this effect, if less
directly. For example, it has been argued that work-time
reduction in the United States has been slowed because
Americans have instead chosen to increase outlays for
education and for pensions, so that they can both enter
the labor force later and leave it earlier.” A possible expla-
nation of this is that American workers feel that their
ability to provide for either their own retirement or the
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education of their children is more significantly depen-
dent on their own earnings. While similar changes in
labor force participation rates have also occurred in West-
ern Europe, employees there have not been deterred from
also seeking reductions in annual work time. The rela-
tively greater role of the state in Europe in subsidizing
education, retirement income, and health care somewhat
reduces the pressures on the individual to work for pay.

Another difference is the greater influence of society (in
the form of strong, politically oriented trade unions as
well as state legislation) in Europe in directly determining
work schedules. For example, many European countries,
unlike the United States, have laws that provide for mini-
mum vacation time or which set a maximum level for
overtime work.

Finally, reduction in hours has, since at least the late
1970’s, been regarded by Europeans as a way of sharing
scarce employment opportunities, and this social concern
has placed work-time reduction at the top of the bargain-
ing agenda in a number of industries in Western European
countries. Some observers place a major emphasis on this
factor. But whatever the reason, it is clear that in one
important respect—reduced working time—the United
States no longer leads the industrialized world.

U.S. working time

In this article, two sources of hours of work data are
used. Hours paid data are collected from the BLS survey of
establishments, while data on hours worked are obtained
from the Current Population Survey (cPs, the household
survey provided by the Bureau of the Census for the BLS).
Establishment survey data indicate that hours paid on the
average job have continued to decline in the postwar years
in the United States. (See table 1.) True, the average work-
week in the traditional core has shown very little reduc-
tion. The manufacturing workweek has been virtually
unchanged, and only small changes have occurred in
mining, contract construction, transportation, and public
utilities. However, workweeks have been reduced substan-
tially in the service sector, broadly defined. Work time in
the wholesale and retail trade industries fell by about 9
hours, from more than 40 to fewer than 32 hours a week.
More moderate but still substantial declines are also seen
in the other service sector industries: finance, insurance,
and real estate, and other services. Moreover, because
employment in this service sector grew relative to the
industrial core, the lower level of hours in the other ser-
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vices industries also contributed to a decline in the
average of all hours.

The difference in hours between the industrial core and
the service sector appears to be largely attributable to
differences in the use of part-time employees. The estab-
lishment data do not distinguish between part- and
full-time employment, but other data sources indicate
that when those persons working fewer than 35 hours a
week are excluded, there is little or no difference between
average hours in the two sectors.*

However, these employer-based establishment data
may both underestimate the number of hours worked by
the average employee and exaggerate the decline over
time in his or her hours.’ This can be seen by a compari-
son of establishment survey data with cps data. The CPs
indicates that about 6 percent of employees work two
jobs.® Hence, data on hours worked at the average job
underestimate the number of hours worked by the average
employee.

Moreover, the household survey data indicate that
measured reductions in the average workweek have re-
flected large-scale changes in the composition of the work
force; as a result, the average workweek does not provide
a good measure of changes in the hours of the groups that
compose the work force. The household data provide rich
detail on the age, sex, student status, and other demo-
graphic characteristics of the work force and show wide
diversity among groups: Employed adult men work
about 7 hours more a week than do employed women, and
employed students on average work about 15 fewer hours
than does the average woman.” The household data also
show how changes in the composition of the labor force
have influenced movements over time in the statistical
average of hours. Nonstudent men dominated the labor
force 40 years ago, but now only account for about one-
half. The declining proportion of nonstudent men in the
work force has tended to reduce the statistical average of
working time, quite apart from any changes that may
have occurred in the schedules of any of the groups that
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compose the labor force. In fact, as the following tabula-
tion shows, when the hours of work of nonstudent men
are isolated, one finds virtually no downward movement
in the past four decades: their weekly hours were 42.7 in
1948 and 42.8 in 1986:°

Weekly hours
Year of nonstudent men
1948 . 42.7
1950 422
1953 e 425
1956 ... o 43.0
1959 42.0
1962 .. 431
1966 ... e 43.5
1969 .. 435
1972 42.8
1975 422
1978 42.7
1981 Lo 422
1984 e 425
1986 ot e 42.8

Such changes in the composition of the labor force
make it more difficult to assess the implications of reduc-
tions in the statistically average workweek for changes in
employee work time.’ Interpretation was simpler in the
century ending in 1950, when the labor force was more
homogeneous.

Then, reduction in hours did mean significant increases
in time off for the average employee. But when the statis-
tical average of hours is reduced today because of the
entry into part-time employment of women and students
who may have other types of responsibilities, the effects
are more ambiguous. The series on working hours of non-
student men presented here probably come closest to a
measure of changes over time in individual work times
because this group has a minimum of other types of re-
sponsibilities.'® And this series has remained stationary.

Table 1. Weekly hours paid in the United States by type of industry, selected years
All I:;:::::; Transportation
Year private Manufacturing Mining Construction Trade and raal' Services and public
nonagriculture utilities
estate

— 40.4 40.8 38.2 40.5 379 —_ —

— 40.5 37.9 37.4 40.5 37.7 — —_

— 40.7 40.7 371 39.4 376 — —

—_ 38.7 40.4 36.7 38.6 37.2 — —
38.8 41.2 423 37.4 377 372 35.9 413
371 39.8 42.7 373 353 36.7 344 405
36.1 39.5 41.9 36.4 339 36.5 335 39.7
35.3 39.7 43.3 37.0 32.2 35.2 326 396
35.0 401 425 37.1 320 36.2 327 39.0
348 40.7 42.2 374 314 36.4 325 39.2

Note: Dashes indicate data not available.
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Breaks, vacations, and holidays

It can also be argued that all workweek data tend to
overestimate work. In the first place, scheduled work time
includes break time, and it has been estimated that the
average American worker takes 45 minutes a day in coffee
and other breaks. Some fragmentary evidence suggests
that these breaks may have increased over time.''

In the second place, even the cPs data on weekly hours
worked do not properly reflect changes in vacation and
holiday time which have grown sharply over the past 40
years. Adjustment of weekly hours data for changes in
vacations and holidays provides a more meaningful meas-
ure of working time.

Unfortunately, vacation and holiday times are ex-
tremely difficult to measure in the United States. The BLS
does publish data on vacations and holidays in its nation-
wide sample of employee benefits in medium and large
firms. Data from the benefits survey indicate that high
seniority workers receive generous vacation provisions—
after 20 years of service, the typical employee obtains
about 4 weeks of paid vacation.'? However, the average
employee receives somewhat less paid vacation, because
he or she typically has much less seniority —the average
worker, as of the time of the BLS survey, had been on his
or her job for about 4 years.'! The average firm in the
survey gives less than 9 days of vacation after 1 year, and
2 weeks after 3 years of service. However, many workers
are employed in small firms (which were not included in
the survey) and these often offer less vacation and holiday
time. .

Another measurement problem arise;ﬁ because vacation
time provided is not the same as vacation time taken. In
the benefits survey, on the one hand, “Sixteen percent of
the plan participants were allowed to cash in unused vaca-
tion time.”'* On the other hand, some employees may
take unpaid vacation time, which is not included in the
survey.

Estimates of vacation and holiday time actually taken
can be obtained from the cpPs. Each month the survey asks
about vacation and holiday time taken during the week of
the 12th and an annual average of these estimates can be
constructed from these data.'’ Unfortunately, this esti-
mate is also imperfect, because the survey week contains
no major holidays. As a result, the survey measure of
holiday time is a gross underestimate and is not used here.
The vacation time estimate is useful, but requires adjust-
ment: in an early study by the BLS, Peter Henle showed
that the avoidance of holiday weeks results in an under-
count of vacation time because workers often take their
vacations in conjunction with major holidays and sug-
gested that this requires that the CPs vacation data be
increased by a correction factor of 20 percent.'®

According to these cps data, the average nonagricul-
tural employee enjoyed 9.5 days of vacation time in

1985.!7 When the Henle correction factor of 20 percent is
applied, estimated vacation time rises to 11.4 days.

Estimates of holidays as well as vacations are needed to
adjust weekly hours for annual time off. A measure of paid
holidays is provided by the BLS survey of medium and
large firms: an average of 10.1 holidays per year. This is
probably too high an estimate because the survey includes
“Extended holiday plans, such as the Christmas-New
Year’s Day period provided in the auto industry”'® and
some of this extended holiday time may also be counted in
the vacation time estimate of the cpPs. Hence, it should not
be added here as an adjustment to it. Moreover, the exclu-
sion of small firms very likely imposes an upward bias on
this measure of holidays. Noting that 35 percent of these
medium and large firms offer 9 fewer days off as holidays,
a figure of 9 days might be indicated as a more reasonable
estimate of annual holiday time. This yields an estimate of
about 20 days per year of time taken in vacations and
holidays.

This calculation of vacation and holiday time can be
confirmed by an alternative method. Here one begins with
the BLS hours at work survey of establishments (which
does include small as well as medium and large firms).
This survey offers data on hours paid for, but not work-
ed.!® From this estimate, one substracts an estimate (from
another BLS survey) of paid absences for illness, injury,
and miscellaneous reasons?’ to obtain an estimate of paid
time for vacations and holidays. Finally, an estimate of
total vacation time can be obtained by using the ratio of
total to paid vacation time provided by the CPs data men-
tioned above. This alternative method also yields an
estimate of 20 days of vacations and holidays.

Twenty days of vacation and holiday time clearly repre-
sent a major improvement over conditions during the
early postwar period. The cPs series on full weeks of
vacation taken, available since 1947, shows an increase of
77 percent over a 39-year period. The following tabulation
illustrates an index of full-week vacation time of nonagri-
cultural wage and salary employees (1947= 100):%!

Year Index Year Index
1947 ..ol 100 | [ 185
1950 ........coven 129 1975t 202
1955 ..ot 135 1980............... 204
1960 ...t e 153 1983 .. .0cvivinnen. 187
1965 ....cccoonnee. 155 1986....ccocenn... 177

A similar series on annual holidays is lacking, but if the
amount of holidays rose at the same rate as vacation days,
then one would say that total vacation and holiday time
increased from about 11 days a year in 1947 to about 20
days a year in 1986.

While this indicates a rapid rate of growth, it does not
mean that increases in vacations and holidays have been
sufficient to offset the effects of the near-leveling off in
weekly hours. When translated into hours per week (as-
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suming an 8-hour day and a 52-week year), the average
vacation time would rise from 1.8 hours per week in 1947
to 3.3 hours in 1986. A change of 1.5 hours—Iless than 4
percent of a 40-hour week—over a period of four decades
does not represent a very impressive gain. This can be
seen in the following tabulation, in which the data for
weekly hours of work for nonstudent men (text tabulation
on page 42) are adjusted for vacations and holidays (text
tabulation on page 43). Very little net change is ob-
served from 1950 to 1986:

Hours of
Year work
1950 oo 39.9
1960 ... . 392
1970 . o ... 395
1980 .. ... 383
1986 .. .o 395

Working times in Western Europe

A comparison of work time changes in Western Euro-
pean nations with those in the United States shows major
differences. Work times in Europe continued to decline at
a fairly steady rate throughout the postwar period. Forty
years ago, the typical European worker had a 6-day work-
week of close to 48 hours. He now has a scheduled
workweek of 40 hours or, in an increasing number of in-
dustries, of less than 40 hours. He also enjoys an annual
vacation of more than 1 month. These gains are reflected
in the available statistics on work time. The following tab-
ulation gives percentage change in hours of work in
manufacturing for nine European countries (weekly hours,
adjusted for increases in annual vacations and holidays).
Substantial reductions—ranging from 14 to 30 percent —
are observed in each of these nine European countries.??

Percent reduction

Country 1950-87  1960-87
Germany ..., -29.6 -21.9
France....................c..iil. -16.8 -16.8
United Kingdom ........................ -13.7 -12.9
Netherlands.............................. -24.5 -25.4
Belgium ... - -22.9
Denmark ....................o ~27.7 -22.4
Sweden ............ooo -28.9 -24.4
NOrway .......oooviiiiiii -254 -22.5
Italy ... -18.4 =213

Comparable data on annual hours in manufacturing in
the United States are not available, but data on average
weekly hours paid actually show an increase during this
period.”* And, as was noted earlier, downward adjust-
ment for increases in vacations and holidays in the United
States would yield only a modest decline in the hours
estimate.

West Germany provides more complete data on work-
ing times than do most countries. The available data show
a sharp decline in the hours paid to industrial wage work-
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ers in Germany from the early 1950’s, from 49 to 40.5
hours for men and from 48 to 40.2 hours for all workers.?’
This reflected a workweek reduction from six 8-hour days
to five 8-hour days for most workers.

More detailed data are available since 1960 on all Ger-
man employees (nonindustrial as well as industrial).?®
Between 1960 and 1970, the normal workweek (that is,
the agreed upon, or standard, workweek for full-time em-
ployees) fell from 5.5 days to 5 days. Further reductions
in the 1980’s have pushed the standard workweek below
the 40-hour level for many Germans. Forty-three percent
of German workers on full-time schedules now have a
38.5-hour workweek and 2 percent have less than that.”’

The actual workweek was also reduced by decreases in
average weekly overtime—from 3.6 hours in 1970 to 1.8
hours in 1985. Increases in vacations and holidays have
also played a major role in reducing working time in
Germany. By 1960, these stood at more than 25 days per
year, but they have since risen further to 43 days per year
(about 30 days of scheduled vacation time and 13 annual
holidays).?

In fact, the major difference between working time in the
United States and Germany today is the longer vacation
and holiday benefits enjoyed by German workers. In Ger-
many, not only are generous benefits provided for more
seniority workers than would be the case in the United
States, but they are offered to new employees as well. As a
result, the average German employee now has an annual
schedule that is close to being the equivalent of an 8-hour,
4-day week. Indeed, if the employee’s 10 sickness days per
year are added to 43 vacation and holiday days, we obtain a
total of 53 days per year, or approximately one day a week.
Given a standard 5-day workweek, this additional time off
each year yields the equivalent of a 4-day workweek.?® [
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