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May 3, 2009 – Considering the Four Day Work Week
Q: I am thinking about implementing a four day work week for my small company; what kinds of things should I consider?

A:  A four day work week has become more common in the US recently, but it is important to distinguish between two very different versions.  The first is a “compressed” week, going from a 40 hour, 5 day week to the same 40 hours, but compressed into 4 days a week.  The second is a “reduced” week, going from a 40 hour, 5 day week to a 32 hour, 4 day week; usually done to cut costs.

In the “compressed” week the same amount of work is getting done in the same amount of hours, it’s simply being done in fewer, but longer days.  The company benefits from improved employee morale; helping the environment via fewer employee commutes to work; and improved productivity as employees plan and structure their time more effectively.  In this scenario your payroll costs remain the same and there are no huge savings since you will likely keep your doors open 5 days a week.  Yet you’ll reap the benefits of happier staff.   Despite all the potential advantages, a compressed week is not for everyone, and complications may arise.  What about child care challenges? What about stamina for those long 10 hour days? What about employees who want to do this, but their jobs are not suited for it?  So it’s not a panacea.  

In the “reduced” version of a 4 day week your goal is simply to reduce your payroll by 20%; perhaps business is slow and you want to avoid laying anyone off. This schedule might also let you save on energy costs by reducing the hours you are open for business.  There is simply less work to do, so fewer hours are worked.  Employees are generally accommodating of this arrangement because by reducing everyone’s hours, “we share the pain”. And hopefully it’s only temporary.

Whatever schedule is implemented make sure decisions are based on job and business needs, not on employee needs relating to their age, gender,  marital status or any other factor that may be considered discriminatory.
________________________________________________________________________ Eva Del Rio is a human resources professional, consultant and   20-year member of the Society for Human Resources Management.  E-mail questions to AskEva@hrproondemand.com






