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the effects on performance and organisation. For this reason, we have constructed a 
typology of organisational implications in the third part, as well as a conceptual 
framework that can act as a guiding model for the analysis of organisational 
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that these implications vary strongly with the actual format of the four-day working 
week. We emphasise that the time frame and the application field of the redistribution 
formula are the two factors that will determine the nature and volume of implications. 
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Introduction 

In Belgium, the theme of working time reduction became a red-hot topical issue 
in the nineteen-eighties. The structural shortage of jobs, the rapid increase in 
unemployment and a lack of acceptable remedies have paved the way for many 
arguments in favour of a reduction of working hours and an accompanying 
redistribution of work. 

It is remarkable that, after a period of relative calm, redistributing work 
through a reduction of working time has again become one of the major 
controversial points in Belgian industrial relations. A wide range of working 
time alternatives is presently under discussion. This revival has been noted in 
various member-states of the European Union (Lehndorff, 1998). At the same 
time, the reduction of working hours and the redistribution of work still 
occupies an important position on the agenda of Belgian federal and regional 
governments. The federal authority's main effort lies in encouraging companies 
to redistribute their work. The Flemish government tries to tempt individual 
employees into reducing the length of their working time with induction 
premiums. 

The theme of working time reduction has gradually managed to secure a 
place on the scientific research agenda, too. The emphasis here lies on: 
• research into the effect on employment. How many jobs are being created 

(redistribution as a constructive measure) or how many redundancies have 
been avoided (redistribution as a defensive measure)? (Aznar, 1993, 
Stegeman, 1996) 

• research into the diffusion of working time reduction practices in business. 
Which formulas do companies use? (Callebert & Van Ootegem, 1995; 
Eeckhout, 1997) 

• research into the attitude of employees. In what circumstances are employees 
prepared to surrender part of their working time? (Bielenski, 1991; Hooge, 
1998) 

• research into the effects on quality of work and leisure time. Does the 
reduction of working time simply lead to more leisure time, or does it also 
give employees more control over work and leisure time? (Beukema, 1989; 
Raajmakers, 1997) 

• research into the emancipating effects, more particularly into the impact on 
the gender-specific specialisation in paid and unpaid work (Demenint-de 
Jongh, 1989). 

One important question missing from the list relates to the organisational 
implications of working time reduction and redistribution of work. The slow 
pace at which the newly created working time reduction practices are entering 
the business world makes it likely that most organisations may be questioning 
the feasibility of the formulas on offer. Redistributing work means reorganising 
work. The reduction of working time has organisational implications that may 
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seem rather daunting. These implications can be easily cited as a reason for 
turning a deaf ear to the growing call for the redistribution of work. 
Redistribution of work through a reduction of working time costs money, and it 
clashes with the company's production and manpower planning - so the most 
spontaneous reactions tell us. However, no reply is forthcoming to the question 
about exactly how much time, effort and money is involved. Discussions 
regarding the reduction of working time and the redistribution of work are 
often stifled by ignorance. Unknown means unloved. 

This contribution aims to bring clarity into the organisational implications of 
one specific form of working time reduction, namely the introduction of the 
four-day working week. We start by defining the concept of the four-day 
working week. In the second part, we look at ways Belgian authorities are 
trying to encourage the four-day working week, met by little enthusiasm from 
the business world. This reluctance stems partly from ignorance about the 
effects on performance and organisation. For this reason, we have constructed a 
typology of organisational implications in the third part, as well as a conceptual 
framework that can act as a guiding model for the analysis of organisational 
implications of working time reduction. With the help of this conceptual 
framework, we demonstrate in part four that the implications vary strongly 
with the actual format of the four-day working week. We emphasise that the 
time frame and the application field of the time reduction formula are the two 
factors that will determine the nahtre and volume of implications. 

The results presented in this contribution stem from the project 
'Organisational costs and benefits of redistribution of work' (Sels & 
Dejonckheere, 1999). The project was completed in three phases. We started 
with a comprehensive analysis of existing literature and European research into 
the effects of working time reduction and redistribution of work. In a second 
phase, we drew up an inventory and carried out an analysis of case shtdies 
drawn from European businesses. In a third phase, the findings were then 
checked with the help of eight case studies of Flemish companies that have 
widely experimented with working time reduction. This multiple case study 
approach was chosen because we realised that the configuration of working 
times is strongly determined by local circumstances (De Lange, 1989). 

The four-day working week: a definition 

The 'four-day working week' is a flag covering many different cargoes. Many 
variations are possible, depending on the field of application and the way the 
work time is distributed (time frame). 

Application field. The application field of the four-day working week can vary 
from as little as one person to the entire organisation. In this respect, a 
distinction is made between the individual and the collective four-day working 
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week. The individual four-day working week is a work pattern applying to 
individual employees, rather than being systematically enforced on entire 
production groups or departments. The transition mostly takes place on a 
voluntary basis. It relates to more substantial part-time jobs (for instance 80% 
jobs) that have become proportionally more significant in the part-time labour 
market (SSA-WA V, 1998). The collective four-day working week is more often 
systematically applied to larger entities (for instance, an entire department or 
organisation). 

The distinction between the individual and the collective four-day working 
week is relevant, since the organisational implications are quite different (efr. 
infra). However, the distinction between the two formats is not always obvious. 
When large groups within an organisation enter into individual arrangements 
on a voluntary basis, it can take on a collective character. 'Individual' and 
'collective' are consequently two extremes on a continuous scale. 

Time frame. The various forms of four-day working weeks can also be classified 
on the basis of the time frame (i.e. the way in which the remaining working time 
is distributed across the working week). All variations are evidently based on 
the individual working time being distributed over four working days. The 
number of hours worked each day can vary, however. The best-known format 
is based on a 32-hour week, with four eight-hour days. It is also possible that 
more than 32 working hours are spread over four days, for instance in a 
compressed working week. In that case, the working week is cut short, but the 
working day is extended, for example from 8 to 9 or 10 hours. Introduction of a 
compressed working week does not necessarily involve a cut in the overall 
working time, although this usually happens in compensation for the longer 
working day (SZW-LTD, 1992). 

Apart from individual work time, it is interesting to note what happens to the 
corporate or operational time (the time a company is operating). A first possibility 
is that the operational time is reduced to four days, in line with the individual 
work time. In this case, working and operational time are both reduced and 
consequently not separated. In two other scenarios, they are separated. A first 
possibility is that the four-day working week is introduced while the company's 
operational time - for instance five days - remains unchanged. In this case, the 
four-day workers are absent for one day in five. In a second scenario, the 
introduction of the four-day working week is used to extend the operational 
time, for instance to include Saturdays. The extension of operational time does 
not necessarily involve an increase in the number of operational working days. 
Compressed working weeks are often introduced by changing operational time 
from 5 x 8 hours to 5 x 9 hours. It is also possible that consecutive shifts are 
used during the five working days (for instance, operational time of 5 x 16 
hours). 
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Table 1. Typology of four-day working weeks 

Work time Operational time Application Representative 
Hours/day Hours/week field example 

Four operational J, Collectively 
WT4x8hrs 

days OT4x8hrs 

Individual four- Individually WT4x8hrs 
day working week OT 5x8hrs 

Collective four- Collectively WT4x8hrs 
day working week OT 5x8hrs 

Compressed t t Collectively WT4x9hrs 
working week OT 5x9hrs 

Four-day working t Collectively WT4x8hrs 
week in shifts OT 6x8hrs or 5x16hrs 

Symbols: (=) remains unchanged, (I) increases, (-1-) decreases, (WT) work time, (aT) operational 
time 

In this section, it became clear that variations on the four-day working week can 
be distinguished according to three different dimensions: what happens to the 
individual work time, what happens to the operational time, who does the 
system apply to? There are numerous permutations arising from these 
dimensions. In Table I, we restrict ourselves to five. In the following sections, 
those five forms are compared and judged on their organisational feasibility. 

The four-day working week: unknown, unloved? 

Belgian authorities have developed numerous initiatives to stimulate the 
introduction of several of the four-day working week variants introduced in 
Table 1. Here is an overview: 
• Individual four-day working week (80% jobs). Since 1994, the Flemish 

government has allocated a premium to employees who decide to reduce 
their working time on a voluntary basis. This premium, payable as soon as 
the reduction amounts to at least 10% of the total working time, can be used 
to encourage the individual four-day working week. In 1995, the voluntary 
four-day working week was introduced as a right for federal and local civil 
servants. Furthermore, a grant to provide a guaranteed income was agreed 
at the federal level in 1997. The grant is designed to ensure that net incomes 
are higher than unemployment benefits, even after a reduction in working 
time. 

• Collective four-day working week. The so-called 'Plan Vande Lanotte' allocates 
compensation to companies that transfer to collective reduction in working 
time (mainly the four-day working week), for each full-time employee 
whose working time is reduced. The compensation is partially used to make 
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up for lost employee earnings (SEVI, 1997), and partly to lower salary costs 
for the employer (e.g. to cover the organisational costs). At first, this system 
was restricted to companies who had been acknowledged by the 
Department of Employment as struggling. This is called the defensive 
section of the Plan, presented as an alternative to the existing staff 
management practice of mass redundancies. After some time, the system 
was extended to include a proactive measure, aimed at companies not in 
difficulties. The purpose of both measures is the same: combining an 
improvement in the competitive edge with a redistribution of the available 
work, in order to avoid additional unemployment (defensive section) and to 
fight unemployment (proactive section). The reduction in working time has 
to apply to at least 20% of the total number of employees, and it has to 
involve all employees of the same section or department. 

• Compressed working week. In April 1998, the government approved a new plan 
to encourage growing companies to reorganise their work time and to 
introduce the four-day working week. Companies wishing to extend their 
production time and to introduce the four-day working week by recruiting 
new staff can rely on a reduction in social insurance contributions payable 
for the new employees. The transition to the four-day working week must 
coincide with an increase in operational time (at least 10%) and with new 
recruits (at least 10%). The plan's main objective is to introduce an 
individual working week of 4x9 hours within an operational time of 5x9 
hours (compressed working week). 

An evaluation of the impact of these initiatives indicates a considerable interest 
for the four-day working week on the employees' side (Hooge, 1998). The 
growing interest has shown itself in an increased number of employees 
participating in the individual four-day week system. By the end of 1997, nearly 
10% of civil servants had taken advantage of their right to transfer to the four
day working week. 

The current reluctance from the employers towards collective variants on the 
four-day working week stands in sharp contrast with this growing importance 
of the individual four-day working week. The moderate interest in the collective 
four-day working week transpires from the results of the previously mentioned 
'Plan Vande Lanotte'. Although there was provision for 20 companies in the 
proactive section of the plan, only two companies applied, and eventually only 
one actually carried it through. For the companies in difficulties (defensive 
section), the outcome is a little less negative. In total, approximately 10 
companies were involved (SSA-WA V, 1998). Although mainly the socialist trade 
union ABVV has been very active in arguing for the necessity for a (collectively 
agreed) introduction of a 32 hours working week, there have been scarcely any 
radical examples of companies following the German AG Volkswagen example 
(Seifert, 1998) of a phased and collective reduction of working time or a 
company-wide implementation of a four-day working week 
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A content analysis of the so-called company plans for the redistribution of 
work, introduced by the Federal government in 1994 and valid until 31 
December 1997, also reflects the very limited success of the collective four-day 
working week. The measure entailed that the government would confer 
financial advantages on employers who committed themselves in a company 
plan to distribute the corporate work over more employees. It was up to 
companies to decide whether they wanted to draw up a company plan and 
what measures it would contain. The government offered a 'menu' with eight 
formulas: voluntary part-time work (for instance, individual four-day working 
week), collective four-day working week, working time reduction with 
recruitment in compensation, reduction of overtime with recruitment in 
compensation, right to career breaks with compulsory replacement, part-time 
early retirement with compulsory replacement, shift work with recruitment in 
compensation, flexible working time with recruitment in compensation. Since 
every company could choose from the 'menu', the system of the company plans 
offered the necessary flexibility to work out a tailor-made arrangement. For 
every additional net recruitment, the company received a set reduction in social 
insurance contributions. 

The number of company plans has steadily increased: from 173 in May 1995 
(Callebert & Van Ootegem, 1995), to 724 in December 1996 (SSA-WA V, 1997) 
and then 838 in December 1997 (own calculation). Those 838 company plans 
added up to 5,769 planned recruitments. Figure 1 contains an analysis of the 
first and the last two years that the system has been in force. The evaluation has 
been calculated based on a list of company plans from 1994 to 1997 inclusive, 
obtained from the Department of Employment. It shows the very limited 
success of the collective four-day working week in particular. 
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Figure 1_ The company plans for the redistribution of labour, 1994-'95 compared to 1996-'97 

Voluntary transfers to part-time work and the introduction of career breaks 
were the most popular among the measures on offer. Both in 1994-'95 and in 
1996-'97, the combined take-up amounted to half of the selected measures_ The 
four-day working week remained the least popular measure 3_ 

A conceptual framework 

Current reluctance, mainly towards collective variants on the four-day working 
week, stems from doubts regarding their organisational feasibility_ In this section, 
we develop a conceptual framework that will specify the various sorts of 
organisational implications, as well as indicate how and when they can become 

3 The company plan measure has now folded_ Only the so-called 'Employment agreements' 
are continuing. In connection with the company plans, these agreements contain a few 
noticeable amendments. In principle, the agreements are made in the context of a joint 
industrial committee. For the period 1997-'98, it was decided that the agreements had to 
contain at least two redistributive measures, one of which had to feature on the company 
plan menu. The reduction in national insurance contributions is only awarded if the 
company respects a number of rules (for example, no moonlighting, right to career breaks). 
Furthermore, more emphasis was placed on the fact that additional recruitment has to be as 
a direct result of the implementation of the redistributive measures. 
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problematic. We will proceed in two steps. Firstly, we construct a typology of 
organisational implications (Van Schilfgaarde, 1984; De Lange, 1989; SZW, 1993; 
Van Eijk et al., 1994; Pollet & Sels, 1996; Tijdens, 1998; Sels & Dejonckheere, 
1999). Secondly, we will clarify the factors determining whether organisational 
problems are likely to arise after the reduction of working time. 

A typology of organisational problems 

Most formulas for redistributing work or reducing working time have 
implications for the way the work is organised and allocated to personnel. In 
this section, we will clarify the nature of the problems that can ensue: those 
relating to communication and accessibility, those to do with co-ordination, and 
those concerning production. 

Problems relating to communication and accessibility. When employees transfer to 
part-time work or a four-day working week, they surrender working time. 
They are present for fewer hours, and are hence less accessible. This can cause 
problems for jobs that require frequent contact with the supervisor or 
colleagues. A problem may arise regarding functional communication. In case 
of a disengagement between individual working time and operational time, 
tasks need to be transferred more frequently. Fluent transfer of tasks becomes 
more complex because fewer colleagues are around simultaneously. When there 
is a lack of automatic availability, successful transfer depends on additional 
consultation about the organisation of work. Meetings to discuss the hand-over 
are, in turn, hard to arrange because of decreased accessibility. Management can 
become harder as well. The subordinates are, after all, absent for longer periods 
of time and available at different times. In addition, the reduction of working 
time may give rise to new external communication problems (problems with 
communication and accessibility for third parties such as customers, 
suppliers, ... ). In particular, when reduction in working time coincides with a 
reduction in operational time, the external accessibility will decrease. 

Problems of co-ordination. By co-ordination, we mean the mutual adjustment 
between different sections or production groups in a company. Problems with 
co-ordination may occur when a measure aimed at working time reduction does 
not apply to everybody; when different departments or groups work according 
to different working hour schedules. Some formulas are only introduced in 
production departments - for instance, the compressed working week with 
extended working days - while supporting departments retain a traditional 
working day. The question arises here as to what happens if a problem occurs 
outside traditional day-time hours. 

Production problems (De Lange, 1989; De Sitter, 1994; Sels, 1996). Firstly, 
productivity may be affected. If work remains unfinished during periods of 
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absence, the reduction of working time may hamper delivery times. This 
problem can also occur if the reduction of working time formula applied affects 
the available personnel and production capacity. A related implication concerns 
organisational flexibility. Flexibility problems arise when a mismatch occurs 
between the margin of flexibility present in the organisation and the flexibility 
required by the environment. The need for flexibility is determined by the size 
and predictability of these market fluctuations. Working time management can 
play an important role in the response to those fluctuations. Finally, the 
reduction of working time can influence the quality of production or services 
rendered, for instance when the same work has to be carried out in less time. 

When do organisational problems arise? 

A reduction in working hours reduces the time that individual employees are 
present. The absence has to be covered in one way or another. We call this the 
reallocation demand created by the reduction of working time. An organisation, 
on the whole, has some means of covering the reduced presence - that is the 
organisation's reallocation capacity. If an organisation introduces a working time 
reduction, a discrepancy may arise between the demand and capacity to 
reallocate. This discrepancy underlies most of the problems listed above. When 
the demand to cover the absence is too difficult to cover with existing resources, 
the organisation will encounter organisational problems. 

Reallocation demand. The absence of employees caused by working time 
reduction can occur in several formats. Sometimes, people are at work for fewer 
hours a day (5x6 instead of 5x8). Other formats lead to a day of absence, for 
instance with the four-day working week (4x8 instead of 5x8). In other formats 
still, employees are absent for several days, weeks or even months (career 
breaks, sabbatical leave). These examples illustrate that working time reduction 
formulas differ from each other based on the time frame used. The reallocation 
demand is closely defined by the time frame of the arrangement, determining 
when the absence will occur. 

Alongside the time factor, the application field also influences the absence from 
work, and hence the requirement to deal with it. In the case of an individual 
four-day working week adopted voluntarily by a few employees, the demand to 
reallocate will differ profoundly compared with a collective four-day working 
week introduced in an entire department. For individual arrangements, the job 
and hierarchical position of the absentee will further influence the reallocation 
demand. 

Reallocation capacity. The reallocation demand does not in itself carry any 
predictive value regarding the likelihood of organisational problems. A better 
insight into the organisation's potential to cope with the reallocation demands 
or the effects of the working time reduction is required. The question here is not 
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only whether but also how the absence can or should be covered. Organisations 
have two options as far as the reallocation is concerned. They can either arrange 
replacement for the period of absence, or they can transfer some tasks from one 
job to other (or newly created) jobs. In the first case, the replacement occupies 
the place of the absentee. He or she adopts his tasks. Nothing changes about the 
job content. In the case of task transfer, the job content and the existing division 
of work are manipulated. The company's reallocation capacity depends upon 
the replaceability of persons (i.e. the potential to replace one person by another) 
and the transferability of tasks (i.e. the capacity to transfer tasks from one job to 
another). 

If an organisation is faced with problems relating to communication, co
ordination or production after the introduction of arrangements to reduce 
working time, the question arises of how to tackle them (reactive action). Of 
more importance is the question of how organisational problems can be avoided 
(proactive action). In order to deal best with these questions, we have tried to 
gain more insight into how organisational problems are caused. We established 
that those problems are the result of a large reallocation demand combined with 
a low reallocation capacity. The cause also points to the solution. By reducing 
the demand to reallocate and/or increasing the capacity to do so, the risk of 
organisational problems occurring is reduced. This line of thinking is 
summarised in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2_ The conceptual framework 

Communication problems 

-Internal communication 

- -External communication 

Co-ordination problems 

Production problems 

-Capacity/productivity 

-Quality/flexibility/delivery time 

In order to maintain a balance between demand and capacity, several points can 
be tackled_ Firstly, various reduction of working time formulas differ in the 
way they demand replacement, delegation of tasks or reallocation_ By 
manipulating the reduction of working time or redistribution formula (time 
frame or application field) the demand to reallocate can be reduced, to give a 
better match with the existing reallocation capacity_ Furthermore, the ratio 
between demand and capacity to reallocate can be stabilised through 
interventions in the division of labour or personnel management and personnel 
allocation. The transferability of tasks, for instance, can be enlarged by means of 
organisation and job redesign. Such interventions can prepare a more fertile 
ground for the reduction of working time. The scope can also be widened 
through interventions in personnel management. With careful selection and 
skills development, more employees can stand in for each other. Training staff 
to be multi-skilled can facilitate the replacement of absent employees as well as 
the transfer of tasks from one job to another. These simple examples show that 
intervening in the division of work or the allocation and management of 
personnel can provide a valid response to, or avoidance strategy for, 
organisational problems. This process is represented by the 'feedback loops' in 
Figure 2. 
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Organisational implications of the four-day working week 

The conceptual framework functions as a diagnostic model that allows one to 
trace precisely those system characteristics that underlie organisational 
problems (see Harisson & Shirom, 1999). The model is also directional for 
planning and implementing interventions because it highlights relationships 
between problems and their potential solutions (adjusting the formula, 
increasing replaceability and transferability). Both functions will become clear 
in the following application of the four-day working week. 

The introduction of the four-day working week can lead to organisational 
problems if the demand to cover for the absent employee (reallocation demand) 
exceeds the spare capacity for it (reallocation capacity). Table 2 reflects the 
potential problems for the variants of the four-day working week. The 
inventory is compiled on the basis of literature searches, analysis of secondary 
company cases and intensive case-studies in eight Flemish companies. 
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Table 2. The organisational implications of the four-day working week 

Implications 

Internal communication and accessibility 
--._-----._---------------------------------------------_. 
1. Disconnection between work and operational 

time can lead to problems with working out 
optimal staffing levels 

-----------------------------------.---------------------
2. Distribution of days off over five-day working 

week leads to distribution of attendance and 
complex consultation plans 

------------------------------------------------------. 
3. Management no longer present over entire 

operational time; may affect supervision of 
activities in department 

---------------------------.---------_.-----------
4. Disconnection between individual and 

operational time may complicate communi
cation, supervision and decision-making 

----------------------------------------------------
5. Individual character of individual four-day 

working week lowers transparency of staffing 
.------------------------------------------------------.-
6. Because of variable application field, running 

corrective interventions are needed with 
individual four-day working week 

Operatio
nal time 

shortened 

] ~ 
~ ~ cu-o g. 

"'" 

Operational time 
unchanged 

~ 'iil cu 
;:j >. ~ 
-0"'00 .;;: -0 I':: 
:a~:.g 
.s ~ 

x 

x 

x 

x 

x 

~ cu cu 
·il >. ~ 
~ '" 00 
:::1~] o ... 
U ~ 

x 

x 

x 

Operational time 
extended 

-o~ 
ClJ QJ 

gj ~ 
~ 00 

S-] 
o ... 
U 0 

~ 

x 

x 

x 

x 

~ 
~.l!l 

~ 00] 
-ol'::~ 

''''';;<is r 

x 

x 

x 

Solutions 

Some time schedules (e.g. forward and backward 
rotation) optimise introduction of four-day week 
within equal-length or longer operational time 
-----------------------------------_._._--_._----_._---
For some jobs (e.g. supervisor) fixed days can be 
introduced for collective attendance (see meeting 
model) 
.._------------_. 
Delegation/ decentralisation of management 
powers; use of permanent stand-ins on days of 
complete absence 
._------------------_. 
See 2, 3; increased use of written communication 
and user-friendly information technology (e.g. 
group-ware) 
._-----------------------------------
Increase transparency by introducing fixed times 
for presence/ absence of employees in 4-day week 
.--------------------------------------------------. 
Re-design of organisation, to make it more 
receptive to running corrections (e.g. self
managing teams) 
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Table 2. The organisational implications of the four-day working week 

Implications 

External communication and accessibility 
-----._.------------------------------------------

7. External accessibility reduces due to 
shortened operational time 

8. Disconnection between individual work time 
and operational time requires frequent task 
transfer, which may complicate external 
communication in jobs with personal 
customer contact 

Co-ordination/adjustment between departments 
---------------------------------------------------------

9. Complex adjustment by supporting 
departments (often excluded from new work 
pattern) to extended operational time 

10. Problems with adjustment and capacity upon 
disconnection between working hours in 
different departments (e.g. compressed 
working week confined to capital intensive 
production segments). 

Operatio
naltime 

shortened 

] ~ 
e~ 
g:" 
'" 

x 

Operational time 
unchanged 

~ - '" ~ >, ~ 
'1:I",bO 
'~"'] .e: I. 

"''''k t:: 0 - ~ 

x 

'" ~ ·E >, ~ 
!rl"'bO 
:::l~] 
8 !5 

~ 

x 

Operational time 
extended 

11 
~bO s-] 
o .... 
U ~ 

x 

x 

x 

1 ~ bO] 
'" s ~ '" ~.s o 

~ 

x 

x 

x 

Solutions 

Switch to variants that leave operational time 
unchanged or extended. 4-day week in shifts and 
compressed working week increase external 
accessibility 
"---_.--------------._-----------------------------

Appointment of several contact people makes 
customer relations less personal (requires uniform 
procedures and file management to facilitate task 
transfer) 

Introduction of staggered 8-hour shift in 
supporting departments (employees start at 
different times), integration of supporting 
components in production 
._------------------._-----------

Buffer-formation between departments with 
different work hours may be necessary; 
introduction of staggered 8-hour service in 
departments excluded from new work time 
pattern. 
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Table 2. The organisational implications of the four-day working week 

Implications 

Production 

11. Potential negative effect on work productivity 
due to extended induction period (after day of 
absence) and take-over time (task transfer, 
replacement) 

--------.------.--------------------------------------
12. Additional tiredness due to longer working 

day in compressed working week can have 
negative effect on productivity 

----------------------.--------------------------
13. Potential negative effect on numerical 

flexibility due to longer working day and 
need to recuperate on day off 

14. Potential negative effect on numeric flexibility 
due to consecutive shifts (mainly when round
the-clock production) 

15. Decrease of available capacity and risk of 
under-USing machines 

------------------------------------------.-----.---
16. Great need for reallocation, frequent task 

transfer, introduction of new time schedule 

Operatio
naltime 

shortened 

] ~ 
C! ~ 
OJ "0 
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x 

Operational time 
unchanged 
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Operational time 
extended 
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x 

x 

~ 
~~] 
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..;< ~.S 

o 
is: 
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x 
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Solutions 

May be partly compensated for by positive effect 
on productivity of additional day off (more 
efficient organisation of work time, possibly less 
tiredness) 
.-----------------------------------------------------
Introduce compressed working week only when 
feasible (e.g. not for taxing work); additional 
breaks, plan simple tasks for end of workday 
0-- __ ------.-------------------------.------.--------
Compressed working week can contribute 
indirectly to better staff availability (often 
combined with exchange of duties and delegation 
of powers) 
---._---------

Only introduce extension of operational time 
when full exploitation of capacity is more 
important than increased flexibility (e.g. capital
intensive segments at front of production process) 
-----------------------------------------------.------
Adjust reduction of working time formula (by 
spreading days off over entire working week) 
---------------------------------------------------_. 

Cover for one-day absence easier to schedule 
within collective variants 
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From the overview, it appears that it is very difficult to make sweeping 
statements about the pros and cons of the four-day working week because (1) 
the reallocation demand occurs in different forms depending on the particular 
format of the four-day working week under consideration and (2) the 
reallocation capacity differs from one organisation to another and can depend 
on the circumstances. 

In what follows, we will try to give a more systematic insight into the possible 
solutions for the implications listed in Table 2. The conceptual framework 
shows that there are two major approaches to solving the problems mentioned. 
One option is to adapt the 'reduction of working time formula': select the 
formula whereby the demand to reallocate best matches the capacity to do so. 
An alternative approach is to increase the capacity to reallocate by changing the 
division of labour or the allocation of personnel (e.g. HR flows, allocation of 
employees to jobs, etc.). Both solutions have the same objective: to balance out 
the demand and capacity to reallocate, in order to guarantee the organisational 
feasibility of the reduction of working time. 

Adjustment of the reallocation demand 

From the inventory of organisational implications, it appears that variations on 
the four-day working week have different implications. An obvious strategy is 
to select the format that involves minimal implications, given a particular 
reallocation capacity. The strategy consists of looking for the variant of the four
day working week that best fits with the company's characteristics regarding 
production, organisation and personnel. In this strategy, the demand to 
reallocate is adapted to the reallocation capacity. The match with current 
capacity can be obtained by manipulating the time frame of the four-day 
working week or its application field. 

The time frame and organisational implications 

The individual working time of the four-day employee is often identical across 
all the variants in Table 1. The variants differ mostly in their implications for 
the operational time. For instance, the introduction of a collective four-day 
working week can coincide with a proportional shortening of operational time. 
In practice, it means that the company will only be operational for 4 days a 
week. Since work time and operational time are not disconnected, task transfer 
is not necessary here, and the issue of reallocation does even not arise. The 
communication, co-ordination and time-tabling should not really become more 
difficult. 

A collective four-day working week with a corresponding reduction in 
operational time is hence perfectly feasible at an organisational level. The 
economic feasibility is more doubtful. Certainly in capital intensive sectors of 
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industry, a four-day working week for both labour and capital is pretty much 
out of the question (Dreze, 1993). A reduction in operational time would 
translate into a pronounced under-utilisation of the equipment. In the service 
sectors, reducing opening hours to four days a week signifies a considerable cut 
in service provision. For these reasons, the employees' days off are mostly 
spread out over the week. The operational time can consequently remain intact, 
or even increase if the company links the introduction of the four-day working 
week with an activity level of six or seven days, or with an extension of opening 
hours per day. In the service sector, extension of operational time can offer a 
solution to the demand for longer opening hours. In industrial companies, it can 
be used to expand production capacity and to make better use of production 
equipment. In that sense, a four-day week combined with an extension of 
operational time can bring substantial gains in terms of the economic 
performance of the firm, particularly with regard to capacity management 4. 

With the working time of four days distributed over additional operational 
time, the risk of under-use can be avoided, but there is a real threat of 
organisational problems more typical of the disconnection between individual 
working time and operational time. Co-ordination and communication become 
more complex precisely because of the disconnection (Stegeman, 1996). Time 
schedules also become more complicated. Furthermore, companies should not 
overlook the organisation of task transfer and replacement, necessary to bridge 
the days off. These problems increase as the four-day working week needs to be 
fitted into a longer operational time. In that case, work needs to be transferred 
more frequently, employees on a four-day working week are away from the 
company for a longer operational time, and at each moment, a smaller 
proportion of personnel is present. 

Figure 3 summarises the influence of operational time on the feasibility of the 
four-day working week. The figure indicates that the chance of organisational 
problems increases as the disconnection between individual working time and 
operational time grows. On the other hand, the chance of problems with 
business economics decreases as the operational time is extended. 

4 It does not follow from there that operational time can be extended anywhere. In fact, it 
should only be considered within a limited section of economic activity, namely in 
burgeoning companies facing demands for extra production or services. 
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Four~day week in 
combination with 

~ 
Shorter Same length Extended 

corporate corporate corporate 
time time time 

Chance of organisational 
problems 

Chance of problems with 
business economics 

Figure 3. Operational time, organisational feasibility and economic feasibility 

The application field and organisational implications 

The implications differ not only as a function of the time frame applied. 
Remarkable differences occur between individual and collective variants, too. 
The application field hence influences the impact (see Table 3). 

Table 3. Influence of application field on organisational feasibility 

Nature of reorganisation 

Nature of organisational 
problems 

Collective four-day working 
week 

Large-scale reorganisation, but 
often on a one-off basis 

Co-ordination between 
departments with different 

operating hours 

Individual four-day working 
week 

Frequent small adjustments 

Communication between and 
accessibility of individual 

employees 

The introduction of a collective four-day working week often implies a large
scale adjustment of the division of labour and the allocation of personnel. On 
the introduction of an individual working week (e.g. right to part-time work of 
80%), the immediate impact is usually not very big. A collective four-day 
working week, on the other hand, often only requires one-off adjustments. Once 
it is implemented, relative stability can return. With individuals on four-day 
working weeks, running adjustments will be needed in view of the more 
variable application field. For each individual application, new checks and 
balances are needed regarding whether and how the day of absence can be 
covered, the implications for communication and accessibility, for the 
production, etc. 

When working hours are reduced on an individual basis, communication and 
accessibility will be the main concerns. The employee's irregular presence at 
work may constitute problems with providing information and supervision. 
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Organisations introducing a collective four-day week will need to pay attention 
to the co-ordination and mutual adjustment between different departments. 
Many collective variants result in departments working at different times from 
each other, and possibly also with different opening hours. The compressed 
working week, for instance, is often restricted to capital-intensive segments of 
the production line. Then again, collective formulas are by nature more 
systematic and manageable, offering better opportunities for experimenting 
with alternative work schedules (see further), also because of their wider 
application field. 

It is a general misconception that collective forms of four-day working weeks 
cause more organisational problems. They have other implications, which are 
not necessarily harder to deal with. Against the background of today's working 
time management, this is an important observation. Looking at the evolution of 
the average number of hours worked per week since the mid-1970s, the process 
of reducing working time has not only slowed down (Maddison, 1995, Plasman, 
1997), the structure of the reduction in working time has also changed. The 
(slowed down) reduction is less than before a result of collective and linear 
reductions of working time, and more a result of a strong increase in individual 
part-time labour (OECD, 1998; Lehndorff, 1998). This change in the structure of 
working time reduction is partly a statistical illusion. What appears to be a shift 
from collective to individual reduction in working time is actually the result of a 
growing presence in the labour market of women starting directly in part-time 
work. These women did not reduce their working time, but increased it from 
zero to, for instance, 20 hours. The shift in the structure of the working time 
reduction has also been wilfully created, however, by policy changes. The 
emphasis lies (not only in Belgium) on encouraging individual, voluntary 
reduction in working time (for instance, through the individual four-day 
working week). We should not conclude from this that these individual 
variants are by definition less problematic for organisations to deal with than 
collective formulas. 

Adjustment of the reallocation capacity 

Adjusting the capacity to reallocate to the reallocation demand is possible by 
intervening in the division of labour and/or personnel management. We will 
only cite two out of the wide range of examples indicated in Table 2. The first 
example is applicable to the individual four-day working week. The second can 
be applied to collective four-day working weeks. Both cases centre around the 
review of timetables. 
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Individual four-day working week 

A specific example taken from our own case studies will clarify how important 
it can be to adjust the reallocation capacity when introducing individual four
day working weeks (Sels & Dejonckheere, 1999). 

Etap NV produces light fittings. The company is widely acquainted with the voluntary four
day working week, with pro-rata payment. At first, the management was not prepared to 
agree to the four-day formula because of the anticipated organisational implications. The 
company undertook an analysis of the demands for cover (delegation, replacement), and 
then decided to introduce the four-day working week after all, while extending its ability to 
provide cover nevertheless. The company introduced the four-day working week, setting 
up production groups of five operators who can cover each other's jobs. Transferring to a 
four-day working week is only possible when three colleagues and an additional, newly 
hired and formerly unemployed employee are also prepared to take that step. The 
timetable of the four-day employees will hence look as follows (x = working; 0 is time off). 

Mo Tu We Thu Fri 
Person 1 0 x x x x 
Person 2 x 0 x x x 
Person 3 x x 0 x x 
Person 4 x x x 0 x 
Person 5 x x x x 0 

The system ensures that on any day of the week, four of the five employees are available 
for work. Those four employees are responsible for the same number of duties as full-time 
employees would be expected to carry out in five days (5 x 80% = 4x 100%). With this 
systematic approach to the voluntary four-day working week, Etap manages to reduce the 
organisational problems. 

This example illustrates the influence of the allocation of personnel on an 
organisation's reallocation capacity. This capacity is increased by the formation 
of small production groups of multi-skilled employees rotating over the jobs in 
their production unit. By only introducing the four-day working week in these 
groups, replaceability is built into the system. 

Collective four-day working week 

Imagine a four-day working week being introduced into a company that is 
operational for five days. The question arises of how the free day can be built 
into the timetable. In principle, there are two options: either the free day is fixed, 
or it rotates. This choice arises not only with collective, but also with individual 
variants. 

A fixed day off can be particularly useful for one-person or supporting jobs 
(Van Zwet, 1996). A fixed day off is then the clearest arrangement for 
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colleagues. Clarity compensates to a large extent for reduced accessibility and 
communication possibilities. Furthermore, the timetable can be arranged in a 
way that 'indispensable' employees have to work on one particular day, for 
instance to organise weekly consultation meetings. In practice, it is more 
common for four-day workers to vary their day off. This is the case particularly 
with collective four-day working weeks. 

When rotating the days off, two systems can be used: forward rotation or 
backward rotation (ATOS, 1996). With forward rotation, the day off moves up 
one day. With backward rotation, the day off moves back one day. These 
timetable systems are represented in Figure 4 (a) and (b). We have based it on a 
classic operational time of five days. 

(a) Forward rotation (b) Backward rotation (c) Meeting model 

Mo Tu We Thu Fri Mo Tu We Thu Fri Mo Tu We Thu Fri 

week 1 0 x x x x week 1 x x x x 0 week 1 0 x x x x 
week 2 x 0 x x x week 2 x x x 0 x week 2 x x 0 x x 

week 3 x x 0 x x week 3 x x 0 x x week3 x x x x 0 

week 4 x x x 0 x week 4 x 0 x x x 

weekS x x x x 0 weekS 0 x x x x 

Figure 4. Timetabling personnel for a four-day working week (x = workday, 0 = day off) 

In both systems, 4/5 of the total number of four-day workers are 
simultaneously present. The introduction of these timetables implies that the 
capacity to reallocate is extended, since they offer a solution to imbalances in the 
allocation of staff occurring after the introduction of the four-day working 
week. With the forward rotation, there will be a four-day weekend for every 
five-week cycle (Friday off, weekend, Monday off). This relatively long absence 
may be disadvantageous from an organisational perspective. A longer absence 
is followed by a longer induction and instruction period. Particularly when 
supervisors are incorporated in the timetable, backward rotation seems more 
appropriate, to retain an overview of activities in the department. 

In the two timetables, there is no day when all employees are present at the 
same time. This can lead to gaps in communication (e.g. problem with finding a 
suitable moment to meet or consult). For that reason, different timetables are 
sometimes used incorporating certain days when everyone is present. In a so
called meeting model, employees still work four days a week, but the days off are 
scheduled to be taken only within two or three (possibly rotating) days in the 
week. In Figure 4 (c), Tuesday and Thursday are the 'meeting days'. Particularly 
in administrative services and for staff and management functions, the meeting 
model offers a solution for the gap in communication that may occur with a 
collective four-day working week. On one day, 100% of the personnel are 
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present; on the other day, only two thirds. That explains why the meeting 
model is less recommended for production environments. 

Above, we have only given a few simple timetables that strongly 
underestimate the complexity of the scheduling task Not only should the 
scheduling of personnel be internally consistent and in tune with the workload. 
It should also be adjusted to external factors. In most cases, the introduction of 
the four-day working week makes it much harder to schedule personneL From 
research carried out in the Netherlands into the collective four-day working 
week, it appears that one third of companies reported problems with scheduling 
(SZW-LTD, 1992). These problems tend to cluster during the starting up period. 

Conclusions 

In this contribution, we developed a conceptual framework as a guide to 
analysing the organisational implications of the reduction of working time and 
redistribution of work Task transfer, replacement of persons, reallocation 
demand and reallocation capacity were our central concepts. We applied our 
framework to several variants of the four-day working week - a keen subject in 
Belgium. We clarified that each variant is associated with specific organisational 
implications. At the same time, we indicated that interventions to prevent those 
implications can follow two routes: extending the capacity to reallocate and/or 
lowering the reallocation demand. 

In the case studies, we tracked down original strategies to resolve the 
problems. On that basis, we may conclude that, despite all prejudices, the four
day working week is 'organisationally feasible'. However, some reservations 
should be made. This rosy conclusion does not take account of the fact that, 
presumably, only those employers agreed to the four-day working week who 
felt the transfer was feasible in practice, or who were expecting positive effects 
on the company's productivity or flexibility. For other companies, the effects are 
hard to predict. The strategies used by the companies in our case studies may 
not be suitable for 'transplantation' to any other business environment. It is 
consequently questionable whether our findings can be generalised. 

Moreover, our approach of the feasibility of a four-day working week is a 
purely technical one. A political approach of the same research question would 
probably have lead us to a different answer. For example, the focus would have 
been more on trade-offs between working time reduction and increased 
flexibility. It's remarkable (but not surprising) that the companies engaging in 
reduction of working time often do so because it paves the way for a more 
flexible deployment of labour. This 'exchange' of reduction of working time for 
increased flexible deployment of labour offers the perspective of a new strategic 
compromise, adding employer's interest to working time reduction (Sels & 
Dejonckheere, 1999). For instance, research results indicate that part-time work 
can contribute to a more flexible use of staff, and that part-timers can play a 
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crucial role in matching up staffing to the production requirements (LTD, 1991; 
Bielenski, 1991; Tijdens, 1998). A recent survey of approximately 3,400 company 
directors showed that Belgian companies with strong sales fluctuations first and 
foremost look for internal solutions to meet the varying demands. Part-time 
employment occupies a central place in this respect (Upedi, 1998). 

Where does the four-day working week feature in relation to the aspiration 
for more flexibility? Working in a four-day week can be considered as a special 
form part-time work, so-called 'large part-time work'. The flexibility aspect is 
often an important argument in favour of introducing or allowing various 
variants on the four-day week. Below, we will give a few examples of the way 
in which the work time patterns discussed in table 1 can fit in with the desire for 
more flexibility. 

The four-day working week and flexible working hours. An initial way of coping 
with variations in demand involves manipulating the work and leisure time of 
the part-timers. Belgian legislation allows variable working times for part-time 
employees. In the case of a variable time-table with a fixed number of hours per 
week, the weekly total needs to be respected, but the timing of the hours 
worked by part-timers can vary from day to day. This work time pattern offers 
the possibility of coping with peak-time demands on a daily or weekly basis 
(Steyaert & Depla, 1994). For instance, the one day off can be moved to a 
different day depending on how busy the company is. 

The 'averaged out' four-day working week. Even more flexibility can be obtained by 
allowing the working hours to fluctuate from week to week. It has become an 
option since the concept of 'average weekly working time' was introduced. 
Since 1 November 1997, the average weekly working time should be respected 
over a maximum period of one year. This is called the annualisation of working 
time. A technique used to adjust the input of personnel in line with seasonal 
fluctuations consists of spreading the working time over a longer period (e.g. 
one year). 

Among the case studies, we found good examples of such annualised four-day 
working week arrangements. At ETAP, a joint agreement provides the facility to 
recall employees with a four-day week on their day oft up to ten times a year. 
Those extra days worked in peak times can be recoup by working only three 
days a week in calmer periods (which averages out into a four-day working 
week on a yearly basis). Philips in Brugge lets its employees on a four-day week 
work during three eight-hour days in the first quarter, for four days a week 
during the second and third quarter of the year, and five eight-hour days a 
week in the last quarter (i.e. on average, a four-day working week of 32 hours). 

This annual perspective on working time helps companies to cope with the 
seasonal variation in demand. The four-day working week offers some options 
in this respect, because there is a margin for expanding the part-time work (to 
include the fifth day). A more pronounced example was found at Belle-Vue. In 
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this brewery, all employees work an average four-day working week. In the 
peak season, everyone works for five days, while the brewery is only 
operational for three days in the low season. This arrangement allows the 
company to match the production process to the seasonal variation in the 
demand for beer. 

The jour-day working week and additional hours. It is possible to let employees 
work additional hours in a four-day working week. A number of studies point 
to a greater willingness to carry out additional work among part-timers 
compared with full-timers (Stegeman, 1996). The costs of additional work hours 
are, furthermore, lower with part-timers than with full-timers. The Belgian 
employer has at his disposal a credit of 12 hours a month that do not have to be 
paid as overtime. For some variants of the four-day week, additional hours will 
be harder to arrange than for others. In a compressed working week, for 
instance, the room for overtime is restricted (as well as the space to vary staffing 
in line with demand) because of the longer working day. 

A few words of caution are needed concerning encouragement for 'flexible four
day working weeks'. Although many organisations consider it to be a 'win-win' 
formula, it is not always clear precisely what the employees are 'winning'. 
Various authors have highlighted the disadvantages regarding the quality of 
work (Berkhoff & Shabracq, 1992; Warr, 1987). The flexible four-day working 
week may result in more leisure time, but often the control over the timing of it 
remains with the employer. 

If the four-day working week is used to match up staffing to the production 
requirements, the level of reallocation (replacement) after working time 
reduction will be low. Hence, the combination of working time reduction with 
flexible staffing, can strongly undermine the four-day working week's 
immediate effect on employment. There is no 'given' amount of work which can 
be 'redistributed' by shortening the full-time working week (e.g. collective four
day working week) or by increasing part-time jobs (e.g. individual four-day 
working week). The direct effect of a reduction of working time on the number 
of jobs is likely to be less than proportionally, and may even be negative, due to 
the fact that a not inconsiderable proportion of the reduction in working time 
can be absorbed by means of a more flexible deployment of labour and 
increases in productivity (especially by further intensifying work). Moreover, 
the redistribution of hours of work can be negated by an increase in the number 
of overtime hours worked. Therefore, working time reduction is just as likely to 
decrease as it is to increase the number of jobs (see Layard & Calmfors, 1987). 
Several empirical studies indicate that the effectiveness of working time 
reduction as an employment instrument is probably overestimated (Dur, 1996; 
Seifert, 1993). 
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