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	X Preface

The number of hours worked, the way in which they are organized, and the availability of rest periods 
can significantly affect not only the quality of work, but also life outside the workplace. Working hours 
and the organization of work and rest periods can have a profound influence on the physical and mental 
health and well-being of workers, their safety at work and during the transit from their homes, and their 
earnings. Working time also has significant implications for enterprises in terms of their performance, 
productivity, and competitiveness. Decisions on working time issues can also have repercussions 
for the broader health of the economy, the competitiveness of industry, levels of employment and 
unemployment, the need for transport and other facilities, and the organization of public services. 
Working time, through measures such as short-time work/work sharing measures and flexible working 
hours are key tools that can be used to counter the threats posed by economic crises, while telework can 
reduce the social and economic impact of pandemics such as COVID-19. Therefore, it is not surprising 
that working time issues in one form or another are at the heart of most labour market reforms and 
evolutions taking place in the world today.

Because of its centrality, addressing working time is also one of the oldest concerns of social partners 
in addressing labour policy and regulation. The importance placed on working time issues informed the 
ILO Constitution. Part XIII of the Treaty of Versailles, on which the ILO Constitution is based, specifically 
recognized that the regulation of hours of work, including the establishment of a maximum working day 
and week, as among the measures that were urgently needed for the improvement of the conditions of 
labour prevailing at the time. This also echoed one of the demands of the labour movement at the dawn 
of the twentieth century. Conscious of the urgency of addressing the issue of very long hours of work, 
the International Labour Conference established the first international labour standard ever adopted, 
the Hours of Work (Industry) Convention, 1919 (No. 1), which enshrined the eight-hour workday as an 
international norm. Since that time, working time has remained an important focus of the ILO’s work; 
indeed, one might even think of working time as a kind of “bridge” between the world of work at the time 
of the ILO’s founding and the fast-paced world of work in the 21st Century.

This ILO global report on working time focuses on the actual number of hours of work, working-time 
arrangements, and their implications for work–life balance. It includes a range of statistics never before 
produced concerning the number of hours of work, both the situation as it existed immediately before 
the COVID-19 pandemic and also how it evolved during the pandemic. It then turns to the other half of the 
working-time equation, working time arrangements (which are also called work schedules), and reviews 
the most prominent types of working time arrangements that currently exist, such as shift work, part-
time work and flexitime arrangements, and their effects on workers’ work–life balance. Next, an in-depth 
analysis of the matches and mismatches between workers’ actual hours of work and their preferred 
hours of work, as well as the effects of such matches and mismatches on work–life balance is provided. 
The report also reviews and analyses the working time-related crisis response measures deployed 
by governments and enterprises to keep organizations functioning and workers employed during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, such as work-sharing or short-time work schemes and home-based telework. Finally, 
the report summarizes the main conclusions of all the previous chapters and considers their implications 
for both public policies and enterprise policies regarding working time and work–life balance.

At a time when digital transformation in the world of work has a profound influence on working time and 
work organization, I trust that this report will be a useful reference tool for practitioners and decision-
makers around the world. I also hope that it will encourage further initiatives toward combining the 
number of hours worked, the way they are organised, and rest periods in a manner that will improve the 
living and working conditions of human beings and their capacity to exercise greater choice and control 
over when they work.

Philippe Marcadent

Branch Chief 
INWORK
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1. Introduction

	X1.

The ILO’s Declaration of Philadelphia boldly asserts that “labour is not a commodity” (Art. I(a)). While 
on the surface this statement may appear to be rather idealistic, it simply recognizes the obvious fact 
that unlike tradable commodities (goods and services), workers are people with hopes, dreams and 
aspirations for themselves and their families. The Declaration of Philadelphia goes on to affirm that “all 
human beings, irrespective of race, creed or sex, have the right to pursue both their material well-being 
and their spiritual development in conditions of freedom and dignity, of economic security, and equal 
opportunity” (Art. II(a)). In other words, paid work is about more than just meeting workers’ material 
needs; they also need to have the opportunity to fulfill their personal lives as well. In today’s world, we 
might say that this means that workers need to have a healthy work–life balance.

Working time has been at the heart of the work of the ILO since its origins, as demonstrated by the fact 
that the first ILO Convention – the Hours of Work (Industry) Convention, 1919 (No. 1) – concerned working 
time. Indeed, since the dawn of the Industrial Revolution, limiting the number of hours of work has been 
an important issue related to the protection of workers’ health, including their well-being in a broader 
sense. The extremely long hours of work during this early period had social and health costs, leading 
to the movement to limit the number of hours of work – first for women and children and later for all 
workers – through the adoption of Convention No. 1.

Over the century that followed, working time continued to occupy a prominent place in labour and 
employment debates, not only the number of hours of work but also working-time arrangements 
or work schedules: how working hours are organized. Both aspects of working time – the number of 
hours of work and working-time arrangements (work schedules) – are key factors in determining how 
well workers can balance their paid work with their personal lives, including family responsibilities and 
other personal needs. For example, long hours of work (> 48 hours per week) have a negative effect 
on workers’ work–life balance, while shorter hours of work can help to facilitate that balance. Working-
time arrangements that have predictable or flexible schedules can also help to facilitate a better work–
life balance, while those with unpredictable schedules have the opposite effect. In summary, both the 
number of hours of work and working-time arrangements have an impact on workers’ work–life balance.

1.1 The importance of work-life balance in the world of work 
While limiting the number of hours of work to protect workers’ health has been an important issue for 
more than a century, the emergence of work–life balance as a significant social goal came much later, 
stemming from policymakers’ increased awareness of the difficulty workers faced in reconciling their 
personal lives with their paid work. This awareness first arose from the decline of the “male breadwinner 
model” and the subsequent mass entry of women into the labour market, which led to a “dual earner 
model” in which all adults are assumed to be in paid work. The reduction in women’s economic 
dependence on men was a positive development but it also brought new challenges, since many women 
now faced a “double shift”: – a first shift of paid labour and a second shift of unpaid labour performed in 
the home (Hochschild and Machung 1989). This work–life conflict persists today, particularly for women, 
who continue to perform the majority of household and care tasks in all countries (ILO 2018). However, 
the conflict is also faced by men, perhaps increasingly so due to their slow but persistent catch-up in 
terms of family involvement (Harrington et al. 2016; Knop and Brewster 2016). In addition, demographic 
shifts associated with an ageing population and the burden of providing care for elderly family members 
have further intensified work–life conflict. Aside from the individual impacts of this development, such 
as stress, enterprises experience negative externalities from work–family conflict, including lower 

1



productivity levels and absenteeism related to workers who struggle to care for their family members 
(Boushey 2016; Pitsenberger 2006). The coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic has reinforced these 
concerns, at least in more developed countries. This has led many workers to seek new jobs that provide 
them with greater flexibility, in particular the ability to work remotely, and therefore the opportunity to 
achieve a better balance between their paid work and their personal lives, including more time for their 
families and more time to devote to their own personal interests as well. Improving and facilitating work–
life balance has therefore become an increasing focus for policymakers in recent decades.

Better work–life balance is associated with a multitude of benefits for employees. For one, it has been 
empirically shown to facilitate increased job satisfaction and greater feelings of job security among those 
workers who report high levels of work–life balance (Burke and Greenglass 1999; Kossek and Ozeki 1998; 
Chimote and Srivastava 2013). A reasonable work–life balance also has significant positive effects on 
the psychological and physical health of employees. For example, an empirical analysis based on data 
from the United States National Study of the Changing Workforce (a nationally representative sample of 
working adults) found that work–life balance policies reduce stress levels (Halpern 2005). On the other 
hand, if workers are not able to achieve a reasonable work–life balance, they may experience negative 
health consequences and working hours are an important factor influencing workers’ work–life balance. 
For example, long hours of work per week (more than 48) are associated with reduced levels of reported 
work–life balance and increased work–family conflict, particularly if such long hours are involuntary 
(Fagan et al. 2012). Indeed, Fagan et al. reviewed a large number of studies that have identified long hours 
of work as an important predictor of work–life conflict and concluded that work–family incompatibility, 
less engagement in community and civic life and lower fertility rates are all common outcomes of long 
hours of work. Moreover, such work–life imbalances may also reduce mental well-being, resulting in 
stress, anxiety and lower job and life satisfaction. For example, workers reporting substantial work–
family conflict have been found to face higher levels of depression and poorer physical health and to be 
more likely to engage in heavy alcohol use (Frone, Russell and Barnes 1996). Overall, a healthy work–life 
balance has been shown to have a positive effect on the experience of work and is effective in preventing 
negative psychological and physiological health effects (Chimote and Srivastava 2013).

A healthy work–life balance among employees is also beneficial for employers and provides a number 
of positive effects for enterprises. Companies that implement work–life balance policies benefit from 
increased retention of current employees, improved recruitment, lower rates of absenteeism and higher 
productivity. For example, a study of 45 companies across North America that facilitated work–life 
balance found the presence of such policies to be associated with increased employee retention and 
improved recruitment (Williams et al. 2000) and similar findings were reported in a number of other 
studies (Maxwell et al. 2007; Porter and Ayman 2010). In a longitudinal assessment of the implementation 
of flexible scheduling in a public service organization, Dalton and Mesch (1990) found that absenteeism 
decreased significantly among employees in the experimental group but not the control group. 
These findings are supported by a meta-analysis of studies analysing flexible working schedules, 
which identified a significant negative relationship between the availability of flexible schedules and 
absenteeism (Baltes et al. 1999). Moreover, enterprises that implement polices focused on cultivating 
work–life balance report higher levels of productivity as well (Bond and Galinsky 2006). More specifically, 
a number of studies reveal a link between flexible work arrangements and higher levels of self-reported 
focus, concentration and motivation (Raabe 1996; Williams et al. 2000). Similarly, a case study of 
chartered accountants (Lewis 1997) found that working reduced hours on a voluntary basis resulted 
in greater self-reported productivity and efficiency. Finally, employers also benefit from employees 
that are more loyal: policies that empower workers to organize their hours based on their needs are 
linked to greater job satisfaction, loyalty and organizational commitment (Williams et al. 2000; Batt and 
Valcour 2003). An examination of 3,381 American workers revealed that flexible working time policies 
and childcare assistance were associated with employee loyalty for those with family responsibilities 
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(Roehling, Roehling and Moen 2001). The global teleworking experiment unleashed as a crisis response 
measure to cope with the COVID-19 pandemic and the subsequent post-pandemic “great resignation” 
phenomenon yielded new, powerful evidence that providing workers with greater flexibility in deciding 
when, where and how they work results in positive business outcomes, including improved productivity, 
and that conversely, restricting such flexibility results in substantial costs, including increased turnover. 
Therefore, there is a substantial amount of evidence that work–life balance policies provide significant 
benefits to enterprises, supporting the argument that such policies are a “win-win” for both employers 
and employees.

1.2 The contents of this report
This first-ever ILO global report on working time focuses on the actual number of hours of work, 
working-time arrangements (work schedules) and their implications for work–life balance. However, it 
must be emphasized that this report does not cover national laws related to working time, which were 
comprehensively reviewed by the ILO in 2018.1 

This report begins by reviewing the major global patterns and developments concerning the number 
of hours of work, both the situation as it existed immediately before the COVID-19 pandemic and also 
how it evolved during the pandemic (Ch. 2). It then turns to the other half of the working-time equation, 
working-time arrangements (work schedules), in order to review the different types of working-time 
arrangements (work schedules), such as shift work, part-time work and flextime arrangements, and 
their effects on workers’ work–life balance (Ch. 3). Next, the report presents an in-depth analysis of both 
matches and mismatches between workers’ actual hours of work and their preferred hours of work, as 
well as the effects of such matches and mismatches on work–life balance, based on a truly unique (pre-
crisis) dataset, the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) Work Orientations IV Module (2015) 
– the only source of internationally comparable data on workers’ preferences regarding their hours of 
work that extends beyond Europe (Ch. 4). The report then drills down more deeply into working-time 
developments during the pandemic by reviewing the working time-related crisis response measures 
deployed by governments and enterprises to keep organizations functioning and workers employed, 
such as work-sharing or short-time work schemes – which had already proved their worth during the 
last economic crisis, the Great Recession – and also home-based telework (Ch. 5). Finally, the report 
summarizes the main conclusions of Chapters 2 to 5 and considers their implications for both public 
policies and enterprise policies on working time and work–life balance (Ch. 6).

1  This report does not cover national laws related to working time because legal developments regarding working time 
were comprehensively reviewed in the General Survey concerning working-time instruments - Ensuring decent working time 
for the future in 2018. 
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2. Working-time patterns 
and developments around 
the world

2.1 Introduction
The topic of working time can be divided into two main components: (a) the number of hours of work; 
and (b) the organization of those working hours, which is more commonly known either as working-time 
arrangements or work schedules. This chapter will focus on important patterns and developments with 
regard to hours of work – that is, the length or volume of working hours in both the formal economy and 
the informal economy.

The most prominent feature of working-time patterns and developments in today’s world is the uneven 
distribution of hours of work. Because the distribution of hours of workhours does not cluster around the 
mean (that is, the legal working week) in many countries, working-time statistics that focus exclusively 
on average hours of work can be misleading indicators of the typical hours of work hours in a particular 
region, country, sector or occupation. While the traditional concern regarding regular long hours of work 
and their effects dating from the dawn of the Industrial Revolution remains a problem in some parts of 
the world and among some groups of workers, the phenomenon of short hours of work – often referred 
to as “part-time work” – has emerged as an issue in other parts of the world and among other groups of 
workers. Short (part-time) hours of work can potentially benefit work–life balance because they provide 
workers with more time for their personal lives, including their family responsibilities. However, short 
hours of work can potentially be a concern, particularly for those workers with very short hours of work, 
because they are associated with time-related underemployment2  and limited or no benefit entitlements 
(for example, no social security benefits, no paid leave) and are often associated with unpredictable 
work schedules as well. Both long and short hours of work can present challenges for employers, too: 
in the case of long hours due to declining marginal productivity and in the case of short hours because 
part-time work can be more difficult to manage if business operations are based on a full-time logic (for 
example, scheduling shift work). This chapter will briefly discuss average hours of work, but it will focus 
primarily on both long and short hours of work, as well as the unique situation of hours of work in the 
informal economy.

2 The time-related underemployment rate (TRU) is a measure of labour underutilization that provides information on the 
share of employed persons who are willing and available to increase their working time (for production within the SNA 
production boundary) and who have worked fewer hours than a specified time threshold during the reference period. 
TRU signals inadequate employment (ILO 2008).
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2.2 Some Longitudinal Trends in Hours of Work
Before reviewing the current situation regarding hours of work, it is interesting to briefly consider how 
we got to where we are at the present time. The two figures below (Figures 1 and 2) show longitudinal 
trends in average annual hours of work per workers in selected developed countries and in selected 
developing countries in comparison with key developed countries. The two figures are dramatically 
different. Figure 1 shows a clear downward trend from the late 1800’s through most of the 20th Century 
in all the developed countries shown in this graph, before flattening out towards the end of the century 
(with the notable exception of Germany) or even turning slightly upwards (e.g., Sweden, the United 
States). In stark contrast, Figure 2, which begins much later (the 1950’s) due to the lack of available 
data on working hours in developing countries prior to that time, shows much longer hours in those 
developing countries shown in the graph (Brazil, China, and India), with only one of them showing a 
downward trend (Brazil) which began in the 1970’s. In fact, the average annual working hours per worker 
actually increased in China as that country industrialized before levelling off in the early 21st Century. 
Average annual working hours increased even more dramatically in the Republic of Korea as that country 
industrialized, before beginning to decline in the 1990’s as Korea became fully developed and declining 
even more dramatically in the 2000’s with the adoption of a 40-hour standard workweek in that country, 
not including overtime (see the text box below for details).

X Figure 1. Longitudinal trends in average annual working hours  
in selected developed countries

Source: Huberman & Minns (2007) and PWT 9.1 (2019)

Note: We plot the data from Huberman & Minns (2007) and extend coverage using an updated vintage of PWT, which uses 
the same underlying source. Comparisons between countries are limited due to differences in measurement.
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Average working hours per worker over an entire year. Before 1950 the data corresponds only to full-time 
production workers (non-agricultural activities). Starting in 1950 estimates cover total hours worked in 
the economy as measured primarily from National Accounts data.
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X Figure 2. Longitudinal trends in average annual hours of work, selected developing countries 
versus two key developed countries

Source: Huberman & Minns (2007) and PWT 9.1 (2019)

Note: We plot the data from Huberman & Minns (2007) and extend coverage using an updated vintage of PWT, which uses 
the same underlying source. Comparisons between countries are limited due to differences in measurement.

X Box 1. Working-time reduction in the Republic of Korea

  Introduction of five-day week 

The Republic of Korea, a country with historically long hours of work, introduced a five-day working 
policy in 2004 through its revised Labour Standards Act, which effectively made Saturday an official 
non-workday, set an 8-hour normal workday and reduced the standard legal workweek from 44 to 
40 hours. Prior to that labour law reform, the average annual hours of work per employed person 
in the Republic of Korea was 2,392, which was by far the longest in any OECD country (ILO 2016a). 
In 2019, prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the figure was 1,967 hours per year (OECD.Stat 2021). The 
labour law reform aimed to address the negative effects associated with excessively long hours 
of work. 
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X Box 1. Working-time reduction in the Republic of Korea (continued)

Implementation 

A phased approach was used to implement the workweek reduction. In 2004, all organizations 
with 1,000 employees or more were required to implement a 40-hour workweek, followed in 2005 
by organizations with 300 employees or more (Rudolf 2014). In 2005, organizations with 100 or 
more employees implemented the 40-hour workweek, followed by organizations with 50 or more 
employees in 2007, organizations with 20 or more employees in 2008 and organizations with 5–20 
employees in 2011. Organizations with less than 5 employees were excluded. The Government 
encouraged the public sector to take the lead in this initiative and share best practices on the 
implementation of the working-time reduction. For example, the central and local governments 
phased in the new workweek by giving employees every other Saturday off for one year and then 
fully implementing the five-day week.

The 40-hour workweek law allowed for the workday to be extended to 12 hours as long as there 
was agreement between employee and employer. To help employers make the transition, the first 
four hours of overtime were charged at a 25 per cent extra hourly wage and thereafter a 50 per 
cent extra hourly wage (Republic of Korea 2009). After three years, all overtime was set at 50 per 
cent of the employee’s wage for all extra hours above 40 hours per week. Also, if flexible working-
time arrangements were agreed between the parties, the overtime premium could be avoided. 
For example, if an employee worked 48 hours in a given week, no overtime pay would be paid for 
that week as long as the number of hours they worked per week averaged 40 over a three-month 
period including that week. 

Economic outcomes 

In 2012, according to the Korea Labour and Society Institute, total hours of work decreased from 
1.87 billion to 1.64 billion and jobs steadily increased, rising by 12.3 per cent from 21.57 million 
in 2001 to 24.24 million in 2011 (Yi-Guen 2012). The estimated effect on actual hours of work 
was a decline in the number of hours of work per week per person, from 50.4 in 2001 to 43.9 
in 2011 (Yi-Guen 2012). In addition, for every 10 per cent decrease in hours of work per week 
there was a corresponding 9.7 per cent increase in employment, which is higher than the 5–6 per 
cent increase typically associated with working-time reductions (Yi-Guen 2012). Although as of 
2012 more than half (53.5 per cent) of Korean employees had a standard five-day workweek, the 
remaining employees are members of organizations with five employees or less and therefore 
they are still under the legal standard of a 44-hour workweek.

Working time and work-life balance around the world10



2.3. Average number of hours of work
The classical statistical indicator regarding working time is the average number of hours of work per 
week – either actual hours or usual hours in the main job.3 We begin our global overview of hours of 
work here.

 

X Figure 3a. Average hours of work per week, by sex and geographic region (total employment, 
2019, based on data from 160 countries 4)

 
As shown in figure 3a, the average number of hours of work per week in paid work globally was 
approximately 43.9 hours prior to the COVID-19 pandemic (2019 or latest available year). Average hours 
of work per week were clearly the longest in Asia and the Pacific (47.4), particularly in Southern Asia (49.0) 
and Eastern Asia (48.8). In contrast, the shortest average hours of work per week are found in North 
America (37.9) and Europe and Central Asia (38.4), particularly in Northern, Southern and Western Europe 
(37.2 ). The other regions of the world lie somewhere between these two extremes. From a gender 
perspective, the average number of hours of paid work per week were somewhat higher for men than for 
women, at 46.2 versus 40.5. However, it is important to keep in mind than this gender difference in paid 
work does not reflect the substantially greater amount of time that women devote to unpaid household 
tasks and care work compared to men.

3 Data on actual hours of work focuses on measuring the hours worked in a particular week (the reference week), while 
data on usual hours of work attempts to capture a respondent’s typical (usual) number of hours of work per week. The 
working-hours data presented in this chapter uses data on actual hours of work per week, unless otherwise specified.

4 This figure and all subsequent figures in this chapter present the pre-pandemic situation regarding hours of work (2019 
or latest year available), based on survey data from 160 countries that represents 95 per cent of total global employment. 
For the classification of countries/territories by income group, see Annex 1; for the classification of countries/territories 
by region, see Annex 2; for the detailed sources of national data, see Annex 3; and for additional details on the method-
ology used to calculate the regional and global estimates presented in this chapter, see Annex 4.
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X Figure 3b. Average hours of work per week, by sex and economic sector  
(total employment, 2019)

From a sectoral perspective, figure 3b shows that globally, the sectors with the longest weekly hours of 
work in 2019 were wholesale and retail trade (49.1 hours), transport and communications (48.2 hours) and 
manufacturing (47.6 hours). The sectors with the shortest weekly hours of work were agriculture (37.9 
hours),5  education (39.3 hours) and health services (39.8 hours), although it seems likely that the extreme 
demands on the health services sector arising from the COVID-19 pandemic would have substantially 
increased average hours of work in that sector.

X Figure 3c. Average hours of work per week, by sex and major occupational group  
(total employment, 2019)

5  Measuring actual hours of work in the agriculture sector is notoriously difficult due to the highly seasonal nature of such 
work. Therefore, the reference week used for making the measurement is critical and it is not possible to have much 
confidence that the average hours for any particular week is truly representative of the entire year. 
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Finally, figure 3c shows that the major occupational group with the longest average hours of work was 
plant and machine operators and assemblers, who worked 48.2 hours per week on average, closely 
followed by service and sales workers at 47.0 hours per week. In contrast, both professionals and workers 
in the elementary occupations, including skilled agricultural workers, worked an average of 40.2 hours 
per week. 

While this brief overview of average hours of work demonstrates that this particular working-time 
indicator is certainly useful, too many analyses of working time begin and end with this one single 
measure. That is a serious shortcoming because – as with any measure of central tendency – the 
estimation of average weekly hours of work fails to reveal whether the distribution of working hours 
in a region, country, sector, occupation or other category is normally shaped or whether it is skewed; 
in the latter case, this could mean that workers’ hours of work are more likely to be outside the normal 
range in the direction of either long hours or short (part-time) hours. That is the primary reason why 
the remainder of this chapter focuses on the distribution of working hours outside the normal range 
– that is, long hours and short (part-time) hours. In addition, there are also other sound reasons for 
this focus, such as the fact that regular long working hours are associated with a variety of negative 
effects, such as those on occupational safety and health, work–life balance and productivity, as well as 
the fact that very short hours of work (less than 15/20 hours per week) are associated with time-related 
underemployment (for an in-depth discussion of the effects of working hours on different outcomes of 
interest, see Messenger 2018).

2.3.1 Long hours of work
Long hours of work can be defined as regularly working more than 48 hours per week. This definition 
is consistent with the relevant international labour standards, Convention No. 1 and the Hours of Work 
(Commerce and Offices) Convention, 1930 (No. 30), which limit normal working hours to 48 per week. It is 
also consistent with the relevant literature on the negative effects of long hours of work on occupational 
safety and health, work–life balance, and productivity and performance (for an in-depth discussion of 
the effects of hours of work on these outcomes, see Messenger 2018).

X Figure 4a. Workers working more than 48 hours per week, by sex, major geographic region 
and level of development (total employment, 2019, in %)  
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X F4b. Workers working more than 48 hours per week, by detailed geographic region (total 
employment, 2019, in %)

As shown in figures 4a and 4b, approximately one third of the global workforce (35.4 per cent) worked 
more than 48 hours per week in 2019 prior to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. The categories in 
figure 4a are based on countries’ level of economic development: developed (high-income), emerging 
(middle-income) or developing (low-income). The proportion of workers working such long hours is 
substantially higher in developing countries as compared with developed countries and is highest of all 
in emerging economies. The region with the highest proportion of workers who regularly work more 
than 48 hours per week is Asia and the Pacific, where nearly half of all workers (46.7 per cent) work long 
hours. The highest proportions of workers with such long hours of work are found in Southern Asia (57.1 
per cent) and Eastern Asia (47.7 per cent). Africa has the second-highest proportion of workers with long 
hours of work (27.2 per cent), particularly Northern Africa (40.0 per cent), followed by the Arab States at 
25.1 per cent. The region with the lowest proportion of workers with long hours of work is clearly Europe 
and Central Asia (11.0 per cent), particularly in Eastern Europe (4.5 per cent).

In developing and emerging economies, such long hours of work are driven mainly by low hourly wages 
and/or a desire to maximize earnings (whether these are wages or income from self-employment), 
which means that workers often need to work long hours just to make ends meet (Lee, McCann and 
Messenger 2007; ILO 2009). The situation is very different in developed countries, particularly for certain 
categories of salaried employees such as professional workers and managers, who may be expected 
to work whatever hours are required to complete their assignments and/or may work long hours to 
demonstrate their commitment to the organization and thus attempt to advance their careers (Lee, 
McCann and Messenger 2007; ILO 2009).

There is also a substantial gender difference in the incidence of long hours of paid work. As shown 
in figures 4a and 4b, men are substantially more likely than women to work long hours of paid work 
(41.2 per cent versus 26.4 per cent). This is true in all regions of the world, with the notable exceptions 
of Eastern Asia and South-Eastern Asia and the Pacific, where there is virtually no gender difference. 
However, as already noted, it is important to keep in mind than this gender difference in paid work does 
not reflect the substantially greater amount of time that women devote to unpaid household tasks and 
care work compared to men. In fact, this higher share of women’s unpaid work accounts for much of the 
difference between women and men in paid hours of work (ILO 2018; Eurofound 2015; Lee, McCann and 
Messenger 2007).
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2.3.2 Long hours of work by employment status 
It is particularly interesting to look at long hours of work by employment status, because there is a 
dramatic difference between the working-time patterns of employees and self-employed (own-account) 
workers (see figures 5a, 5b, 6a and 6b, respectively). Globally, 31.1 per cent of employees regularly work 
more than 48 hours per week, but the proportion is much higher for self-employed workers, at 44.4 
per cent. This general pattern holds across all the major geographic regions of the world, with the 
sole exception of Africa, where a higher proportion of employees (33.4 per cent) work long hours than 
self-employed workers (27.7 per cent). The main reason for this reversal in the classic pattern is the 
predominance of the informal economy in Africa – as we will see later in this chapter.

The difference in long hours of work between the two groups appears more muted in regions in which 
long hours of work are prevalent, such as Asia and the Pacific, where 45.4 per cent of employees have 
long hours of work compared with 52.8 per cent of self-employed workers. The pattern even reverses 
itself in some cases, most notably in Southern Asia, where a much larger proportion of employees (70.3 
per cent) than self-employed workers (54.2 per cent) regularly work long hours. However, the general 
pattern of self-employed workers being more likely to have long hours of work becomes even more 
striking in regions where long hours of work are relatively rare. For example in Europe and Central 
Asia, 27.7 per cent of self-employed workers regularly work long hours versus a mere 7.9 per cent of 
employees; in other words, self-employed workers in this region are more than three times as likely as 
employees to have long hours of work.

X Figure 5a. Employees working more than 48 hours per week, by sex, major geographic region 
and level of development (2019, in %)
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X Figure 5b. Employees working more than 48 hours per week, by sex and detailed geographic 
region (2019, in %)

X Figure 6a. Self-employed (own-account) workers working more than 48 hours per week,  
by sex, major geographic region and level of development (2019, in %)
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X Figure 6b. Self-employed (own-account) workers working more than 48 hours per week (2019, 
in %), by sex and detailed geographic region

2.3.3 Long hours of work, by economic sector and occupation
Rounding out our review of the situation of long hours of work prior to the onset of the COVID-19 
pandemic (2019), we now turn to patterns by economic sector and occupation.

X Figure 7. Workers working more than 48 hours per week, by economic sector and sex  
(total employment, 2019, in %)
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As shown in figure 7, the economic sector with the highest proportion of workers with long hours of work 
is wholesale and retail trade; globally, nearly half of all workers in this sector (48.8 per cent) regularly work 
more than 48 hours per week. The share of workers who work long hours also exceeds 40 per cent of the 
workforce in transport, storage and communications (45.4 per cent), manufacturing (44.8 per cent) and 
accommodation and food services (43.8 per cent). At the other end of the spectrum, the sectors in which 
workers are least likely to regularly work long hours are public administration (20.3 per cent), education 
(19.9 per cent) and health services (19.2 per cent). The proportion of men with long hours of work is higher 
than that of women in all these sectors, particularly the transport and communications sectors, in which 
the proportion of men with long hours of work is more than double that of the proportion of women 
with long hours of work.

However, if we look at the sectoral incidence of long hours of work by region, we see that the high 
proportion of workers with long hours of work in wholesale and retail trade is primarily characteristic 
of one region – Asia and the Pacific – where nearly two thirds of the workers in this sector (64.6 per 
cent) work long hours, a proportion that is 20 per cent higher than in any other region (Africa has the 
second-highest, at 44.1 per cent). Indeed, the wholesale and retail trade sector does not have the highest 
proportion of workers with long hours of work in any other region of the world. For example, in the 
Americas it is the mining and quarrying sector (29.2 per cent), while in the Arab States it is the other 
services sector (36.2 per cent), primarily owing to the long hours of work of domestic workers in that 
region (see box 2).

X Box 2. Hours of work and domestic workers

Defining domestic work 

According to the Domestic Workers Convention, 2011 (No. 189) domestic work refers to “work 
performed in or for a household or households” and a domestic worker is “any person engaged in 
domestic work within an employment relationship”. If an individual only occasionally or sporadically 
performs domestic work, they are not a domestic worker. The literature makes a distinction 
between live-in and live-out domestic workers. Live-in workers reside at their employer’s home, 
whereas live-out domestic workers report to their employer’s home in the morning and go home 
in the evening, and they may also work for more than one household (ILO 2011).

 
Working-time trends in domestic work 

(1) Long hours of work

In a number of countries, domestic workers are excluded from the working-time regulations that 
establish a standard work week, leading to long hours of work. This exclusion is justified on the 
basis of domestic work being unique because “the needs of household members are not always 
predictable” (ILO 2011). Almost half (48.9 per cent) of global domestic workers have no legal limit on 
their normal hours of work and they are clustered in the Arab States and Asia and Pacific (ILO 2021). 
Live-in domestic workers are most at risk of long hours of work as they reside in their workplace 
and therefore can be on standby essentially 24 hours/7 days per week. 

Working time and work-life balance around the world18



X Box 2. Hours of work and domestic workers (continued)

(2) Lack of clear working-time boundaries 

The nature of domestic work can make it difficult to distinguish between working time, periods 
of rest and standby time, particularly for live-in domestic workers (ILO 2021). When clear work 
schedules are not provided, working time can be very unpredictable. The requirement for some 
domestic workers to work long hours and constantly be available for work leads to an erosion of 
rest periods. Therefore, it is important to regulate different periods of domestic work by classifying 
periods of standby as working time in order to help prevent long hours of work (ILO 2015). 

(3) Rest periods and annual leave

Given the blurred boundaries of working time in domestic work, the right to weekly rest is key 
to ensuring that domestic workers are afforded an uninterrupted weekly break from work. An 
ILO study found that 77 per cent of 108 countries investigated afforded domestic workers the 
legal right to weekly rest, ranging from 24 to 48 hours of rest (2021). However, 37.3 per cent of 
domestic workers are clustered in countries (such as Japan, the Republic of Korea and China) that 
do not guarantee them the right to weekly rest (ILO 2021). A similar trend may be observed for 
paid annual leave, with 77.8 per cent of countries surveyed by the ILO affording domestic workers 
between two and four weeks per year; yet 36.4 per cent of domestic workers in a small group of 
countries in the Arab States and Asia and the Pacific, and to a lesser extent Africa, do not have any 
entitlement to annual leave (ILO 2021).

Impact on health, safety and work–life balance 

The long hours of working and lack of rest associated with domestic work in a minority of countries 
negatively impacts both their health and work–life balance. For domestic workers with family 
responsibilities, work–life conflict is likely if the working-time regulation of domestic workers 
does not exist (ILO 2011). While limited studies exist on the work–life balance effects of domestic 
work, more general analyses of long hours of work and lack of rest breaks highlight the negative 
health consequences. Specifically, relevant studies have shown that fatigue and lack of sleep lead 
to an increased risk of cardiovascular disease, diabetes, obesity, depression and anxiety, and also 
results in workers being more likely to be the victims of accidents at work (ILO 2013). Therefore, 
unregulated domestic work has negative impacts on both health and safety. 
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X Figure 8. Workers working more than 48 hours per week, by major occupational group and 
sex (total employment, 2019, in %)

Finally, figure 8 provides global figures on long hours of work by major occupational group. Plant and 
machine operators and assemblers are the occupational group most likely to work long hours; nearly 
half of all workers in this group (48.3 per cent) regularly work long hours. Service and sales workers 
and managers are also quite likely to work long hours (44.6 per cent and 44.0 per cent, respectively). By 
contrast, clerical support workers are the least likely to work long hours (20.2 per cent), closely followed 
by all professionals (22.9 per cent). The proportion of men with long hours of work is higher than that of 
women in all these occupational groups.

In addition, the situation of workers in the elementary occupations, including skilled agricultural 
workers, is interesting because it provides an illustration of how average hours may be deceiving. It will 
be recalled that the average hours of work for this occupational group are one of the shortest, at 40.2 
hours per week. However, despite the normal appearance of average hours in this occupational group, 
the proportion of workers  with long hours of work falls in the middle of the pack, at 35.5 per cent. As a 
result, the two different working-time indicators paint a very different picture of the situation of hours 
of work in this occupational category.

2.3.4 Evolution of long hours of work during the COVID-19 pandemic
Given the dramatic fall in global demand for goods and services during the first wave of the COVID-19 
pandemic, which resulted from government policies designed to contain the pandemic – particularly 
the so-called “lockdowns” that shuttered businesses and confined many individuals to their homes to 
mitigate the spread of the virus – our starting assumption on long hours of work is that they should have 
decreased in the first year of the pandemic. Although the data available for this period is preliminary and 
available for only a small number of countries, we do see the expected pattern in figure 9: the proportion 
of workers who regularly work more than 48 hours per week decreased substantially between the fourth 
quarter of 2019 and the second quarter of 2020. This general pattern holds in all regions of the world for 
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which data were available at the time of writing. It is particularly notable in those regions/subregions 
of the world where the proportion of long-hours workers was the highest prior to the pandemic: 
South-Eastern Asia and the Pacific (a decline from 22.2 per cent to 17.5 per cent of the population still 
in employment from the fourth quarter of 2019 to the second quarter 2020) and Latin America and the 
Caribbean (a decline from 16.2 per cent to 12.7 per cent of the employed population in the same period).

However, the decrease in long hours of work was not as steep as might be expected given the situation, 
perhaps in part because some products were in high demand. Also, in many regions of the world the 
proportion of workers with long hours of work had already begun to rise by the third quarter of 2020, 
although it still remained slightly below its 2019 level at the end of 2020. The Republic of Korea is a 
notable outlier: it is located in Eastern Asia, which of course was the point of origin of the pandemic. 
The proportion of workers  with long hours of work in that country had already begun to decline in the 
first quarter of 2020 and continued to decline throughout all of 2020. The only thing we can say with 
some degree of certainty is that there was indeed a decline in long hours of work in the first year of the 
pandemic in the countries with available data, albeit a very modest one.

X Figure 9. Trends in workers working more than 48 hours per week in the first year of the 
COVID-19 pandemic (total employment, fourth quarter 2019 to fourth quarter 2020, in %),  
by sex and detailed geographic region6 

6 The graphs shown in figure 9 are based on ILO calculations using data from 60 countries or areas (excluding India 
and China), representing close to one third of global employment. Estimates for Africa (2 countries), the Arab States 
(1 country), Eastern Asia (2 countries), Southern Asia (1 country) and Central and Western Asia (2 countries) are not 
displayed due to the limited number of countries or areas with available data for the period 2019–2020. Estimates are 
weighted averages based on survey data from 63 countries or areas. However, estimates for Africa (2 countries), Arab 
States (1 country), Eastern Asia (2 countries), Southern Asia (1 country) and Central and Western Asia (2 countries) are not 
displayed due to the limited number of countries available and the resulting lack of representativeness of the results.
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From a gender perspective, the proportion of men who regularly work more than 48 hours per week in 
the labour force remained much higher than the comparable proportion of women working such hours 
– roughly double the proportion of women in all the quarters analysed. The proportion of men with long 
hours of work did decline slightly in the first and especially the second quarters of 2020, but it began to 
rise in the third quarter of 2020; however, long hours of work among men remained slightly below its 
pre-pandemic level even in the fourth quarter of 2020. The proportion of women who work more than 48 
hours, however, dipped only very slightly in the second quarter of 2020 – albeit from a lower level –before 
essentially regaining its pre-pandemic level by the fourth quarter of 2020.

2.3.5 Short hours of work, very short hours of work and time-related 
underemployment
Short hours of work – often called “part-time work” – means regularly working less than the full-time 
hours in a particular country. Specifically, the Part-Time Work Convention, 1994 (No. 175) defines a part-
time worker as an “employed person whose normal hours of work are less than those of comparable 
full-time workers”. However, most statistical definitions of part-time work focus on the actual number 
of hours worked per week – with thresholds of less than 35 hours per week or sometimes less than 30 
hours per week (such as the definition of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD)), which is used as the basis for determining which workers are working “part-time”. In this report, 
we will use the standard ILO statistical definition of part-time work to define short hours of work – less 
than 35 hours of work per week.

Based on this definition, figures 10a and 10b indicate that approximately one fifth of global employment 
(20.3 per cent) consists of short (or part-time) hours of work of less than 35 hours per week.7  The 
proportion of workers with such short or part-time hours of work is substantially higher in developed 
countries compared with countries that are still developing their economies (Messenger 2018). However, 
when we break down this broad group of developing countries into emerging economies (middle-income 
countries) and less developed economies (developing countries), it becomes apparent that while short 
hours of work are indeed more prevalent in developed countries than in emerging economies, the 
proportion of workers  with short hours of work is actually the highest in the least developed countries. 
This phenomenon is likely to be the result of time-related unemployment (working fewer hours than one 
would prefer to work), which is an issue that we will investigate below, as well as the sectoral composition 
of employment and the prevalence of agriculture, in which sector the hours of work are less likely to be 
fully captured, as mentioned earlier. 

In fact, the proportion of workers  with short hours of work is highest in a developing region, Africa 
(37.5 per cent), particularly sub-Saharan Africa (40.3 per cent; see figure 10b). However, the proportion 
of workers with short or part-time hours of work is also substantial in the Americas (26.7 per cent) 
and Europe and Central Asia  (22.8 per cent), particularly the highly developed subregion of Northern, 
Southern and Western Europe (29.7 per cent). The relatively high prevalence of short hours of work in 
European countries is perhaps the classic example of the expansion of part-time work in developed 
countries in recent decades. Such short hours of work or part-time working have been gradually 
increasing in most developed countries, in which part-time work is widely seen as a mechanism for 
promoting work–family reconciliation and work–life balance in general (Fagan et al. 2014).

7 Part-time hours of work should be distinguished from the contractual arrangements associated with part-time employment, 
which are often inferior to the contractual arrangements for comparable workers in full-time employment (ILO 2011). 
Part-time work as a type of working-time arrangement is reviewed in Chapter 3. 
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X Figure 10a. Workers working less than 35 hours per week, by sex, major geographic region 
and level of development (total employment, 2019, in %)

X Figure 10b. Workers working less than 35 hours per week, by sex and detailed geographic 
region (total employment, in %)
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There is also a substantial gender difference in the incidence or short (part-time) hours of work, but it 
is the reverse of the difference for long hours of work: women are nearly twice as likely (27.8 per cent) 
as men (15.4 per cent) to have short hours of work across the world. This gender difference holds in 
nearly all regions of the world, except Eastern Europe and Eastern Asia, in both of which subregions 
the proportion of workers with short work hours is quite low for both women and men. This substantial 
gender difference in the incidence of short hours of work is due primarily to the fact that women 
frequently bear the primary responsibility for performing unpaid household tasks and unpaid care work; 
in particular, the presence of children and their ages are key determinants of women’s paid hours of work 
(for an in-depth discussion of this issue, see Lee, McCann and Messenger 2007, Ch. 4). This unequal share 
of unpaid household and care work has been quantified, including in a recent ILO study, which found 
that “[g]lobally, women dedicate, on average, 3.2 times more hours than men to unpaid care work: 4 
hours and 25 minutes (265 minutes) per day against 1 hour and 23 minutes for men (83 minutes)” (ILO 
2018, p. 53).

Turning to very short hours of work – defined here as less than 20 hours per week8  – figures 11a and 11b 
show that the proportion of workers with very short hours of work remains quite small overall: a mere 7.6 
per cent of total global employment. The proportion is slightly higher in some regions, particularly sub-
Saharan Africa and South-Eastern Asia and the Pacific. However, the most striking aspect of such part-
time work is its gender dimension: the proportion of women with very short hours of work is substantially 
higher than the proportion of men in every single region of the world, with women doubling or even 
tripling the rate of men in some subregions, most notably Northern, Southern and Western Europe (15.0 
per cent for women versus only 5.2 per cent for men). As with short (part-time) hours in general, this 
situation is due primarily to women’s disproportionate share of unpaid household tasks and unpaid care 
work; these time demands limit the extent of their participation in paid work.

X Figure 11a. Workers working less than 20 hours per week, by sex, major geographic region 
and level of development (total employment, 2019, in %)

8 Alternative hours thresholds may also be used (for example, less than 15 hours per week).
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X Figure 11b. Workers working less than 20 hours per week, by sex and detailed geographic 
region (total employment, in %)

Very short hours of work (less than 20 hours per week) are even more likely to be associated with time-
related underemployment than short (part-time) hours of work, as we will see in section 2.3.6 below. 
They also tend to be linked with unpredictable work schedules (for further details on working-time 
arrangements and their effects on work–life balance, see Ch. 3).

Time-related underemployment
The main reason for concern with regard to both short and very short hours of work is that such 
situations are often an involuntary state for workers – that is, they tend to be associated with time-
related underemployment. Figure 12a demonstrates this situation graphically for both short hours of 
work (less than 35 hours per week) and very short hours of work (less than 20 hours per week). It shows 
that globally, one fifth or 20.5 per cent of all workers with short hours of work experience time-related 
underemployment, while one fourth or 25.9 per cent of all workers with very short hours of work are in 
the same situation. Time-related underemployment is highest in the Americas (29.1 per cent for workers 
with short hours of work and 38.6 per cent for workers with very short hours of work), particularly Latin 
America and the Caribbean (31.0 and 41.4 per cent, respectively). The proportion of workers in time-
related underemployment is also substantially higher than the global average in Eastern Asia  (28.5 per 
cent for workers with short hours of work and 36.9 per cent for workers with very short hours of work) 
and Central and Western Asia (22.9 per cent and 29.4 per cent, respectively).
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X Figure 12a. Time-related underemployment among people working less than 35 or less than 
20 hours per week, by major and detailed geographic region (total employment, 2019, in %)

Note: The figure above is based on 111 countries representing 55 per cent of global employment.

Overall, figure 12a suggests that mismatches between workers’ actual hours of work and their preferred 
hours of work exist for a substantial portion of the global workforce; in this case, workers would prefer 
to work longer hours to increase their earnings but are unable to do so. As shown in figures 12b and 12c, 
men working less than full-time are somewhat more likely to experience time-related unemployment 
than women working less than full-time. This situation holds true for workers with both short and very 
short hours of work. This situation is most likely due to the social expectation in most countries that 
men will be the primary “breadwinner” (earner) in the household, and therefore they are more likely to 
prefer full-time employment than women (for a comprehensive review of working-time matches and 
mismatches around the world, as well as their relationship with employers’ needs, see Ch. 4).
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X Figure 12b. Time-related underemployment among women and men working less than 35 
or less than 20 hours per week, by major and detailed geographic region (total employment, 
2019, in %)

Note: ILO calculations, based on 111 countries representing 55 per cent of global employment. 
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2.3.6 Short and very short hours of work, by employment status
Earlier in this chapter, we saw that self-employed workers (own-account workers) are substantially more 
likely to work long hours than employees. Self-employed workers are also substantially more likely to 
work short (part-time) hours than employees: 26.9 per cent of self-employed workers regularly work 
less than 35 hours per week, compared with only 15.0 per cent of employees (see figures 13a, 13b, 
14a and 14b). This general pattern holds across all the major geographic regions of the world, except 
for Northern, Southern and Western Europe, where the share of employees with short hours of work 
(29.9 per cent) is slightly higher than the share of self-employed workers with short hours of work (29.1 
per cent). As noted earlier, the relatively high prevalence of short hours of work in advanced European 
economies is perhaps the classic example of the expansion of part-time work in developed countries in 
recent decades. However, it is interesting to note that this pattern does not extend to Eastern Europe, 
where self-employed workers are four times more likely to work short (part-time) hours than employees 
(33.5 per cent versus 7.9 per cent), mainly because of a strong preference for full-time work established 
during the communist era (Lee, McCann and Messenger 2007).

This substantial difference in hours of work by employment status is even more stark if we look at very 
short hours of work, that is at workers with less than 20 hours of work per week. The proportion of 
self-employed workers with very short hours is more than double the comparable figure for employees 
(11.1 per cent versus a mere 4.8 per cent; see figures 15a, 15b, 16a and 16b below). This pattern holds in 
all regions of the world without exception. Although at first glance this might seem to be surprising, it 
is well known that a substantial portion of own-account workers enter self-employment because they 
are unable to secure a wage and salary job. While self-employment may be a desirable choice, for those 
workers who enter self-employment due to their inability to secure dependent employment it acts as 
a kind of “employment of last resort” and is often informal in nature (see section 2.4 below on hours of 
work in the informal economy).

X Figure 13a. Employees working less than 35 hours per week by sex, major geographic region 
and level of development (2019, in %)
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X Figure 13b. Employees working less than 35 hours per week, by sex and detailed geographic 
region (2019, in %)

X Figure 14a. Self-employed (own-account) workers working less than 35 hours per week,  
by sex, major geographic region and level of development (2019, in %)
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X Figure 14b. Self-employed (own-account) workers working less than 35 hours per week,  
by sex and detailed geographic region (2019, in %)

X Figure 15a. Employees working less than 20 hours per week, by sex, major geographic region, 
and level of development (2019, in %)
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X Figure 15b. Employees working less than 20 hours per week, by sex and detailed geographic 
region (2019, in %)

X Figure 16a. Self-employed (own-account) workers working less than 20 hours per week,  

by sex, major geographic region, and level of development (2019, in %)
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X Figure 16b. Self-employed (own-account) workers working less than 20 hours per week,  
by sex, major geographic region, and level of development (2019, in %)

2.3.7 Short and very short hours of work, by economic sector  
and occupation
To complete our review of the situation of workers with short and very short hours of work prior to the 
onset of the COVID-19 pandemic (2019 or latest available year), we now consider patterns of short and 
very short hours of work by economic sector and occupation.

From a sectoral perspective, figure 17 shows that agriculture is the sector with the largest proportion by 
far of workers with less than 35 hours of work per week: 35.9 per cent of all workers and close to half of all 
women in this sector work short hours. The catchall sectoral category of other services, which includes a 
variety of personal services that are not classified elsewhere, has the second-highest proportion, at 25.5 
per cent of all workers. A similar pattern holds for very short hours of work (see figure 18).

From an occupational perspective, the broad category of elementary occupations and skilled agricultural 
workers contains the highest proportion of workers with both short and very short hours, at 27.8 and 11.5 
per cent, respectively (see figures 19 and 20). These proportions are twice as high for women compared 
to men. Professionals, service and sales workers, and craft and related trades workers (including the 
retail trade) also have relatively high proportions of workers with both short and very short hours of 
work.
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X Figure 17. Workers working less than 35 hours per week, by economic sector and sex  
(total employment, 2019, in %)

X Figure 18. Workers working less than 20 hours per week, by economic sector and sex  
(total employment, 2019, in %)
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X Figure 19. Workers working less than 35 hours per week, by major occupational group and 
sex (total employment, 2019, in %)

X Figure 20. Workers working less than 20 hours per week, by major occupational group and 
sex (total employment, 2019, in %)
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pandemic
This section will analyse the evolution of short (part-time) hours of work during the COVID-19 pandemic – 
its dynamics; the change in the composition of the part-time workforce; and the effects on employment 
of reducing full-time hours of work. The first question to be answered is: how did short (part-time) hours 
of work evolve during the COVID-19 pandemic?
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Given the dramatic decline in global demand for goods and services during the first wave of the COVID-19 
pandemic resulting from governments’ policies to attempt to contain the pandemic – particularly so-
called “lockdowns” that shuttered businesses and confined many individuals to their homes in order 
to mitigate the spread of the virus – our starting assumption with regard to short hours of work is that 
they should probably have increased during the first year of the pandemic. An increase in short hours 
of work would occur if companies reduced the number of hours of work of full-time workers in response 
to the decrease in demand for their goods and services early in the pandemic, rather than simply laying 
off workers. Such reductions in hours of work could take the form of either reduced weekly hours of 
work or short-term furloughs of affected workers. Moreover, these working-time reductions may be 
unilateral organizational decisions, or alternatively they may be encouraged by working time-related 
crisis-response measures that promote reductions of hours of work in lieu of layoffs (for example, work-
sharing or short-time work; for further details, see Ch. 5).

Although the data available for the period of the COVID-19 pandemic is preliminary and available for 
a relatively small number of countries, we do see the expected pattern in figure 21: the proportions of 
workers who regularly work less than 35 hours per week increased substantially between the fourth 
quarter of 2019 and the second quarter of 2020. This general pattern holds in most of the regions 
for which data were available at the time of preparation of this report, with the exception of South-
Eastern Asia and the Pacific. The trend towards shorter hours of work was particularly pronounced 
in Latin America and the Caribbean and in Northern, Southern and Western Europe; in the latter 
case, this was most likely due to the widespread use of work-sharing/short-time work measures 
in that region. Nonetheless, the higher proportions of workers with short hours of work appear to 
have been short-lived: they reverted very close to pre-pandemic levels by the fourth quarter of 2020. 

X Figure 21. Trends in workers working less than 35 hours per week during the first year of the 
COVID-19 pandemic (total employment, fourth quarter of 2019 to fourth quarter of 2020, in %), 
by sex and detailed geographic region9

9 The graphs shown in figure 21 are ILO calculations using data from 60 countries or areas (excluding India and China), 
representing close to one third of global employment. Estimates for Africa (2 countries), the Arab States (1 country), 
Eastern Asia (2 countries), Southern Asia (1 country) and Central and Western Asia (2 countries) are not displayed due to 
the limited number of countries with available data for the period 2019–2020.
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From a gender perspective, the proportion of women with less than 35 hours of work per week remained 
much higher than that of men – nearly double the rate for men with short hours of work in all the quarters 
analysed. The proportions of both women and men with short hours of work increased substantially in 
the second quarter of 2020, with the exception of South-Eastern Asia and the Pacific, but started to 
decline beginning in the third quarter of 2020. However, the proportions of both women and men with 
short hours of work remained slightly above their pre-pandemic levels in most regions at the end of 
2020 – again with the exception of South-Eastern Asia and the Pacific, where they were substantially 
lower than prior to the pandemic.

Unfortunately data for 2021, the second year of the pandemic, was only available for a small subset of the 
countries shown in figure 21 at the time of preparation of this report, which itself covers fewer than half 
of the countries shown in the pre-pandemic figures analysed earlier in this chapter. Nonetheless, data 
was available for a small number of countries covering all of 2021 and the first few months of 2022. The 
numbers that follow are not comprehensive, nor do they necessarily represent worldwide trends; they 
represent the trends in a limited number of countries for which data covering the entire period of the 
COVID-19 pandemic was available. Nevertheless, the trends shown below are relevant and the sample 
includes some high-population countries such as the United States, Brazil, Indonesia and Mexico.

Figure 22 shows the percentage of workers with short hours of work for two country aggregates – the 
first includes 9 countries for which data were available through the end of 2021 and the second includes 
another 12 countries for which data existed up to mid-2021. The figure indicates that the proportion of 
workers with short (part-time) hours of work increased somewhat, from 21–22 per cent of all workers 
before the pandemic to 24 per cent of workers, before almost returning to pre-pandemic levels by early 
2021. An increase is also visible for the last two quarters of 2021 for those countries in which data for 
this period was available, which may be due to the second- and third-wave lockdowns in some of them.

X Figure 22. Percentage of workers working less than 35 hours per week during the COVID-19 
pandemic

Source: Labour force and other household survey microdata.
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Nonetheless, even if the aggregate numbers of workers with short hours of work changed only slightly 
during the pandemic, workers with short hours of work during the pandemic may not have the same 
characteristics as those prior to the pandemic. An analysis follows of ten countries or areas with surveys 
for which individual identifiers are available for the first quarter of 2020, before the pandemic and the 
second quarter of 2020 following its initial onset. Table 1 shows two different stories in two neighbouring 
countries: Mexico and the United States.

X Table 1. Flows into and out of part-time hours of work during the COVID-19 pandemic,  
Mexico and United States (first to second quarters 2020)

Source: Mexico, National Survey of Occupation and Employment microdata; and United States, Current Population Survey microdata.

In the United States, the proportion of workers with short hours of work fell from 14 per cent to 12 per cent 
of the working-age population from the first quarter to the second quarter of 2020. This change was due 
mostly to 29 per cent of workers with short hours of work transitioning to not working. The flows from full-
time to part-time hours and vice versa compensated each other: 4 per cent of the working-age population 
transitioned from part-time to full-time hours of work and 5 per cent transitioned from full-time to part-time 
hours of work.

In Mexico, the story is very different. The proportion of workers with short hours of work increased from 18 
per cent to 22 per cent of working-age individuals. This is because the flows between full-time and part-time 
hours of work were highly asymmetrical. While 12 per cent of working-age individuals transitioned from 
full-time to part-time hours of work, only 3 per cent took the opposite path. Combined with very limited 
transitions from being out of work to having part-time hours of work and large but similar transitions from 
having part-time and full-time hours of work to being out of work, this led to a net increase in short hours of 
work, from 18 per cent to 21 per cent of the working-age population. 

Of the ten countries or areas whose flows were analysed, the Mexican story is the most common. Argentina, 
Bolivia (Plurinational State of), Brazil, Chile, Costa Rica, Mexico, North Macedonia and Portugal all followed 
the same pattern: many workers with short hours of work left the paid labour force altogether, but this was 
more than compensated by a net entry into short hours of work by previously full-time workers. Only in the 
United States, the United Kingdom and the Occupied Palestinian Territory were flows between part-time 
and full-time hours approximately equivalent.

Mexico United States

↓ Initial \ Final → Full-time Part-time Not working Total Full-time Part-time Not working Total

Full-time 23% 12% 10% 45% 35% 5% 6% 46%

Part-time 3% 7% 8% 18% 4% 6% 4% 14%

Not working 2% 3% 32% 37% 1% 1% 37% 40%

Total 29% 21% 50% 100% 41% 12% 48% 100%
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Reduction of full-time hours and the prevention of job losses
Since it is possible to observe the state of employment of the same workers in two consecutive quarters, 
it is possible to see the relation that hours worked (in the first quarter) has on the probability of losing 
one’s job (in the second quarter). Losing one’s job is defined as being out of work, whether this is a 
furlough, unemployment or leaving the labour force and whether it is voluntary or involuntary. Figure 
23 shows the odds of losing one’s job in Mexico during the pandemic. The graphs with blue lines in panel 
1 represent self-employed workers and those with the black lines in panel 2 represent employees. The 
thin lines above and below the thick lines in both panels represent the 95 per cent confidence interval.

X Figure 23. Transitions out of employment during the COVID-19 pandemic, Mexico

Source: Labour force and other household survey microdata.

While both employees and self-employed workers with short hours of work prior to the pandemic were 
likely to lose their jobs, those who had previously worked full-time were far more likely to keep their jobs. 
The trajectory of the declining probability of job loss is close to linear, from 1 hour to a little more than 40 
hours of work per week, after which it flattens out.
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A similar pattern is observed in most of the countries or areas analysed.10 Table 2 shows the increase in 
the chances of keeping one’s job with each additional hour worked in the ten selected countries/areas. 
The first column shows the effect of hours of work alone, so that the percentage points given indicates 
the probability of job retention with each increasing weekly hour of work. The second column controls 
for demographics such as age, sex and schooling. The third column controls for occupation. 

For example, each additional weekly hour of work prior to the COVID-19 pandemic increased the 
chances of an employee in Argentina keeping their job from the first to the second quarter of 2020 by 
0.6 percentage points; therefore, a worker with 40 hours of work per week would be 18 percentage points 
more likely to keep their job than one with 10 hours of work per week. If basic demographics, particularly 
education, are controlled for, then the effect is cut in half and a worker with 40 hours per week becomes 
9 percentage points more likely to keep their job than one with 10 hours per week. Controlling for 
occupation has very little effect.

X Table 2. Increase in the probability of keeping one’s job following the onset of the COVID-19 
pandemic with each additional hour of work per week, selected countries/areas

Source: Household survey microdata. 

Note: ns = not significant; nd = no data.

10 In North Macedonia and the Occupied Palestinian Territory, small sample sizes make the confidence intervals very large 
and nothing can be discerned.

Employees Self-employed workers

Country/
area

Hours of 
work alone

+ demographic + occupation Only hours + demographic + occupation

Argentina 0.6% 0.3% 0.3% 0.7% ns ns

Brazil 0.3% 0.3% 0.3% 0.5% 0.3% 0.3%

Chile 0.6% 0.3% 0.3% 0.8% 0.0% ns

Costa Rica 0.9% 0.4% nd 0.9% 0.3% nd

North 
Macedonia

ns Ns ns ns ns 0.1%

Mexico 0.8% 0.4% 0.4% 0.9% 0.1% 0.1%

Occupied 
Palestinian 
Territory

ns ns ns ns ns ns

Portugal 0.4% 0.2% ns 0.4% 0.2% 0.2%

United 
Kingdom

0.1% 0.1% 0.1% 0.2% 0.2% 0.2%

United States 0.7% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% ns ns
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Table 2 shows that as expected, the effect of hours of work alone is stronger than the effect of hours of 
work once other characteristics are controlled for. It also shows that irrespective of controls, those who 
initially had shorter hours of work were more likely to lose their jobs (permanently or temporarily) than 
those who had longer hours of work. Only in the United Kingdom did hours of work have no significant 
influence on the risk of losing one’s job during the pandemic, most likely because of job-retention 
schemes, which helped all workers, irrespective of their hours of work, to remain in employment. These 
flows into and out of short (part-time) hours of work suggest that the profile of workers with short hours 
of work may have changed during the pandemic. Figure 24 shows that this was indeed the case. Part-time 
workers became increasingly female, older and more educated. These compositional changes are a net 
result of the flows both into and out of short (part-time) hours of work.

X Figure 24. Composition of short-hours workers

Source: ILO calculations based on microdata from 30 household surveys.

The main conclusion here is that although the incidence of short (part-time) hours of work as a percentage 
of total employment changed only slightly with the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, this does not mean 
that the composition of short-hours workers remained the same. There were strong flows both into 
and out of jobs with short hours of work, with many short-hours workers leaving employment and 
being replaced by workers transitioning from full-time to part-time hours of work – most likely as a job 
preservation measure (for a detailed discussion of such measures, see Ch. 5 ). The net change in the 
total number of workers is small, but their composition has changed. Short-hours workers during the 
COVID-19 pandemic became increasingly highly educated, more female and older than they were before it.
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2.4. The unique situation of hours of work in the informal 
economy
A comparison of the average number of hours of work per week in their main job between workers in 
informal and formal employment leads to the surprising conclusion that there is a convergence towards 
just over 44 hours of work per week for both groups at the global level (figure 26, panel A). This is a 
general conclusion that does not take into account differences between regions, between employees 
and other employment statuses, and between women and men (figure 25, panel B). In most regions, 
with the exception of East Asia and the Arab States, workers in informal employment work fewer hours 
of work on average than their counterparts in formal employment. Women in informal employment work 
on average 2.5 fewer hours of work per week than women in formal employment and 7 fewer hours 
of work per week than men in informal employment. Conversely, men in informal employment work 1 
hour more per week than those in formal employment. More importantly, this average number of 44 
hours of work per week at the global level — a single observation — hides major differences in terms 
of working-time patterns between formal and informal workers and within categories of workers in the 
informal economy.

X Figure 25. Average number of hours of work per week, workers in formal and informal 
employment (in %, 2019)

Source: ILO calculations, based on national household data from 140 countries representing 92 per cent of global employment.
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Workers in informal employment tend to be over-represented outside the range of 35 to 48 hours per week 
that is considered as the normal or standard workweek.11  Globally, nearly two thirds of workers in informal 
employment work outside the range of what may be considered as “normal hours of work” (35 to 48 
hours per week), compared with 40 per cent of workers in formal employment, with no major differences 
between women and men (figure 26, panel A). The situation is the most extreme in low-income countries 
in sub-Saharan Africa and Southern Asia, where close to 80 per cent or more of workers in informal 
employment work outside normal hours of work. Their exclusion – by law or in practice – from the scope 
of regulations on working time contributes to this situation. Such working-time regulations apply to less 
than 40 per cent of all workers worldwide: those in formal employment. This proportion can be further 
reduced to workers whose employment relationship is recognized and declared – formal employees – 
who represent as little as one third of global total employment. Therefore, the issues of very short and 
long hours of work are both prominent in the informal economy that dominates much of the developing 
world.

X Figure 26. Distribution of workers in formal and informal employment, by range of hours of 
work per week, region, country-income group and sex (in %, 2019)

11 Normal hours of work (not including overtime) in all countries that establish such standards fall somewhere between  
35 and 48 hours per week.
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Source: ILO calculations based on national household data from 140 countries representing 92 per cent of global employment.

As discussed earlier in this chapter, very short hours of work – often undertaken as the sole available 
option rather than by choice – are often associated with time-related underemployment (ILO 2018b) and 
a potentially higher risk of working poverty (ILO 2016). Very short hours of work can also be among the 
factors of informality associated with ineligibility for certain social security benefits that are conditioned 
on workers meeting minimum thresholds in terms of their number of hours of work (for an analysis of 
the different levels of exposure to informality depending on working-time patterns, see box 3).

Globally, the share of workers who have very short hours of work – less than 20 hours per week in their 
main job – is three times higher among workers in informal employment (9.9 per cent) than among 
workers in formal employment (3.3 per cent; see figure 26, panel A). There are regional variations, but the 
proportion of workers in informal employment with less than 20 hours of work per week is everywhere 
at least 2.5 times higher than that of formal workers. Africa has the largest proportion of workers with 
very short hours (18.9 per cent), followed by Latin America and the Caribbean (16.6 per cent), while 
Europe and Central Asia is just above the average (10.9 per cent). Latin America and the Caribbean 
shows the greatest divergence between workers in the informal and formal economies – the proportion 
of informally employed workers with very short hours of work is almost seven times higher than the 
proportion among formally employed workers. Overall, the incidence of very short hours of work among 
workers in informal employment is higher in low-income countries (21.5 per cent); to some extent, this is 
associated with the difficulty of measuring hours of work in agriculture and the limited capacity of these 
workers to develop this activity beyond subsistence levels.
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Self-employed (own-account) workers in the informal economy (figure 27, panel C) and contributing 
family workers (figure 27, panel D) are the most likely groups to work very short hours in paid work. Up 
to 10.9 per cent of own-account workers and 16.8 per cent of contributing family workers who operate in 
the informal economy work less than 20 hours per week. In Africa and Latin America and the Caribbean, 
just under one in five self-employed (own-account) workers operating informally and up to 30 per cent 
of contributing family workers are concerned, while the same proportions apply in low-income countries 
in general. In high-income countries, self-employed (own-account) workers in the informal economy 
are also exposed to very short hours of work (17.2 per cent). By contrast with the other country-income 
groups, there is a major divergence between these workers and formally registered own-account 
workers, who are three times less likely to work less than 20 hours per week.

The situation of women is the most critical (figure 26, panels B and C). Close to 15 per cent of all women 
in informal employment work less than 20 hours per week. This proportion is more than twice the 
proportion of men in informal employment and more than five times higher than the proportion 
of women in formal employment (4.6 per cent). It reaches nearly one fourth of women in informal 
employment in sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America. The most plausible explanation for this situation 
is women’s higher share of unpaid household and care work (ILO 2018b; Lee, McCann and Messenger 
2007), as well as the over-representation of women in employment statuses that are compatible with 
this higher share of unpaid work but are also highly vulnerable (contributing family workers and own-
account workers).

While workers in informal employment are more likely to hold jobs associated with very short hours 
of work than those in formal employment, they are also even more likely to work long hours. This is 
due to the lack of their coverage by working-time regulations, either because of their exclusion from 
legal provisions on limits to hours of work or gaps in implementation and compliance. These long hours 
of work for workers in informal employment can also be due to low hourly earnings, for which they 
compensate by working longer hours if possible.

X Figure 27. Distribution of workers in formal and informal employment, by range of hours of 
work, region, country-income group and employment status (%, 2019)
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Note: In panel D, “contributing family workers” are by definition in informal employment.

Source: ILO calculations, based on national household data from 140 countries representing 92 per cent of global employment.
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Worldwide, more than 41 per cent of all workers in informal employment have more than 48 hours of 
work per week in their main job compared with 28 per cent of workers in formal employment. In other 
words, exposure to long hours of work is 1.5 times higher among workers in informal employment, with 
no significant difference between women and men. The phenomenon of excessively long hours of work 
in informal employment is most extreme in Asia and the Pacific, where it affects more than half of all 
workers in informal employment, compared with 40.9 per cent among their formal counterparts. 

Long hours of work are observed for 45 per cent of employees in informal jobs, twice the proportion observed 
for employees in formal jobs (figure 27, panel A). The proportion of employees in informal jobs with long 
hours of work is the highest in Asia and the Pacific (52.7 per cent), compared with the still high but 
relatively much lower proportion of 38.2 per cent among formal wage workers. In Latin America and 
the Caribbean and in Europe and Central Asia, long hours of work are observed for less than one fifth of 
informal wage workers – a proportion that nonetheless exceeds the proportion in the formal economy. 
Self-employed (own-account) workers show a very different picture regarding long hours of work (figure 
27, panel C). The global incidence of long hours of work among own-account workers is quite high (43.9 
per cent) but is still lower than the comparable incidence for own-account workers in the formal economy, 
at more than half (50.6 per cent). In fact, in all regions of the world own-account workers who have 
established formal economic units are more likely to work long hours than their counterparts operating 
their businesses on an informal basis.

Independent of their status of employment, men are more exposed to long hours of work than women, 
whether they are in the informal or the formal economy. In both cases, the proportion of men with more 
than 48 hours of work per week is 1.5 times higher than that of women, in both the informal and formal 
economies (figure 26, panels B and C). 

X Box 3. Very short hours of work as a factor contributing to informality

The incidence of informal employment is the highest among workers with very short hours of work 
and the lowest among workers, especially employees, who work in the range of “normal hours of 
work”.

 
Figure 28. Share of informal employment by range of hours of work (in %, 2019)

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

<20h 20-34h35-48h48-60h >60h

%
 in

fo
rm

al
 e

m
pl

oy
m

en
t

Africa

Latin America and
the Caribbean

Northern America

Arab States

Asia and the Pacific

Europe and Central
Asia

World 0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

<20h 20-34h35-48h48-60h >60h

%
 in

fo
rm

al
 e

m
pl

oy
m

en
t

Africa

Latin America and
the Caribbean

Northern America

Arab States

Asia and the Pacific

Europe and Central
Asia

World

Working time and work-life balance around the world46



 
X Box 3. Very short hours of work as a factor contributing to informality   
     (continued)

Figure 28. Share of informal employment by range of hours of work (in %, 2019) (continued)

 
 

The pattern of the share of informal employment as a function of the number of hours worked is 
U-shaped. The proportion of workers in informal employment decreases from 82.1 per cent for 
workers with very short hours of work to its lowest level of 46.9 per cent for workers with 35 to 
48 hours per week, before increasing again as the number of hours of work per week increases 
(figure 28, panel A). This trend is even more marked among employees (figure 28, panel B). Some 
of them are in informal employment precisely because their number of hours of work does not 
allow them to meet minimum thresholds in terms of hours worked or earnings to be eligible for 
social security benefits.

Source: ILO calculations, based on national household data from 140 countries representing 92 per cent of global employment.
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2.5. Conclusion
This chapter has reviewed important patterns and developments concerning hours of work – that is, the 
length or volume of working hours – in both the formal economy and the informal economy. The most 
prominent feature of working-time patterns and developments in today’s world is the uneven distribution 
of hours of work. As we have seen, substantial portions of the global workforce have either long or short 
hours of work. While average hours of work fall well within the normal range – at approximately 43.9 
hours of work per week prior to the COVID-19 pandemic – nonetheless slightly more than one third of 
the global workforce have more than 48 hours of work per week, while fully one fifth have short (part-
time) hours of work (less than 35 hours per week), of whom roughly one third have very short hours 
of work (less than 20 hours per week). From a gender perspective, men are more likely to have long 
hours of work, while women are more likely to have short or even very short hours of work, as well as to 
experience time-related underemployment. Although long hours of work decreased slightly early in the 
COVID-19 pandemic and short hours of work increased somewhat during the same period, both of these 
phenomena were already reverting towards pre-pandemic levels by the end of 2020 (with some regional 
variations). Finally, the unique situation of hours of work in the informal economy provides an excellent 
illustration of the uneven distribution of hours of work: workers in the informal economy are more likely 
to have both long and short hours of work than those in the formal economy.

In addition, it appears that reduced hours of work during the COVID-19 pandemic – more specifically, the 
increase in the proportion of workers with short hours of work – had a positive effect on employment 
by helping to prevent job losses. We will examine this phenomenon in much greater depth in Chapter 5, 
which focuses on working time-related crisis-response measures during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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In addition to hours of work, the other major dimension of working time is its organization, which is 
commonly referred to as either working-time arrangements or work schedules. There are a multitude of 
different ways the workday can be organized; this chapter focuses on the most prominent forms present 
in the labour market today. Comparable international data on working-time arrangements is scarce, 
although a few countries, such as the Member States of the European Union (EU), the United States and 
the Republic of Korea, have made concerted efforts to collect this data. In fact, it was only in 2008 that 
the 18th International Conference of Labour Statisticians established a formal international definition of 
working-time arrangements, as well as a corresponding typology of the different arrangements. How 
hours of work are arranged or organized significantly influences workers’ work–life balance, which in turn 
affects both employees and employers (ILO 2008).

This chapter reviews the most prominent working-time arrangements that currently exist and their 
effects on work–life balance. There has been an expansion of flexible working-time arrangements in 
recent decades. Working-time flexibility should be differentiated from other forms of labour market 
flexibility, such as numerical or contractual flexibility (for example, fixed-term contacts and temporary 
agency work), wage flexibility and functional flexibility. Working time can be made more flexible by a 
variation in one or more of the following four elements: the number of hours worked each workday; the 
number of hours worked each week; the specific hours that are worked each workday; and the specific 
days of the week that are designated as workdays. Specifically, the following working-time arrangements 
are analysed in this chapter: the classic standard workweek; shift work; part-time work; flextime and 
time-banking arrangements; compressed working weeks; and schemes for averaging hours of work, 
including annualized hours of work.

3.1 The standard workweek 
The most common form of working-time arrangement is the standard workweek, which consists 
of fixed hours of work during each workday for a fixed number of days, typically Monday to Friday 
for a five-day workweek (Sunday to Thursday in the Arab States) or Monday to Saturday for a six-day 
workweek, with the traditional workday being from 8 or 9 am to 5 or 6 pm. The origins of the standard 
workweek can be traced back to the adoption of the ILO Hours of Work (Industry) Convention, 1919 (No. 
1), which established the eight-hour workday. It is a fixed working-time arrangement, and although not 
as pervasive as it once was, it remains prominent in the formal economies of countries around the world.
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As the status quo in the formal economy, the impact of the standard workweek on work–life balance 
has been given far less attention in research studies on working-time arrangements, with newer forms 
of working-time organization garnering greater interest. The standard workweek in certain respects 
facilitates work–life balance by providing a stable working schedule that enables workers to organize 
their personal lives around work commitments. Employees working a fixed workday schedule have 
significantly lower scores on negative indicators, such as overall job burnout and emotional exhaustion, 
compared to employees working on non-fixed workday shifts (Jamal 2004). A standardized work schedule 
may also benefit employers, such as by helping to establish better communication channels since 
everyone is at work at the same time.

However, critiques of the standard workweek highlight the inflexibility of its work schedules, which 
disproportionately affects women. The inflexibility of the standard workweek can make balancing paid 
work and personal commitments difficult and women typically have more of the latter, particularly 
family responsibilities. The need to pick up children from school prior to the end of the traditional 
workday is just one example. This incompatibility makes the standard workweek infeasible for many 
caregivers, especially women, who continue to carry out the majority of household and care-related 
tasks. It is therefore a contributing factor to the high prevalence of women working part-time or even 
withdrawing from the labour market completely. In short, while the standard workweek provides 
stable and predictable work schedules, the rigidity inherent in such fixed, unchangeable schedules can 
make balancing work and personal commitments challenging for workers with family responsibilities, 
especially women.

3.2. Shift work (including night and weekend work)
Shift work is “a method of organization of working time in which workers succeed one another at the 
workplace so that the establishment can operate longer than the hours of work of individual workers” 
(ILO 2011). Shift work was one of the first forms of flexible working-time arrangement, dating from the 
early twentieth century. It enables companies to extend operating hours up to 24 hours per day and 
seven days per week (continuous operations) and also to accommodate fluctuations in the demand for 
their products or services. There are two basic categories of shift work: fixed shift systems, in which a 
particular group of workers always works the same shift; and rotating shift systems, in which workers 
are assigned to work shifts that vary regularly over time and “rotate” around the clock (for example, from 
morning to afternoon/evening to night shift) (ILO 2018). Shift work is one of the most commonly used 
alternatives to the standard workweek and is pervasive across the globe. 

In spite of there being no globally comparable data on shift work, some governments have carried 
out surveys that provide information on the prevalence of shift work. According to Eurofound’s Sixth 
Working Conditions Survey of 2017, 21 per cent of all workers in the EU work shifts, a 4 per cent increase 
since 2010 (Eurofound 2017). In Europe, shift work is most pervasive in Croatia, Serbia and Montenegro, 
where it represents the working-time arrangement for more than 30 per cent of the working population 
(see figure 29). Shift work is also highly prevalent in the United States, with shift workers making up 32 
per cent of the workforce; this is probably due to the incidence of employees with multiple jobs that 
need non-overlapping shifts (RAND 2015; Marucci-Wellman, Lombardi and Willetts 2016). Shift work is 
less prominent in Asia and the Pacific (where data is available), making up 17 per cent of employees in 
Australia and only 8.5 per cent of the workforce in the Republic of Korea (Australia 2019; Republic of Korea 
2017). Thus, there is substantial variation in the prevalence of shift work across the globe. 
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Shift work during atypical hours, particularly night work, is likely to pose the greatest risk to work–life 
balance within this type of working-time arrangement. In terms of night-shift work, the United States (8 
per cent), Argentina (8.9 per cent) and the Republic of Korea (9 per cent) all have similar amounts (NORC 
at the University of Chicago 2018; Argentina 2018; Republic of Korea 2017). In the Pacific, 5.7 per cent of 
Australian employees work exclusively on night/evening shifts, while night work is the least common 
form of shift work for New Zealanders, with only 12 per cent of the workforce having worked at least 
one night shift in the span of four weeks (Australia 2019; New Zealand 2018). In the EU, 19 per cent of 
employees report working during the night (defined as working two or more hours between 10 p.m. and 
5 a.m.) at least once a month (Eurofound 2017). Malta and Ireland have the greatest number of night 
workers, with one quarter of the working population working at least one night shift each month. In 
Chile, 61.5 per cent of workers work at least one hour on Saturday or Sunday, while in New Zealand that 
proportion is 48 per cent (Chile 2011; New Zealand 2018). In Asia, 58 per cent of workers in the Republic 
of Korea work on Saturdays and 26 per cent work on Sundays, which matches the finding in Chapter 2 
concerning long hours of work in Asia (Republic of Korea 2017). In summary, shift work during atypical 
hours is not an uncommon occurrence for workers.

X Figure 29: Percentage of workers working shifts, 2015

Source: Eurofound, Sixth European Working Conditions Survey 2015, 2015. 
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X Figure 30: Percentage of workers working one or more nights per month, 2015 

Source: Eurofound, “Sixth European Working Conditions Survey 2015”, 2015. 

Work–life balance effects
Shift work enables workers to have greater non-work time during daylight hours, which can help to 
facilitate work–life balance. Employees working shifts in the evening or at night have time during the day 
for leisure. However, that free time is likely to be at the cost of sleep, an important element of work–life 
balance (Finn 1981). Employees working rotating shifts can accumulate multiple days off that can provide 
longer breaks from work to relax and spend time with family (Finn 1981). Non-overlapping shifts, whereby 
each parent has shifts at a different time period than the other, can enable parents to have a work 
schedule that is better suited to childcare requirements, as the child can always be cared for by a parent 
(Hattery 2001). In comparison with the standard workweek, shift work therefore typically (although not 
always) offers greater schedule flexibility to meet family and childcare demands (Blachowicz and Letizia 
2006). 
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Despite the potential of shift work to help facilitate work–life balance, this type of working-time 
arrangement, especially during atypical hours, poses risks to workers’ health. Firstly, the inability of an 
individual’s circadian rhythm to adapt to a new schedule that includes night work leads to a loss of sleep 
and the disruption of sleeping patterns, which negatively impacts both work and leisure time due to 
fatigue (Härmä et al. 1998). The new sleep cycle also leads to changes in gastric activity and intestinal 
enzyme secretion, which can lead to gastrointestinal problems (Harrington 2001). Shift workers can 
experience loss or change of appetite, constipation, dyspepsia, heartburn, abdominal pain, and an 
exacerbation of ulcer and bowel diseases (Harrington 2001). Secondly, shift work has been associated 
with a number of health conditions, such as hypertension, cardiovascular disease and (specifically for 
women) reproductive health problems and breast cancer (Shields 2002). In addition, shift work increases 
the risk of workers developing psychological conditions such as depression, mood disorders, neuroticism 
and chronic anxiety (Vogel et al. 2012). There is also a risk of exacerbating pre-existing health conditions, 
such as asthma, diabetes and epilepsy (Scott 2000; Scott and LaDou 1990). Finally, the atypical working 
hours that are often associated with shift work increase the likelihood of employees developing negative 
health habits (such as smoking, excessive alcohol consumption and poor eating habits). A study comparing 
Finnish nurses who worked shifts to those who did not do so found an increased likelihood of smoking 
and being overweight for the former group (Kivimäki et al. 2001). Thus, shift work has been found to pose 
significant risks to workers’ health.

Shift work has also been found to negatively affect employees’ personal lives due to the atypical working 
hours associated with shift work.12  For example, shift workers reported spending less time with family 
members compared to non-shift workers, including both their partners and their children (Koller, Kundi 
and Cervinki 1978; LaValle et al. 2002). As a result, shift workers experience more family-related problems, 
such as lower levels of marital satisfaction and poorer relationship stability, than daytime employees 
because of the lack of synchronization between their hours on the job and their families’ daily routines 
(Finn 1981; Presser 2000; La Valle et al. 2002). It is also a common reaction of spouses and children to 
constantly try to adapt to altered daily rhythms, which further hampers the already complex temporal 
organization of family life (Walker 1985). In addition, the social lives of shift workers may be disrupted 
because social activities in society are arranged according to the day-oriented rhythms of the general 
population, making it harder for shift workers to be socially engaged (Costa 2010). Angerer and Petru 
(2010) coined the term “social desynchronization” to refer to the uncoupling of shift workers’ lifestyle 
habits and the temporal patterns of the society that can lead to alienation. Therefore, shift work that 
includes night work can potentially disrupt the personal relationships of shift workers because their lives 
do not synchronize with those of the general population.

12 This situation is likely aggravated by the fact that the nature of many industries that have traditionally used shift work, 
such as manufacturing and hotels and restaurants, require workers’ physical presence at the workplace.
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3.3. Part-time work
In Chapter 2, we reviewed and analysed various working-time patterns and developments, including 
those concerning short and very short hours of work. In this chapter, we focus on how those short (part-
time) hours of work are organized and their effects on workers’ work–life balance.

According to Convention No. 175, part-time work is a situation in which “normal hours of work are 
less than those of comparable full-time workers”. However, as discussed in Chapter 2, most statistical 
definitions of part-time work focus on the number of hours worked per week – with thresholds of less 
than 35 hours per week or sometimes less than 30 hours per week (such as the definition of the OECD) 
– as the basis for determining which workers are working part-time. In this report, we use the standard 
ILO statistical definition of part-time work to define short hours of work – less than 35 hours per week.

Part-time work can be organized in a wide variety of ways, but the most common model is one that 
establishes a number of fixed hours of work for each workday. Part-time work provides employers with 
the ability to secure optimal staffing and operational flexibility, for example in cases in which there are 
peak periods and periods of less activity or where the work is intermittent in nature and thus insufficient 
to justify full-time positions.

Figure 31a highlights the significant variations in the incidence of part-time employment across the world 
and among country-income groups. In high-income countries or areas, part-time employment is the 
highest in the Netherlands: part-time work measured as the percentage of workers who work less than 
35 hours a week makes up 52 per cent of employment in that country. Compared with other countries or 
areas in Europe and Central Asia, this is more than 10 percentage points higher than the share of part-
time work in Sweden, Norway or Switzerland. While the incidence of part-time employment is generally 
higher in high-income countries or areas, Nigeria, Peru, Rwanda and the United Republic of Tanzania are 
outliers among developing and emerging countries or areas, with more than 40 per cent of their workers 
in part-time employment. By contrast, part-time employment has a low incidence in the Arab States and 
many formerly communist countries or areas. Part-time employment represents less than 5 per cent of 
total employment in the United Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia and less than 10 per cent in Bulgaria and 
the Russian Federation. Overall, there is considerable variation in the incidence of part-time work in the 
sample of countries and areas shown in figure 31a.

X  Figure 31a. Part-time employment as a percentage of total employment,  selected countries 
or areas by country-income group, 2018–2019
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X Figure 31a. Part-time employment as a percentage of total employment,  selected countries 
or areas by country-income group, 2018–2019 (continued)

* As defined in UN Security Council resolution 1244 of 1999.

Source: ILO calculations based on national household survey data; countries selected are those with data for 2018 or 2019.
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Concerning trends in part-time work as a percentage of employment, over the most recent decade 
since 2010 the trend line appears to be essentially flat overall, as shown in figure 31b. From a gender 
perspective, there was a slight uptick in the proportion of men working part-time in 2020 and 2021, 
almost certainly as a result of the pandemic-induced recession.

X Figure 31b. Trends in part-time work as a percentage of employment, 2010–2022

Source: ILO, ILOSTAT database.

3.3.1 The effects of part-time work on work–life balance
The effects of part-time work on work–life balance arise from three different factors. The first key factor 
is the number or volume of hours of work. Overall, the smaller number of hours of work associated with 
part-time work typically improves work–life balance outcomes, such as the compatibility of working hours 
with family and other non-work commitments (Fagan et al. 2012). Similarly, a Dutch study comparing 
mothers working full-time and part-time found the latter group to have a higher reported level of work–
life balance (Van Rijswijk et al. 2004).

The second key factor contributing to the effects of part-time work on work–life balance outcomes 
concerns the work schedule. Whether or not the promise of improved work–life balance offered by 
shorter hours of work is realized in practice depends on the extent to which the work schedule of the 
part-time worker is compatible with their personal commitments. The following paragraph provides a 
succinct summary of the available evidence (Fagan et al. 2012, p. 39):
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“Simply working shorter hours does not appear to resolve 
work-life conflict issues for those on atypical or non-standard 
work schedules, while control over the scheduling of working 
hours is also important. Complicated child-care arrangements, 
combined with reduced traditional ‘family’ time at weekends 
and in the evenings by spouses working at different times to 
cover childcare (‘shift-parenting’), appear to reduce parental 
satisfaction with atypical working schedules, even when 
working hours are relatively short.” 

The third key factor that affects the work–life balance outcomes of part-time workers is the extent 
to which part-time work is an entirely voluntary choice on the part of the worker or rather a highly 
constrained choice due to a lack of full-time options (often referred to as involuntary part-time work) . 
Where part-time work is a highly constrained choice due to a lack of full-time options, this has a negative 
effect on workers’ work–life balance even when their hours of work are very short, a point that is analysed 
in-depth in the following section.13

3.3.2 Very short hours of work and “on-call” working-time arrangements
When hours of work are very short, defined as less than 15 or 20 hours of work per week, part-time work 
often takes the form of “on-call” working-time arrangements. Such  arrangements require workers who 
accept them to be available for potential work assignments during certain periods of time and they are 
then called in to work as and when  needed (Campbell 2018).14  On-call workers can be divided into two 
groups, depending on whether or not a guarantee of a minimum number of hours per week is included 
in the employment contract. They may have either (1) a zero-hours contract, which does not guarantee 
a minimum number of hours of work; or (2) a contract that does provide a minimum number of hours of 
work (Campbell 2018). However, this seemingly simple dichotomy masks a plethora of different forms of 
on-call work that are unique to the legal and regulatory frameworks of each country. 

There is no internationally comparable data on on-call working-time arrangements, while only a few 
countries have attempted to measure the percentage of on-call workers in the labour market. According 
to Statistics Netherlands, there were 777,000 on-call employees in the Netherlands in 2013, when 9 
per cent of all work contracts were on-call contracts, of which 4 per cent had a fixed number of hours 
(Eurofound 2015). In the United Kingdom, the number of on-call contracts, especially zero-hours 
contracts, have increased significantly since the 2008–2009 recession; as of 2019, there were 896,000 
workers on zero-hours contracts representing 2.7 per cent of employment. However, on-call work is not 
present exclusively in Europe. Figure 32 illustrates that almost 10 per cent of American employees work 

13 It is important to clarify that the term “involuntary part-time work” is not intended to suggest that such work is a type of 
forced labour. In the ILO context, Article 9 of Convention No. 175 refers to “productive and freely chosen part-time work 
which meets the needs of both employers and workers”; in this context, even “involuntary part-time work” would be 
considered to be “freely chosen”. The issue here is not whether such part-time work is freely chosen, but rather the extent 
to which that choice is a constrained one.

14 It is worth noting that, although on-call work does not necessarily require workers to be physically present at the employer’s 
premises, those economic sectors in which on-call work is typically used (for example, retail sales, restaurants) by their 
very nature require workers’ physical presence.
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on-call, which is known as “just-in-time” scheduling in the United States. While this proportion is relatively 
modest, the size of the United States labour market means that in terms of absolute numbers, many 
American workers have this type of working-time arrangement. However, a separate study estimated 
the percentage of American employees performing on-call work to be only 2.6 per cent in 2015 (Katz and 
Krueger 2016).

X Figure 32: Type of work schedule, United States, 2002–2014

Source: McCrate 2018. 
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3.3.3. The effects of on-call work on work–life balance
Proponents of on-call work claim that on-call workers are better able to balance work with their personal 
commitments, such as family or education, as they have greater influence over the scheduling of their 
working hours. There are some surveys of on-call workers that support this argument. One study 
suggested that 47 per cent of workers were “very satisfied” or “satisfied” with having no guaranteed 
hours (Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development 2013). Also, a Resolution Foundation report 
suggests that workers who do not need a fixed number of hours may value the flexibility of zero-hours 
contracts (Pennycock, Cory and Alakerson 2013). Yet, the same report also recognizes that the purported 
choice and flexibility of on-call work are concepts that often do not manifest themselves in practice 
due to “the power imbalances that operate in many workplaces” (Pennycock, Cory and Alakerson 2013). 
More recent research evidence suggests that the great majority of workers do not value such on-call 
arrangements. For example, an analysis of on-call call centre staff in the United States found that the 
vast majority of them do not value such schedule flexibility because they have little or no control over 
schedule variations (Mas and Pallais 2017). Another study reported interviews with on-call workers 
who found that they often felt like they could not refuse work for fear that a refusal might jeopardize 
their hours of work in the future (Bohle et al. 2004). Such forms of working-time flexibility can provide 
greater access to the labour market for certain groups of persons, such as students and senior citizens, 
allowing them to earn some income to supplement their other sources of revenue. Nonetheless, while 
on-call work may be beneficial for a minority of workers, the literature reviewed above suggests that the 
majority of workers do not experience such flexibility positively, as it is seemingly not on their own terms 
but rather on their employers’ terms.

There is also substantial evidence that on-call work negatively affects work–life balance due to the 
unpredictability of the work schedules that are often associated with this working-time arrangement. 
Poor work–life balance is associated with workers having unpredictable schedules and lacking control 
over their working hours. On-call workers regularly report frequent changes in the starting and ending 
times imposed by management, often with little advance notice (McCrate 2018). As a result, on-call 
employees report difficulty in planning and coordinating non-work time with others, including family, 
friends and service providers (McCrate 2018). Another study found that many on-call workers are only 
told their starting time “with finishing times being decided by a manager or supervisor at some time 
during the shift” (Bohle et al. 2004). Unsurprisingly, a quantitative analysis of data from a large sample 
of American workers (4,534 individuals) found that irregular working schedules were strongly associated 
with greater work–family conflict (Golden 2015). The negative impact of on-call work is most acute for 
families with young children, for whom working unpredictable hours can exacerbate the problem of 
managing childcare expenditures. For example, advance payment is normally required by childcare 
providers, so that their work schedule planning must be made at least a week in advance, so that last-
minute changes in work schedules provide significant challenges for parents (Pennycook, Cory and 
Alekson 2013). Economic status is a determinant of the prevalence of on-call work, with this form of 
work being more prevalent in low-paid positions. An analysis of low-income mothers in Wisconsin, United 
States, found that the children of mothers on unpredictable, atypical schedules were more likely to be 
reported by teachers as having problems with school engagement and performance and externalizing 
behavioural problems (Hsueh 2006). Overall, the unpredictability of the schedules associated with on-call 
work is detrimental to the work–life balance of employees, especially those with children.
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On-call work has also been found to negatively impact the health of workers. Unpredictable work 
schedules are associated with health issues such as digestive problems, sleep disorders, negative mental 
health symptoms, reproductive problems and cardiovascular complaints (McCrate 2018). In another 
study of on-call work schedules in the United Kingdom, researchers linked this type of working-time 
arrangement with anxiety and insecurity due to constant employment instability (Wood, Burchell and 
Coutts 2016). In addition, the financial instability caused by fluctuations in hours of work and hence 
income makes meeting financial commitments such as paying rent challenging and promotes anxiety that 
negatively affects many aspects of paid and personal life (McCrate 2018). Therefore, the preponderance 
of the available evidence suggests that on-call work schedules increase the risk of workers suffering from 
psychological and physical health problems.

3.4. Flextime, including time-banking arrangements
Flextime is perhaps the most common form of flexible working-time arrangement. Basic flextime 
arrangements (also known as «flexible schedules» or «flexible hours») allow workers to choose when 
to start and finish work, based on their individual needs and preferences (within specified limits) and 
in some cases even the number of hours that they work in a particular week. Normally, formal flextime 
programmes involve establishing a period of core hours when all employees are required to be at 
work (such as 10 a.m. to 4 p.m.), although some flextime programmes have no core hours at all (ILO 
2011). Time-banking arrangements are a form of flextime that permit workers to build up “credits” or 
accumulate “debits” in hours worked, up to a maximum amount; the periods over which credits or debits 
are calculated are much longer than with flextime, ranging from several months to one year or even 
longer (ILO 2011).

Figure 33 provides a snapshot of the extent to which work schedules are fixed (shown in green) or can 
vary (shown in blue or grey) based on workers’ individual needs and preferences. Flexible work schedules 
may either vary within certain established limits, which is the classic definition of flextime (shown in blue) 
or may not be constrained at all, which is considered to be full working-time autonomy (shown in grey). 
As figure 33 shows, globally nearly half of all employees (47.1 per cent) have access to some form of 
flexibility concerning their work schedules – typically within certain limits (flextime) – and such schedule 
flexibility is more widely available to men than to women. From a geographic perspective, access to such 
flexible schedules is most widespread in Northern Europe (55.1 per cent) and least common in Africa, 
where nearly three quarters of employees work on traditional fixed schedules. Overall, ISSP data show 
that workers with the highest levels of education and personal income have the greatest access to work 
schedule flexibility, which is more common in private sector enterprises than in the public sector.
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3.4.1. The effects on work–life balance 
Employees have more control over their work schedules with flextime, so that they can arrange their 
working time to better suit their non-work commitments, leading to improved work–life balance. For 
example, a study of the impact of family-friendly policies on nurses in Nebraska, United States, found that 
flextime led to greater work–life balance due to nurses being empowered to better control their working 
time (Thomas and Ganster 1995). The positive effects of flextime are especially apparent for workers with 
children, who have practical challenges regarding managing work and childcare, as well as persons with 
disabilities. For workers with children, flextime is considered important in order to perform both work 
and family responsibilities (Galea, Houkes and De Rijk 2014). A meta-analysis of eight studies analysing 
flextime identified that schedule flexibility was significantly associated with less work–family conflict 
(Byron 2005). The positive impact of flextime appears to be a global phenomenon, as demonstrated by 
a quantitative analysis of a sample of IBM workers across 75 countries, which found that employees with 
high schedule flexibility were about one third as likely to report work–life conflict compared to those with 
low flexibility (Hill et al. 2010). Also, flextime positively impacts the mental health of workers, contributing 
to lower levels of stress (Haar 2007), while multiple studies have highlighted a link between flexitime and 
job satisfaction (Saltzstein, Ting and Saltzstein 2001; Erza and Deckmann 1996). Flextime is therefore 
clearly associated with a better work–life balance, as employees are empowered (within specified limits) 
to organize their work schedules to best suit their work and non-work commitments.

In addition to its benefits for workers, it is important to state that flextime has multiple benefits for 
employers as well. It is associated with lower employee turnover, leading to reduced recruitment costs, 
and scholars have also found that it increases productivity (Koekemoer and Downes 2011). In addition, 
a recent ILO report on productivity changes in relation to flexible work arrangements (including remote 
work) found that out of more than 61 per cent of the enterprises surveyed that offered flexible work 
and/or remote or telework, nearly 70 per cent reported increased productivity (ILO 2019). Reciprocity 
is a key employer benefit of flextime, as employees value the better work–life balance and therefore 
reciprocate with enhanced commitment and loyalty to their organization (Haar 2007). Flextime therefore 
not only benefits the work–life balance of employees but also businesses as well.

Critics of flextime argue that it reinforces gender stereotypes and an unequal sharing of unpaid 
household and care work. Studies on the utilization of flextime find that mothers predominately use 
it for childcare, while fathers typically use it for personal activities (Singh, Finn and Goulet 2004). One 
study highlights that new challenges can emerge with flextime usage, such as disengaging from work 
and time-management challenges in order to best arrange team schedules (Koekemoer and Downes 
2011). Therefore, employees who utilize flextime may risk negatively affecting their careers. There are 
also scholars who challenge the dominant perspective that flextime is beneficial for work–life balance. 
For example, one meta-analysis of five studies found no significant relationship among the presence 
of flexibility programmes (both time and place) and either work-to-family and family-to-work conflict 
(Mesmer-Magnus and Viswesvaran 2006). Nevertheless, these scholars represent a clear minority, and 
the preponderance of the available research evidence suggests that flextime arrangements do in fact 
benefit workers. Moreover, the use of “flexible working”,15  particularly the widespread deployment of 
telework/remote work as a crisis-response measure during the COVID-19 pandemic, appears to have 
normalized flexible work arrangements; however, any definitive conclusion must await the results of 
new, post-pandemic research studies.

15 “Flexible working” is a catchall term that can include almost any type of work arrangement beyond a standard workweek 
that is worked at the employer’s premises. It typically includes flextime and telework/remote work and may also include 
part-time work, term-time work and various other working-time arrangements.
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3.5. Compressed workweeks
Compressed workweeks involve scheduling the same number of hours of work over fewer days than 
is typical in a standard workweek, resulting in longer workdays (ILO 2018). Typically, they extend 
the workday beyond 8 hours and reduce the number of consecutive workdays to fewer than five. 
For example, a compressed workweek reduces a 40-hour workweek that is normally worked as 
five 8-hour days to four 10-hour days.  This is called a “4 x 3” compressed workweek arrangement 
(four consecutive workdays followed by three consecutive days of rest) (ILO 2018). Unfortunately, 
internationally comparable data on compressed workweeks does not exist and as a result it is not 
possible to provide a comparative analysis of the prevalence of this form of working-time arrangement. 

3.5.1. Effects on work–life balance
Studies of the effects of existing compressed workweeks generally conclude that they positively affect 
work–life balance. A meta-analysis of 40 studies of their effects on work–life balance found that most 
studies identified a positive link between compressed workweeks and work–life balance (Bambra et 
al. 2008). They have been particularly popular with the police and separate studies of this profession 
in both Canada and the United Kingdom have established that they were associated with significant 
improvement across the work–life balance indicators used (Cunningham 1981; Totterdell and Smith 1992). 
Employees gain longer weekends due to the extra day off from work. One study identified multiple 
benefits from the extra day released by compressed workweeks, including that it allowed workers to 
spend more time with families, take weekend trips together, take children to their activities, socialize 
with friends and increase their time for personal activities (Brown et al. 2011). Another study found 
that employees’ overall job satisfaction, leisure time and life satisfaction – three of the five variables 
measured – improved significantly (Pierce and Dunham 1992). Also, compressed workweeks not only 
benefit employees but also benefit employers by decreasing overhead costs as workers are present for 
fewer days, enabling businesses to save on operating and maintenance costs. 

However, there is a lack of consensus concerning the physiological and psychological health effects of 
compressed workweeks. Some research suggests that their introduction has been found to increase 
fatigue, stress, and psychological and physiological health symptoms because of the longer workdays 
(Pierce and Dunham 1992; Sparks et al. 1997). Similarly, one analysis found that employees on compressed 
workweeks reported having more health-related problems, including musculoskeletal problems such as 
pain, numbness, stiffness and burning in the neck, shoulders and back (Lipscomb et al. 2002). Conversely, 
a different study found that they led to multiple health benefits, including a reduction in heart problems 
and gastrointestinal problems, along with an increase in sleep and a subsequent decrease in fatigue 
and irritability (Williamson, Gower and Clarke 1994). Another study in the Philippines revealed that they 
reduced job stress, which in turn enhanced both work–life balance and productivity (Paje et al. 2020). 
In conclusion, it appears that on the whole compressed workweeks have positive effects on workers, 
particularly their work–life balance, while enterprises also benefit from the implementation of this 
working-time arrangement.

 
3.6. Hours-averaging schemes, including annualized hours
Hours-averaging schemes, including annualized hours, allow for variations in daily and weekly hours 
of work within specified legal limits, such as maximum daily and weekly hours of work, while requiring 
that hours of hours either achieve a specified weekly average over the period in which the hours are 
averaged or remain within a fixed total over the reference period (ILO 2018).16 This form of working-time 

16 A four-day compressed workweek should not be confused with a four-day workweek. In the former case, the number of work-
days is reduced but the total number of hours of work per week remains the same. In the latter case by contrast, both the 
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arrangement is particularly suited to seasonal work; for example, Volkswagen Autoeuropa, a car 
manufacturer in Portugal, uses hours-averaging schemes to manage seasonal fluctuations in the market 
(ILO 2019). Also, hours-averaging schemes may potentially facilitate better matching of workload with 
the availability of staff; for example, NHS Scotland utilizes annualized hours to ensure that sufficient 
staff are available during high-demand periods, which has led to lower levels of absenteeism (United 
Kingdom 2015). 

Under fully annualized hours arrangements, wages are typically kept constant and are paid on an average 
basis throughout the year, providing financial stability to workers (United Kingdom 2015). The averaging 
of hours of work means that overtime is reduced or eliminated; therefore, compensation is required in 
the form of an increase in the basic wage (ILO 2019). Normally, a shorter reference period such as one 
month is more effective than an annualized approach, which risks drastic swings in hours from week to 
week. Also, employees need to be notified and prepared prior to the implementation of hours-averaging 
schemes. The most effective examples of such working-time arrangements have been those in which 
companies developed these arrangements in collaboration with labour unions (Kouzis and Kretsos 2003). 
Hours-averaging schemes have not been widely implemented and there is no internationally comparable 
data regarding the incidence of this working-time arrangement.

3.6.1. Effects on work–life balance
Depending on the way in which hours-averaging schemes are designed and implemented, they can 
potentially pose significant risks to workers’ work–life balance. In particular, if income is tied to the actual 
hours of work in any given week, then workers would face substantial fluctuations of earnings, which 
may lead to anxiety and financial difficulties. Also, this type of working-time arrangement carries the risk 
that employees may be required to work longer hours than they desire or on continually fluctuating days, 
which would have a negative effect on their work–life balance (Unison 2013). As mentioned earlier in this 
chapter, consistency in the number of hours of work can benefit employees by ensuring stability and the 
opportunity to plan their personal lives. In addition, employees may have to work more atypical hours 
(weekends and nights) to reach the required average number hours, as was the case in Spain (Kouzis and 
Kretsos 2003). Work–life balance may therefore be eroded if hours-averaging schemes lead to hours of 
work and work schedules that vary greatly from one week to another.

Nevertheless, hours-averaging schemes can have positive effects on workers’ work–life balance as well. 
Under such schemes, employees’ salaries are normally pegged to average weekly or monthly hours 
of work, which ensures that variations in weekly or monthly hours of work do not affect weekly or 
monthly earnings; this practice provides an economic benefit to workers in the form of greater financial 
stability, which contributes to work–life balance. According to one expert source in the United Kingdom, 
annualized hours can enable parents to adapt their work schedules to family demands such as school 
holidays (Women’s Business Council 2020). One study argues that such schemes can enable workers to 
have more control over their work schedules and thereby achieve a better balance between paid work 
and personal commitments (Kouzis and Kretsos 2003). The optimal reference period is a maximum of 
one year, with longer reference periods risking large swings in hours of work, which places pressure on 
employees’ work–life balance. In summary, hours-averaging schemes offer the potential of facilitating 
work–life balance if they are properly implemented, particularly if this is done in close collaboration with 
employees; however, poor design and implementation of such working-time arrangements risks eroding 
work–life balance.

total number of workdays and the total number of hours of work are reduced. An example of a four-day workweek with 
reduced hours of work is presented in Chapter 6.
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3.7. Conclusion
A variety of working-time arrangements currently exist in the global economy. This chapter has 
documented the prevalence of the most notable arrangements and their known effects on work–life 
balance, based on the limited data available. Better work–life balance, an important outcome of many 
of these arrangements, provides significant benefits for both employers and employees. It is therefore 
important to identify the work–life balance outcomes associated with each working-time arrangement.

 X The classic standard workweek (8 hours per day, five or six days per week) provides stability to 
workers in planning their lives, yet such fixed schedules are often too inflexible to allow time for 
family demands as and when needed. 

 X Shift work may provide greater schedule flexibility to workers to help them balance work and non-
work commitments. However, shift work may require workers to work during atypical hours, which 
has been linked to significant health risks and family life disruptions. 

 X Part-time work (less than 35 hours per week) with predictable work schedules enables workers 
to have more time for their personal responsibilities and/or leisure, leading to a better balance 
between paid work and personal life. 

 X On-call work, based on highly unpredictable «just-in-time» schedules, severely disrupts work–life 
balance by making it difficult for workers to organize their personal lives and finances; it has also 
been shown to have negative effects on workers’ health. 

 X Flextime (flexible schedules) enables workers to organize their own work schedules based on their 
individual needs, within established parameters, in order to optimally balance their paid work 
and personal commitments. It has positive effects on workers’ mental health but may reinforce 
gender inequalities if only women use it. The dramatic increase in flexible working arrangements 
during the pandemic (especially telework) by both men and women suggests that this may be a 
less significant concern in the post-pandemic world (although research is needed to confirm this 
hypothesis). 

 X Compressed work weeks provide employees with longer weekends to spend with family and 
friends and thereby improve work–life balance; there is a debate about their health impacts, but 
the evidence trends towards positive effects. 

 X Finally, hours-averaging schemes with short-to-medium-term reference periods (such as one 
to four months) may facilitate work–life balance; however, if they are poorly designed and 
implemented, employees may be left vulnerable to drastic swings in hours of work that disrupt 
their personal lives.
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The analysis of working-time matches and mismatches provides another way to explore the balance 
between paid work and personal life. Working-time mismatches can be defined as the incongruence 
between workers’ actual hours of work (see Ch. 2) and their preferred hours of work. Mismatches include 
both time-related underemployment (see also Ch. 2) and overemployment, which is a situation in which 
a worker would prefer to reduce their actual hours of work, with a corresponding decrease in income.

A unique element of this chapter is that it analyses both overemployment and underemployment in 
a range of countries, and then develops an overall mismatch rate by combining the two. While this is 
not entirely new, it is rare to see both underemployment and overemployment analysed in the same 
study. Also, due to the variation in definitions of working-time mismatches, two separate alternative 
measures for both phenomena have been developed. While there are differences in the outcomes using 
each measure, there are some clear patterns across the findings, most notably that overemployment 
appears to be more pervasive than underemployment when using a more objective measure, whereas 
underemployment appears more pervasive when using a more subjective measure. This chapter 
compares individual country mismatch rates, as well as differences based on region, income level, 
employment status, gender and occupational skill level. A work–life balance indicator is also used to 
identify which groups of workers are more or less content with the balance between their work and non-
work time, as well as whether overemployment or underemployment is a relatively greater contributor 
to work–life conflict.

This chapter is organized as follows. First, the data sources and measures are explained. Second, the 
findings of the objective and the subjective measures are presented. Third, the findings specific to 
differences in gender and occupational skill are presented, followed by the data from the work–life 
indicator. Finally, the impacts of working-time mismatches on reported work–life balance are presented. 
The chapter concludes with a brief analysis of the implications of the findings for employers and 
managers, who may benefit from trying to better match workers’ actual hours of work – although these 
may be outside their direct control due to consumer, customer or client demands – with their preferred 
hours of work in order to facilitate a better work–life balance.

	X4.

4. Working-time matches 
and mismatches between 
workers’ preferred and 
actual hours of work
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4.1. Data and measures 
This chapter presents a multi-country comparative analysis – one of the first of its kind – of the relationship 
between working hour mismatches and work–life balance. The analysis makes use of the results of the 
ISSP Work Orientations IV module of 2015, a survey conducted across 37 different countries or areas, 
with a sample size of 15,544 respondents.17

This module is attached to countries’ biannual General Social Survey, which contains a wealth of 
demographic and job characteristics of employed respondents. Working-time mismatches take the form 
of either underemployment (where the actual hours of work are fewer than those desired by a worker) 
or overemployment (where the actual hours of work exceed those desired by a worker).

While the general definitions of underemployment and overemployment are clear, the process of 
translating these notions into measurable concepts is more complex. As a consequence of different 
methodological approaches to measuring time-related underemployment and overemployment at the 
national and international levels, two different measures have been devised. The “objective measure” 
refers to a worker’s preference for a specific change in hours of work; the “subjective measure” refers 
to a more continuous change in hours of work. The objective measure of working-time mismatches 
involves the expressed preference for a wholesale change from a part-time to a full-time job or vice versa. 
The objective rates of underemployment and overemployment are computed using three alternative 
measures of where to draw the line between part-time and full-time hours of work per week: (a) the ILO 
definition; (b) the ISSP survey definition; and (c) the national standard workweek of a given country. All 
three definitions are deployed to provide a contrast among the different commonly accepted measures of 
full-time work. This subjective measure reflects the more general desire for an incremental adjustment, 
upward or downward, in a worker’s specific hours of work. The subjective measure of mismatch includes 
a preference to move incrementally within a part-time job to either longer or shorter part-time hours of 
work. Because of the wording of the question in the ISSP survey, any upward or downward adjustment in 
hours of work implies a corresponding change in income. Accordingly, both an objective and a subjective 
measure are utilized, as valid alternative ways to capture if there is a mismatch between a worker’s actual 
hours of work per week and their preferred hours of work per week, in order to ascertain the existence 
and extent of any hours of work mismatches in a given country.

 
4.2. Working-time mismatches around the globe: the recent 
“state of play” 
The findings of the ISSP data analysis are presented in this section. Sections 4.2.1 and 4.2.2 below review 
the country, region, income and employee/non-employee trends in terms of both the objective and 
the subjective measures. Subsequently, differences in working-time mismatches based on gender, 
occupational skill and the work–life balance indicator are analysed using both measures in sections 
4.2.3 to 4.2.5. The data shows that high-income countries or areas tend to have slightly higher rates 
of overemployment and lower rates of underemployment, except for the United States and other 
anglophone countries. Also, work–life imbalances are strongly correlated with the incidence and rate of 
overemployment in most regions, countries and income levels. In terms of gender, the two measures 
yield different results, with the objective measure suggesting that women are more frequently 
overemployed or underemployed, whereas the subjective measure suggests that men experience 
higher underemployment and that overemployment is roughly equal for both women and men. In terms 
of occupational skills, as the level of skill increases overemployment is higher and underemployment 
is lower. Finally, about one fifth of workers globally experience frequent work–life conflict, with 
overemployed workers much more likely to have such a conflict. 

17 This special survey is conducted every ten years; for additional information, see 

https://www.gesis.org/en/issp/modules/issp-modules-by-topic/work-orientations/2015.
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4.2.1 Objective measures: underemployment and overemployment 
The objective measure finds that on average, one quarter of the labour force in the sample countries 
has some type of working-time mismatch. Table 3 presents the overemployment, underemployment 
and overall mismatch rates across all 37 ISSP survey countries or areas. Data measured under both 
national and ILO definitions are presented, along with a third column that shows the average of the two 
definitions. The overall objectively measured mismatch rate for both definitions is similar and converges 
at just over 27 per cent. Using the ILO definitions of part-time and full-time work yields a global rate of 
objective underemployment of 9 per cent and an objective overemployment rate of just under 19 per 
cent. The corresponding rates using national standard workweeks and part-time work definitions yields 
a slightly lower underemployment rate of 7.3 per cent and a slightly higher overemployment rate of 
19.8 per cent. Splitting the difference, the two right-hand columns suggests that we may safely say that 
almost 9 per cent of the globe would like to go from part-time to full-time hours of work, while another 
19 per cent has a preference for going in the reverse direction, from full-time to part-time hours of work, 
at least as an “ideal” amount of work. Therefore, the objective measure of mismatches identifies nearly 
twice as much overemployment as underemployment in the ISSP sample countries or areas.

X Table 3: Objective mismatch rates based on national and ILO definitions of part-time/full-
time hours of work  in all 37 ISSP survey countries or areas

 Country/area  (National definition)  (ILO definition) Average

Total Underemp-
loyment

Overemp-
loyment

Total Underemp-
loyment

Overemp-
loyment

Underemp-
loyment rate

Australia 26.3 9.3 17.0 29.1 13.0 16.1 11.1

Austria 14.2 2.2 12.0 16.8 7.7.7 9.1.1 5.0

Belgium 32.0 10.9 21.1 31.0 6.0 25.0 8.5

Chile 40.9 3.7 37.2 41.3 5.9 35.4 4.8

China 20.6 10.9 9.7 24.8 14.9 9.8 12.9

Taiwan (China) 35.6 3.9 31.8 35.5 4.5 31.0 4.2

Croatia 11.0 2.6 8.5 13.2 4.8 8.4 3.7

Czechia 22.6 3.0 19.6 20.5 2.9 17.6 3.0

Denmark 30.8 3.3 27.6 33.6 11.6 22.0 7.4

Estonia 29.9 7.5 22.4 27.9 4.5 23.4 6.0

Finland 31.7 8.3 23.4 30.2 6.4 23.8 7.3

France 27.8 8.5 19.3 27.1 7.1 20.0 7.8

Georgia 33.1 25.6 7.5 30.3 22.9 7.4 24.3

Germany 27.3 5.7 21.6 28.0 9.1 18.9 7.4

Hungary 14.2 3.4 10.8 13.2 2.0 11.2 2.7

Iceland 35.5 3.2 32.3 32.8 4.1 28.7 3.6
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X Table 3: Objective mismatch rates based on national and ILO definitions of part-time/full-
time hours of work18  in all 37 ISSP survey countries or areas (continued)

18 A third definition distinguishes part-time versus full-time hours of work based on ISSP survey question 9, which allowed 
each country to pick their own definition (such as 30, 32 or 35 hours of work) and these estimates almost always fall be-
tween the other two definitions. They are available upon request.

 Country/area  (National definition)  (ILO definition) Average

Total Underemp-
loyment

Overemp-
loyment

Total Underemp-
loyment

Overemp-
loyment

Underemp- 
loyment rate

India 26.3 9.8 16.5 32.5 18.1 14.4 14.0

Israel 32.4 8.8 23.7 33.0 10.3 22.7 9.5

Japan 24.6 13.0 11.6 22.9 11.3 11.6 12.2

Latvia 30.4 8.2 22.1 30.1 6.2 23.9 7.2

Lithuania 18.8 8.4 10.4 17.1 6.4 10.7 7.4

Mexico 41.7 7.4 34.3 46.1 12.8 33.3 10.1

New Zealand 21.6 4.5 17.1 23.5 10.2 13.3 7.3

Norway 22.5 6.9 15.6 20.3 7.8 12.6 7.3

Philippines 43.2 20.4 22.8 40.3 18.7 21.6 19.5

Poland 17.4 6.1 11.2 17.6 5.4 12.2 5.8

Russian 
Federation

24.1 0.7 23.4 27.7 6.3 21.4 3.5

Slovakia 16.7 4.6 12.1 15.8 3.7 12.1 4.2

Slovenia 20.3 1.9 18.4 20.8 3.2 17.5 2.6

South Africa 18.6 9.2 9.4 24.7 15.1 9.6 12.1

Spain 22.7 8.4 14.3 26.1 13.9 12.2 11.1

Suriname 26.0 13.3 12.7 28.3 16.9 11.4 15.1

Sweden 36.8 7.3 29.5 36.8 6.4 30.3 6.9

Switzerland 35.8 7.9 27.9 38.4 6.7 31.7 7.3

United Kingdom 23.5 4.6 18.9 26.1 11.0 15.1 7.8

United States 23.1 7.8 15.2 26.5 13.5 13.0 10.7

Venezuela 
(Bolivarian Rep. of)

40.9 7.3 33.6 37.2 12.8 24.5 10.0

Average, all 37
ISSP survey 
countries/areas 

27.2 7.3 19.8 27.7 9.0 18.7 8.2

 N = 15, 544
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In terms of individual countries or areas, high or low mismatch rates are driven by various factors. The 
highest overall mismatch rates were found in the Philippines, Mexico, Chile and the Bolivarian Republic 
of Venezuela, with somewhat high rates in Sweden, Switzerland and Taiwan (China). However, these 
rates are elevated for different reasons. The main driver of higher mismatch rates in the Philippines is 
the high level of underemployment. By contrast, in Mexico and the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela the 
main driver is overemployment. This is also the case for Chile, Taiwan (China), Switzerland and Sweden. 
For countries with low overall mismatch rates, the drivers are different. For Austria and Croatia, it is their 
lower underemployment, but for Hungary it is their lower rate of overemployment. In order to better 
understand these outcomes, there is a need to analyse country groups on a regional basis to ascertain 
whether there are regional drivers of working-time mismatches. 

For the regional analysis presented in tables 4 and 5, countries are grouped into two clusters. Cluster I 
divides countries or areas into seven regional groupings. Cluster II retains five of those groupings but 
combines the Africa and North America groupings into a single grouping of anglophone countries: the 
United States, the United Kingdom, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa. This is because the ISSP 
survey covers 37 selected countries or areas, which limits the generalizability of overall regional patterns. 
For example, North America consists only of the United States and South Africa is the only African country 
surveyed. Accordingly, for cluster II of this regional analysis, the anglophone country category consists 
of five countries; Latin America consists of four countries; Asia and the Pacific consists of five countries 
or areas; Northern Europe consists of eight countries; Western, Central and Southern Europe consists of 
eight countries; and Eastern Europe and Central Asia consists of seven countries. The countries or areas 
surveyed are also analysed based on their level of income and stage of economic development, utilizing 
the World Bank’s development categorization (for further information, see appendix to this chapter, table 
A.1). Regarding their level of development, countries or areas are distinguished as either “high-income” 
or “middle-income” countries or areas. Unfortunately, no “low-income” countries or areas participated in 
the ISSP survey. Once again, this limited sample scope implies a lack of generalizability. By income level/
stage of economic development, nine countries or areas defined (by the ILO) as lower-to-middle-income 
or middle-income countries were grouped in the “middle-income” category. The remaining 28 countries 
or areas were grouped in the “high-income” category.

77



X Table 4: Objective mismatch rates based on national and ILO definitions, by regional clusters

Objective mismatch: national 
definition  (ILO definition) Average

Cluster I Total Underemp- 
loyment

Overemp- 
loyment

Total Underemp-
loyment

Overemp-
loyment

Underemp-
loyment

Overemp_ 
loyment

Africa 18.6 9.2 9.4 24.7 15.1 9.6 12.1 9.5

Latin America 37.6 7.8 29.8 38.2 11.8 26.4 9.8 28.1

North America 23.1 7.8 15.2 26.5 13.5 13.0 10.7 14.1

Asia and the 
Pacific

29.2 9.8 19.4 30.3 11.6 18.7 10.7 19.0

Eastern Europe 
and Central Asia

22.5 6.5 16.0 22.3 6.9 15.4 6.7 15.7

Northern Europe 28.7 6.2 22.4 28.1 7.4 20.7 6.8 21.6

Southern and
Western Europe

25.5 6.7 18.8 26.5 7.7 18.8 7.2 18.8

 Cluster II

Anglophone  
countries

22.8 7.3 15.5 26.2 12.8 13.4 10.0 14.5

United States 
countries

23.1 7.8 15.2 26.5 13.5 13.0 10.7 14.1

Non-United 
States

22.7 7.1 15.5 26.2 12.5 13.6 9.8 14.6

Latin America 37.6 7.8 29.8 38.2 11.8 26.4 9.8 28.1

Asia and the 
Pacific

30.4 10.4 20.0 31.1 11.5 19.6 10.9 19.8

Eastern Europe
and Central Asia
AmericaPacific

22.5 6.5 16.0 22.3 6.9 15.4 6.7 15.7

Northern Europe 29.6 6.5 23.1 28.5 6.7 21.8 6.6 22.4

Southern and
Western Europe

25.5 6.7 18.8 26.5 7.7 18.8 7.2 18.8

Correlation of 
measures  

0.764 0.980

 Source: ISSP 2015.and
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Table 4 shows that Latin America clearly features the lowest matching rates between workers’ preferred 
hours of work and their actual hours of work – more than 37 per cent of them are mismatched. Asian and 
Northern/Western European countries or areas, at a matching rate of 30 per cent, are elevated slightly 
above the global average matching rate of 27 per cent, while the Eastern European/Central Asian and 
anglophone countries or areas, including the United States, are slightly below the global average matching 
rate, at 23 per cent. Latin America owes its higher mismatch rate mainly to the greater proportion of 
workers who wish to move from full-time to part-time hours of work, whereas Asia’s higher mismatch 
rate derives from a higher level of underemployment. The lower mismatch rate in the anglophone and 
Eastern European/Central Asian countries or areas stems from the much lower proportion of workers 
with a preference for going from full-time to part-time hours of work. However, there appears to be 
relatively higher underemployment rates in Asia, the United States and Latin American countries or 
areas, based on the averages between the alternative definitions used. Also, table 5 shows the ratios of 
underemployment to overemployment, which indicate that workers in anglophone countries, especially 
the United States and South Africa, are less willing to reduce their hours of work to part-time levels. 
In contrast, underemployment is a considerably less significant problem across Europe, especially in 
Northern Europe, whose workers already have shorter average hours of work and a relatively stronger 
preference to work even shorter workweeks. Therefore, underemployment is a significant issue in Asia 
but not in Europe, whereas overemployment is a significant issue in Latin America and the anglophone 
countries. 

X Table 5: Ratio of underemployment to overemployment based on national and ILO 
definitions, by regional clusters

 Cluster I National ILO

Africa 0.97 1.56

Latin America 0.26 0.45

North America 0.51 1.04

Asia and the Pacific 0.51 0.62

Eastern Europe and Central Asia 0.40 0.45

Northern Europe 0.28 0.36

Southern and Western Europe 0.36 0.41

 Cluster II   

Anglophone countries 0.47 0.95

United State 0.51 1.04

Non-United States 0.46 0.92

Latin America 0.26 0.45

Asia 0.52 0.59

Eastern Europe and  Central Asia 0.40 0.45

Northern Europe 0.28 0.31

Southern and Western Europe 0.36 0.41
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Analysing countries or areas based on their level of economic development reveals that overemployment 
is more strongly associated with high-income countries and time-related underemployment with middle-
income countries. A clear inverse relationship exists: the lower the income level, the higher are both 
alternative measures of time-related underemployment (see table 6). Similarly, the lower the income, the 
lower the average rates of overemployment, whereas high-income countries or areas have higher rates 
of overemployment than lower-income countries or areas (although only negligibly higher than the upper 
middle-income countries or areas). Upper-middle-income countries or areas lie somewhere in-between, 
although arguably closer to the working-time preferences of high-income countries or areas. Indeed, the 
ratios of underemployment to overemployment rates (see table 6, right-hand columns) get progressively 
smaller as aggregate country-income levels increase. The considerably higher rates of underemployment 
and noticeably lower rates of overemployment in the middle-income country group are to be expected. 
Moving up the income scale, we observe somewhat more overemployment and less underemployment, 
at least in the form of part-timers wanting full-time work. Interestingly, total mismatch rates appear to 
be somewhat lower as incomes get higher in a country or area. Therefore, underemployment is a more 
prominent trend in middle-income countries, while overemployment is slightly more prevalent in high-
income countries. 

X Table 6: Objective mismatch rates based on national and ILO definitions, by country-income 
level

Source: ISSP, 2015.

The objective measure facilitates the comparison of working-time mismatches of both employees and 
non-employees in the sample countries or areas. Figure 34 shows the ranking of underemployment by 
country or area, suggesting that some countries or areas do better at providing jobs that match workers’ 
hours-of-work preferences than others. It also highlights the fact that underemployment tends to be 
lower in high-income countries (as well as the Russian Federation). 

Objective mismatch: national definition Objective mismatch  
(ILO definition)

Average 
measure

Mismatch: 
total

Mismatch:  
underemployment

Mismatch: 
overemployment

Mismatch: 
total

Underemp-
loyment

Mismatch:  
underemployment

Underemp-
loyment

High-income 
countries/areas

18.6 6.4 20.1 26.8 7.5 19.3 7.0

Upper-middle-
income 
countries/areas

37.6 7.2 20.6 30.2 12.2 18.0 9.7

Lower- 
middle-income 
countries/areas

23.1 17.5 15.3 33.2 19.0 14.2 18.3
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Figures 35a and 35b divide the workforce into employees – the predominant form of workers in most 
countries or areas – and non-employees (such as self-employed workers and independent contract 
workers). One clear result is that in middle-income countries or areas, underemployment tends to be 
higher among non-employees than employees on a payroll. This is the case in about half of the high-
income countries or areas as well. Figures 35a and 35b show some difference in mismatch rates between 
employees and those in some types of non-employee status. First, self-employed workers report a higher 
incidence of underemployment than employees on a payroll. This may seem counterintuitive, given that 
self-employed workers are usually presumed to be less constrained than employees in how much time 
they may allocate to work, so that in theory they can work as many hours as they wish. However, the 
reason is partly revealed by the differences between the high-income and the lower-to-middle-income 
countries or areas in the ISSP survey – underemployment rates in the latter are at least twice the rate of 
those in the former. Also, in the relatively lower-income grouping, the underemployment rates for non-
employees are twice as high as those of employees. 

That non-employees are often somewhat more likely to express feelings of underemployment than 
employees likely reflects that there is a larger cadre of workers who are non-employees in recently 
emerging economies. Therefore, self-employment in those countries may be more of a default option 
than a preference for workers who cannot find paid employment, particularly in countries or areas, 
labour markets and time periods in which there is a preponderance of more informal work arrangements 
(Bonnet 2015). While not intuitive, employees actually do have a greater degree of control over their 
number of hours of work and therefore have greater stability than non-employees in this regard (Lyness 
et al. 2012; Golden and Kim 2017; McCrate et al. 2019). Many “self-employed workers” are actually “on-
demand” workers, independent contractors, casual or informal workers, who are more likely than 
employees to go through periods of the year when they are constrained by a lack of demand for their 
services and therefore more likely to be in a state of wanting more income (Abraham and Houseman 
2022). However, the sample sizes of non-employees are considerably smaller than those for employees, 
so not too much stock should be put in reflecting any true, stark differences between the two groups. 
Nonetheless, it is clear that “self-employment” is not necessarily a solution to resolving work–life 
imbalances and indeed might exacerbate them – particularly in the direction of a chronic need for more 
income – at the expense of maintaining adequate non-work time. Therefore overemployment rates, in 
contrast, differ less between employees and non-employees, although in high-income economies there 
is a relatively greater expression of a preference for fewer hours of work.
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X Figure 34: Countries or areas ranked by underemployment rates, among employees  
and non-employees, in high- and middle-income groupings, using objective measures 
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X Figure 35a: Countries or areas ranked by underemployment rates, among employees,  
in high- and middle-income groupings, using objective measures 

21.6
15.0

13.8
22.9

11.1
10.0

14.3
20.3

27.9
23.5

21.5
30.4

23.5
10.2

17.1
15.7

19.4
10.5

21.0
32.2

10.0
28.3

36.6
30.8

9.1
17.8

12.1
18.4

6.9
20.6

11.7
6.6

27.9
8.9

36.8
22.8

13.6

-10.6
-9.4
-8.6
-8.4
-8.1
-7.3
-7.1
-6.7
-6.5
-6.2
-6.2
-6.1
-6.1
-5.6
-5.0
-4.3
-4.2
-3.6
-3.5
-3.4
-3.3
-2.9
-2.8
-2.6
-2.4
-1.8
-1.6
-1.6

-24.5
-17.1

-12.8
-9.4

-7.1
-6.7
-5.5

-0.4
0.0

-30 -20 -10 0 10 20 30 40

Belgium
Australia

Spain
Israel
Japan

Lithuania
United States

France
Switzerland

Finland
Estonia

Sweden
Latvia

Poland
New Zealand

Norway
United Kingdom

Hungary
Germany

Taiwan (China)
Slovakia

Denmark
Chile

Iceland
Croatia

Slovenia
Austria
Czechia

Georgia
Philippines

Suriname
South Africa

Venezuela (Bolivarian Rep. Of)
China

Mexico
Russian Federation

India

H
ig

h-
in

co
m

e
M

id
dl

e-
in

co
m

e

Underemployed Overemployed

Employees

10.9
18.9

12.8
23.2

27.9
27.1

16.8
40.8

23.2
14.3

28.8
28.7

15.6
12.5

17.8
17.6

29.7
21.4

19.5
24.8

16.1
18.2

21.6
4.1

11.5
20.3

33.3
42.5

11.1
24.9

15.1
29.5

25.9
10.6

16.3
24.1

31.4

-21.8
-20.8

-14.9
-14.1
-14.0

-10.3
-8.9
-8.7
-8.7
-8.6
-8.5
-7.4
-7.0
-6.3
-5.9
-5.9
-5.3
-4.9
-4.1
-4.0
-3.4
-2.3
-2.1
-2.0
-1.6
-1.6

0.0
0.0

-31.9
-23.2

-14.3
-11.5
-11.1
-10.6
-10.0

-8.9
-5.7

-40 -30 -20 -10 0 10 20 30 40 50

Latvia
Japan

Lithuania
United States

Estonia
Israel

Poland
Chile

Finland
France

Sweden
Switzerland

United Kingdom
Austria

Spain
Denmark

Taiwan (China)
Slovakia
Belgium
Australia

Norway
New Zealand

Czechia
Croatia

Hungary
Slovenia

Germany
Iceland

Georgia
Philippines

Suriname
Mexico

South Africa
China
India

Venezuela (Bolivarian Rep. of)
Russian Federation

H
ig

h-
in

co
m

e
M

id
dl

e-
in

co
m

e

Underemployed Overemployed

Non-employees

83



X Figure 35b: Countries or areas ranked by underemployment rates, among non-employees, 
 in high- and middle-income groupings, using objective measures 
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4.2.2 Subjective measures: underemployment and overemployment
The subjective measure reflects a preference for the same, more or fewer hours and is presented in table 7. 
When the preference is explicitly framed with an associated income adjustment, underemployment 
tends to be higher and overemployment lower, relative to the results from the more discrete, objective 
measure of switching between full-time and part-time hours of work. When measured by the question of 
wanting to work more hours for more income, rates of underemployment are generally far higher in all 
countries or areas. Countries or areas with higher time-related underemployment include South Africa, 
Georgia, Mexico and Lithuania, at more than 60 per cent, and the Russian Federation and Suriname, 
followed by India and Croatia, at more than 50 per cent; workers in those countries seek more hours to 
increase their earnings. 

The total subjective working-time mismatch rates are highest in the following countries: Mexico, South 
Africa, Georgia, Philippines, the Russian Federation, Suriname and Lithuania. They are also slightly 
elevated in India, Croatia and Slovakia, where the mismatch rate is still more than 50 per cent of the 
workforce. Countries or areas with higher overemployment include Sweden and Taiwan (China), followed 
by Japan, the Philippines, Switzerland, Georgia and Germany. Together, these findings suggest that 
overemployment is higher in Scandinavian and some Western European economies, where workers 
generally prefer shorter hours, and in some of the developed and developing economies that have 
relatively long workweeks, particularly Eastern Asia. However, in the majority of countries or areas 
with high mismatch rates, such rates are attributable to their relatively higher underemployment. 
Therefore, high overall working-time mismatch rates are driven more by underemployment than by 
overemployment. 

Countries or areas with lower overall rates of mismatch have some of the lowest rates of underemployment, 
including Germany, Sweden, Switzerland, Norway and Finland. These countries demonstrate that the 
highest levels of overemployment are not associated with the overall highest mismatch rates, suggesting 
that these countries or areas’ labour markets are relatively less plagued by subjective underemployment. 
Also, the strongest relative preferences for more money (versus time) are apparent in the lower-to-
middle-income and emerging economies, especially in South Africa, Mexico, Suriname, India and the 
Philippines, as well as in the former communist countries or areas, particularly Georgia, Lithuania, the 
Russian Federation, Croatia and Slovakia, and to some extent in Poland, Estonia and Hungary as well. 
However, subjective underemployment is also notably above average in France and to some extent in 
the United States. In contrast to the case with the objective measure, rates of overemployment are quite 
clearly lower in countries or areas in which underemployment is high, and vice versa. Unsurprisingly, 
a significant negative correlation coefficient of more than -0.70 exists, suggesting that there is 
considerable substitutability – where underemployment is high, overemployment is low; while where 
there is more overemployment, there is less underemployment. There is considerable consistency with 
prior findings using the objective measure – although the levels are different, some of the same countries 
or areas are found to produce worse or better matches between actual and preferred hours of work. 
The objective measure tends to capture more effectively the presence of overemployment, while the 
subjective measure captures more effectively the presence of underemployment. Therefore, the attempt 
to measure the perceived imbalance between work time and non-work time may be somewhat sensitive 
to the framing of the question, which may justify measuring that imbalance in different ways. 
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X Table 7: Subjective mismatch ratios in all 37 ISSP survey countries or areas  
(based on question 11)

Total subjective 
mismatch

Subjective mismatch 
(underemployed)

Subjective mismatch 
(overemployed)

Australia 32.9 25.0 7.8

Austria 31.3 25.8 5.5

Belgium 30.0 23.7 6.4

Chile 45.3 40.0 5.4

China 47.2 41.5 5.7

Taiwan (China) 43.8 29.8 14.0

Croatia 56.1 53.5 2.6

Czechia 38.2 33.2 4.9

Denmark 27.1 18.2 8.9

Estonia 45.9 43.9 2.0

Finland 26.8 17.5 9.3

France 49.8 45.8 4.0

Georgia 66.6 65.3 1.3

Germany 32.5 22.8 9.7

Hungary 42.1 40.0 2.1

Iceland 36.6 30.7 5.9

India 57.0 54.3 2.7

Israel 43.7 36.1 7.7

Japan 43.3 32.7 10.6

Latvia 46.8 42.2 4.6

Lithuania 61.9 60.2 1.7

Mexico 69.1 60.8 8.3

New Zealand 35.3 28.5 6.8

Norway 23.8 15.7 8.2

Philippines 60.8 50.5 10.3

Poland 46.5 44.9 1.5
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X Table 7: Subjective mismatch ratios in all 37 ISSP survey countries or areas  
(based on question 11) (continued)

Question 11 of the ISSP Work Orientations IV module, under the section on work–life balance, asks,   
Think of the number of hours you work, and the money you earn in your main job, including any regular overtime.

 If you had only one of these three choices, which of the following (only ONE) would you prefer?

 1. Work longer hours and earn more money 

2. Work the same number of hours and earn same money. 

3. Work fewer hours and earn less money  (4. Can’t choose)

Total subjective 
mismatch

Subjective mismatch 
(underemployed)

Subjective mismatch 
(overemployed)

Russian Federation 60.7 59.0 1.8

Slovakia 51.4 49.9 1.4

Slovenia 36.2 30.4 5.8

South Africa 68.2 66.3 1.8

Spain 38.4 29.5 8.8

Suriname 62.2 59.7 2.4

Sweden 30.4 14.7 15.7

Switzerland 27.9 16.5 11.4

United Kingdom 37.5 28.5 9.0

United States 42.2 38.0 4.2

Total ISSP survey 
countries or areas

43.1 36.6 6.5

Correlation  
coefficient

-0.705
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The subjective measure provides insights into variations among regions and levels of economic 
development. Table 8, combining the regional and income-level groupings, shows that more than 43 
per cent of workers globally want to change their hours for a better match. These total mismatch rates 
are the highest in Latin America, somewhat higher in Eastern Europe and Asia, and lowest in all the rest 
of Europe. The anglophone countries are near the average. While Asia’s higher rate of working-time 
mismatches is due to its relatively higher overemployment rate of about 10 per cent, the higher rates in 
Latin America and Eastern Europe are due more to a higher incidence of underemployment. In contrast, 
the countries of Northern, Western and Southern Europe all feature relatively lower mismatch rates, 
owing primarily to a lower prevalence there of underemployment. Also, figure 36 ranks the 37 ISSP survey 
countries or areas by their subjective underemployment and overemployment rates, lowest to highest, 
and then sorts them by country-level income. The high-income countries exhibit overemployment rates 
above 7 per cent, at 2.5 to 3 percentage points higher than the other countries with relatively lower-
income levels. Both the middle-income and lower-middle-income countries have rates between only 
4 and 5 per cent. Although underemployment is notably higher in these countries, averaging 57 per 
cent, virtually all the middle-income countries have higher than the global average underemployment. 
In contrast, less than 32 per cent of workers are underemployed in high-income countries. Therefore, 
overall working-time mismatch rates are lower in high-income countries, particularly in Europe, while 
underemployment is significantly higher in middle-income countries.

X Table 8: Subjective mismatch, by cluster and country-income level

Source: ISSP, 2015.

 Region MISMATCH TOTAL MISMATCH 
UNDEREMPLOYMENT

MISMATCH 
OVEREMPLOYMENT

Africa 68.2 66.3 1.8

Latin America 57.9 52.4 5.5

North America 42.2 38.0 4.2

Asia and the Pacific 45.1 35.9 9.2

Eastern Europe and CIS 49.2 46.1 3.1

Northern Europe 35.8 28.3 7.5

Southern and Western Europe 36.3 29.0 7.3

Cluster:

Anglophone countries 44.0 38.2 5.8

Latin America 57.9 52.4 5.5

Asia 48.5 38.8 9.8

Eastern Europe and CIS 49.2 46.1 3.1

Northern Europe 35.5 28.2 7.3

Southern and Western Europe 36.3 29.0 7.3

Income level:

High-income countries or areas 38.7 31.6 7.1

Upper-middle-income countries or areas 61.0 56.9 4.1

Lower-middle-income countries or areas 61.5 56.8 4.7
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X Figure 36: Countries or areas ranked by underemployment and overemployment rates, 
among employees and non-employees, in high- and middle-income groupings, using 
subjective measure
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Underemployment and overemployment rates for both employees and non-employees are fairly 
consistent with each other, as highlighted in figures 37 and 38. However, these figures suggest that 
both underemployment and overemployment are somewhat exacerbated by being a non-employee or 
self-employed worker, that is, they are tempered by being an employee rather than a non-employee. 
This suggests that employment arrangements have some bearing on the preference for more or 
fewer hours of work, both between and within countries. The generally higher mismatch rates for self-
employed workers relative to employees is consistent with what was found using the objective measures. 
Again, this may be a surprising phenomenon to those who may expecting that self-employed workers 
would have greater control over their own hours of work and/or self-select into self-employment for 
such autonomy. Nonetheless, it is evident that self-employment may be neither as voluntary nor as 
conducive to flexibility as might be assumed, which seems apparent across many countries, including 
some high-income ones (Anxo and Ericson 2019). Some exceptions, where employees exhibit noticeably 
higher underemployment than non-employees, include Mexico, Georgia, the United States, New Zealand, 
China, Lithuania, the Philippines and Lithuania. Overemployment may be expected to be higher among 
employees, who might have less ability to adjust their own hours downwards than non-employees. This 
is indeed the case in countries such as India, Austria, Denmark and the United States. But the reverse is 
true in countries or areas such as the Russian Federation, the Philippines, Germany, Iceland, Australia, 
Taiwan (China), Israel, France and Estonia. Overall, there is some evidence from certain countries or areas 
that supports the notion that generated mismatches can be solved by self-employment, but there is even 
stronger evidence that employee status allows better matching of actual hours of work with preferred 
hours of work than does self-employment.

X Figure 37: Countries or areas ranked by underemployment rates, among employees, in high- 
and middle-income groupings, using subjective measure
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X Figure 37: SCountries or areas ranked by underemployment rates, among employees,  
in high- and middle-income groupings, using subjective measure  (continued)

X Figure 38: Countries or areas ranked by underemployment rates, among non-employees  
and non-employees, in high- and middle-income groupings, using subjective measure
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4.2.3 Gender differences in mismatches 
This section utilizes both the objective and the subjective measures to analyse gender differences in 
working-time mismatches. It might be expected that employed women would feel more overemployed, 
while men might feel more underemployed, following a neo-traditional household model of labour 
supply in which both perform paid work but women take on more unpaid household tasks and care 
work and men more income-provider roles. Figure 39 displays the gender distribution of mismatches 
based on the subjective measure, which is the more continuous measure of underemployment. The level 
of men’s underemployment is much higher – 7.5 per cent higher – than women’s. By contrast, women’s 
rate of overemployment (8 per cent) is only negligibly higher than men’s (7 per cent). 

X Figure 39: Gender and the subjective underemployment measure among employees and 
non-employees, high- and midlle-income countries or areas
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 Looking at the objective measure across all 37 countries or areas covered by the ISSP survey, the average 
underemployment rate for women is about 10 per cent – or 8 to 11 per cent, depending on whether the 
national or ILO definition is used (see appendix to this chapter, figures A.1 and A.2) – while the average 
overemployment rate for women is about 23 to 24 per cent. For men, the corresponding average 
underemployment rate is slightly lower, at 6 per cent, as is the corresponding average overemployment 
rate, at just under 16 per cent. The female disadvantage in objective working-time mismatches is driven 
mainly by the middle-income countries or areas and less by the high-income countries or areas. While 
men’s labour force participation rates and workweeks are both typically higher than women’s, women 
endure not only higher rates of overemployment, as might be expected, but also relatively higher rates 
of objective underemployment relative to men (Blau and Kahn 2013; Weeden, Cha and Bucca 2016). 
This suggests that at least for those who actively participate in the labour market, women tend to 
suffer a greater chance of mismatch of their preferred hours of work in both directions. In terms of 
their preferences for full-time or part-time hours of work without reference to income, women who 
are employed full-time have a stronger preference for part-time work. This group of women also have 
a noticeably higher rate of overemployment in most cases. Therefore, when thinking about a discrete 
change to part-time work, women are both more overemployed and more underemployed in this context. 
Both women and men in middle-income countries or areas have higher rates of underemployment than 
they do in high-income countries or areas. Overall, the objective measure provides a clearer picture of 
women being more overemployed and underemployed relative to men. 

4.2.4 Occupational skills and mismatches 
Workers are grouped by their listed occupation into three different skill levels and then their 
underemployment and overemployment rates are compared. The objective measure presented 
in figures 40a and 40b shows that relatively low-skilled occupations exhibit about double the 
objective underemployment rates of high-skilled jobs. The rates of medium-skilled occupations 
bear more resemblance to those of lower-skilled occupations than those of high-skilled occupations. 
Underemployment varies from 20 per cent in low-skilled occupations in lower-income countries to only 
5 per cent in high-skilled occupations in high-income countries, demonstrating the greater difficulty 
of obtaining working-time matches in lower-middle-income countries. In high-income countries, 
underemployment rates are generally higher at the low-skilled levels. However, at the medium-skilled 
and high-skilled levels, the rates are quite similar, with a more or less linear gradient. In middle-income 
countries or areas, the rates of underemployment are if anything higher for the high-skilled than for the 
medium-skilled occupations. Yet, in the United States, underemployment is far more common in the 
low-skilled sectors, at almost 18 per cent, which is well above the rates in other high-income and even 
middle-income countries or areas. The pattern for subjective underemployment (see figure 41) is similar, 
at 48 per cent for low-skilled, 40 per cent for medium-skilled and 30 per cent for high-skilled workers. 
Rates range by skill category from 42 to 25 per cent underemployed in high-income economies, while 
they range more narrowly from 61 to 55 per cent in middle-income economies.
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X Figures 40: Objective measures of mismatch, by occupational skill level, high- and middle-
income countries or areas and United States 

 Panel A. Based on the national definition of part-time

 Panel B. Based on the ILO definition of part-time
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For overemployment, rates are higher for high-skilled occupations using both measures. With the 
objective measure, medium- and low-skilled occupations exhibit the expected gradient, but the low-
skilled and medium-skilled rates are quite similar. Using the subjective measure, global overemployment 
varies only within a fairly narrow band of 5 to 9 per cent by skill level, from almost 10 per cent for high-
skilled occupations in high-income countries or areas (although lower in the United States, at 7 per cent) 
to just over 5 per cent in middle-income countries. Therefore, overemployment globally affects about 1 in 
10 workers in high-income countries and about 1 in 16 workers in the middle-income countries. Overall, 
the patterns are fairly consistent using both measures, with the overall pattern being that as we move 
up the job skill ladder, overemployment is higher and underemployment lower.

X Figure 41: Subjective measure of mismatch, by occupational skill level,  
high and middle-income countries or areas and United States
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4.2.5 Working-time mismatches and their effects on work–life balance
A work–life balance indicator derived from the ISSP facilitates the analysis of the association between 
working-time mismatches and work–life balance. The indicator was developed using the most direct 
measure of work–life balance available in the ISSP Work Orientations IV module (question 19): “How 
often do you feel that the demands of your job interfere you’re your family life?”. Responses can range 
from “never” to “always” (which is combined with “often”), with “hardly ever” and “sometimes” as points 
in between. Table 9 correlates this reported frequency of work–family conflict with the hours of work 
mismatch, by regional cluster. The correlation of work–family conflict with the objective hours mismatch 
measures supports the expectation that the overemployed are relatively more likely than others to 
respond “always/often” and “sometimes”, whereas the underemployed are much more likely to say 
“never”. Some 18.5 per cent of the overemployed, versus only 10.6 per cent of the underemployed, state 
that they often or always experience work–family conflict. Therefore, almost one in every five workers 
globally who report overemployment face frequent work–life conflict.

Regionally, the pattern of overemployed workers having greater work–life conflict continues. In 
the anglophone countries, the contrast is stark: overemployed workers are three times more likely 
than underemployed workers to express work–family time conflict at least “often” (25.5 per cent 
versus only 8.3 per cent). Only 15.2 per cent of overemployed workers say they “never” feel work–life 
interference. That rate is less than half of the percentage among underemployed workers who report 
never experiencing work–life conflict. In contrast, the lowest work–family conflict frequency is among 
employees in Asia, where only 10 per cent of overemployed workers respond “often” or more (and 
only 5 per cent of underemployed workers). Indeed, globally more than 53 per cent of overemployed 
workers experience work–family conflict at least “sometimes” – and that rate exceeds 63 per cent in 
the anglophone countries. In both Northern and Western Europe, work–family conflict is less apparent 
among overemployed workers – only about 12 to 14 per cent of overemployed workers report always or 
often having work–family conflict and a relatively larger proportion (about one third) “never” experience 
it. However, perhaps surprisingly, in Europe (except Eastern Europe), underemployed workers are actually 
more likely than overemployed workers to report work–family conflict. 

In addition, the subjective measure reinforces the finding that overemployment is firmly associated 
with work–life time conflict. Always or often feeling such conflict is about twice as prevalent among 
overemployed workers. However, based on the subjective measure in  anglophone countries, one in five 
underemployed workers (19 per cent) report having work–family conflict always or often; this result is 
most likely due to unpredictable work schedules among those in short-hours part-time work (see Ch. 5). 
In the other regions, only 10 to 11 per cent of underemployed workers report this frequent work–family 
conflict. Globally, experiencing work–family conflict at least sometimes encompasses more than 60 per 
cent of workers – although again, this figure is somewhat higher in the anglophone countries (64 per 
cent) than in Asia or Latin America (a little less than or more than half, respectively). The subjective 
measure finds, more consistently than the objective measure, that overemployed workers are about 
twice as likely to report always, often or sometimes experiencing work–family conflict as underemployed 
workers. Overall, with some exceptions (for example, the objective measure in non-Eastern Europe), the 
two measures consistently show that  overemployed workers tend to experience the highest rates of 
work–family conflict. When the question is framed with income adjustment, there is a generally higher 
willingness to sacrifice income to attain a better work–life balance, at least outside the Asian and Eastern 
European regions. Globally, 1 in every 5 overemployed workers face frequent work–life conflict; by 
contrast, about 1 in every 11 underemployed workers do so. 
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X Table 9: Work–life balance and incidence of over- and underemployment, by regional cluster 

The finding of greater work–life conflict for the overemployed is maintained when considering levels 
of economic development. Figures 42a and 42b are based on the objective measure of working-time 
mismatches (its twin definitions); in both higher and middle-income countries, those workers who 
report “never” facing work–family time conflicts are noticeably less likely to be overemployed than 
underemployed. There are virtually identical levels of reporting “always/often” in both the high and 
middle-income level countries and identical proportions reporting “no mismatch” among those who 
“always or often” face such conflict. The preference to adjust hours downward (overemployment) is twice 
as high among those who report “always/often” facing time conflict. Overall, there is clear evidence of 
the association between a preference for reduced working time and greater time conflict.

 N = 2,699 employees Hours-of-work status 
(question 9)

Hours-of-work 
 preference (question 

11)

Region How often do you feel that  
the demands of your job  
interfere with your family life? 
(question 19) 

Total 
overem-
ployed

Total 
under-
employed

Total 
overem-
ployed

Total 
underem-
ployed

 Total Always/often
Sometimes
Hardly
Never

18.5%
33.9%
27.4%
20.2%

10.6%
28.6%
24.5%
36.4%

25.7%
34.9%
23.8%
15.5%

13.7% 
29.1% 
25.4%
31.8%

Anglophone  
countries

Always/often

Sometimes
Hardly 
Never

25.5%

37.2%
22.1%
15.2%

8.30%

38.5%
16.5%
36.7%

30.5%

33.1%
21.2%
15.3%

18.9%

34.2%
20.3%
26.6%

Latin America Always/often
Sometimes
Hardly
Never

13.4%
26.4%
24.9%
35.4%

13.7%
23.3%
9.6%
53.4%

27.0%
24.3%
24.3%
24.3%

10.5%
22.4%
23.4%
43.6%

Asia Always/often
Sometimes
Hardly
Never

10.0%
28.5%
33.0%
28.5%

5.7%
25.0%
32.1%
37.1%

15.3%
31.2%
28.4%
25.1%

10.3%
26.8%
32.9%
30.0%

Eastern Europe Always/often
Sometimes
Hardly
Never

16.2%
30.5%
25.6%
27.7%

9.6%
33.7%
19.3%
37.3%

18.1%
41.0%
14.5%
26.5%

11.6%
27.5%
21.0%
39.9%

Northern Europe Always/often

Sometimes
Hardly
Never

14.4%

23.2%
27.2%
35.2%

20.5%

36.8%
30.7%
11.9%

32.6%

37.2%
22.1%
8.1%

16.2%

28.1%
33.2%
22.5%

Western and  
Central Europe

Always/often
 Sometimes
Hardly
Never

11.8%
28.7%
28.3%
31.1%

22.6%
39.1%
24.8%
13.5%

27.1%
36.0%
26.6%
10.3%

14.5%
32.0%
27.5%
26.0%
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X Figures 42a and 42b: Objective measures of over/underemployment and work interference 
with family, high- and middle-income countries or areas and United States

 
 Panel A. Based on the national definition of part-time

 Panel B. Based on the ILO definition of part-time
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4.3. The effects of working-time mismatches on worker  
well-being
The work–life balance indicator has highlighted that working-time mismatches, specifically 
overemployment, is associated with greater work–life conflict. Research studies focusing on the effects 
of working-time mismatches on work–life balance are limited. However, a significant amount of research 
demonstrates the correlation of both underemployment and overemployment with negative outcomes 
for workers’ well-being (Spurgeon, Harrington and Cooper 1997; Bartoll and Ramos, 2020; Bassanini and 
Caroli 2015; Clark et al.2018; Moortel, Dragano and Wahrendorf 2020; Otterbach, Wooden and Fok 2016; 
Heyes et al. 2017; Dooley, Prause, and Ham-Rowbottom 2000; Prause and Dooley 1997; Bell et al. 2012). 
This section analyses the potential effects of working-time mismatches on worker well-being by focusing 
on three areas of well-being: life satisfaction, physical health and mental health. 

4.3.1 Life and job satisfaction 
Working-time mismatches negatively affect the life satisfaction of overemployed workers, while 
results are more mixed for underemployed workers. The effect of hours of work on job satisfaction, 
as evidenced by self-determined hours of work for full-time employees, was found to be significantly 
positive (Hanglberger 2010, based on German Socio-Economic Panel (GSOEP) data for 2005 and 2007). 
Having a degree of control over their hours of work facilitates better working-time matches for workers, 
leading to a greater likelihood of job satisfaction. In an analysis focusing on overall life satisfaction 
(including job, family life and free time satisfaction), the desire to reduce their hours of work negatively 
impacted the job satisfaction of German workers (Holly and Mohenen 2012, based on GSOEP data for 
2009). Nearly 60 per cent of German workers in 2009 desired to reduce their hours of work, representing 
a considerable proportion of the workforce. By contrast, multiple studies employing subjective measures 
of job satisfaction have been unable to detect sizeable negative associations with part-time work 
(Bardasi and Francesconi 2004; Blanchflower and Oswald 1998; Booth and van Ours 2007; D’Addio, 
Eriksson and Frijters 2007; Manning and Petrongolo 2004; Wooden and Warren 2004). In one of the few 
studies focusing on overemployment, Australian workers were found to have meaningful reductions 
in life satisfaction due to working more hours than they desired (Wooden, Warren and Drago 2009). 
This effect was significant for both sexes, although it was larger for men. Unsurprisingly, a study on 
the impact of underemployment on worker well-being using longitudinal data found little evidence to 
support the claim that underemployed workers have lower satisfaction than otherwise comparable fully 
employed workers (Friedland and Price 2003). Therefore, working-time mismatches negatively impact 
overemployed workers’ life satisfaction and job satisfaction, but there is more mixed evidence of such 
an impact for the underemployed. 

4.3.2 Physical health 
Health has been established as one of the most important determinants of well-being and has a 
significant impact on work–life balance (Clark et al. 2018). An analysis of longitudinal data from the 
Americans Challenging Lives Study from 1986 to 1994 found that underemployed workers suffer more 
on average from chronic diseases than workers with matched hours, and they also report lower levels 
of general health and well-being than adequately employed workers (Friedland and Price 2003). Several 
studies have also established an association between overemployment and poorer physical health 
(Spurgeon, Harrington and Cooper 1997; Bassanini and Caroli 2015). Finally, an analysis of the impact of 
overemployment on couples finds that it reduces not only the self-assessed health of the overemployed 
worker but also the health of their partner (Leipinteur 2019). Therefore, both overemployment and 
underemployment may negatively impact the physical health of workers.
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4.3.3 Mental health 
In terms of mental health, working-time mismatches have been found to negatively impact workers 
across the EU (Heyes and Tomlinson 2020), particularly in the United Kingdom (Bell and Blanchflower 
2019). An analysis of workers in Australia and Germany found that, while controlling for hours worked, 
overemployment negatively impacts workers’ psychological well-being (Otterbach, Wooden and Fok 
2016). These results were reenforced by a study detecting a similar pattern in the United Kingdom 
with regard to overemployment (Angrave and Charlwood 2015, based on the British Household Panel 
Survey (BHPS)). Similarly, overemployment negatively impacts workers’ mental health. When measuring 
well-being along “enthusiasm-depression” and “contentment-anxiety” axes, lower scores on the scales 
occurred if workers were dissatisfied with the hours of work on offer, while underemployed workers 
generally experienced “lower well-being levels than those who are more adequately employed” (Heyes, 
Tomlinson and Whitworth, 2017, p.84, based on the United Kingdom Skills and Employment Survey for 
2006 and 2012). Further studies have reaffirmed this link, with underemployment leading to an increased 
likelihood of depression and lower self-esteem (Dooley, Prause and Ham-Rowbottom, 2000; Prause and 
Dooley 1997). Finally, dissatisfying working conditions generate stress and worsened mental health, 
which is subsequently brought into the household and likely to be transmitted to other household 
members (Bolger et al. 1989). Through this contagion, underemployment and overemployment may 
directly reduce the mental health of the partner involved. Therefore, working-time mismatches are 
associated with negative physical and mental health outcomes.

4.3.4 Effects of hours mismatches on employers: productivity, 
performance and retention
Regarding hours mismatches, employers potentially face a type of conflict of their own. There are 
economic incentives, including pressures to maximize current profits and schedule hours of work at a 
level that precisely matches the current level of orders, customers, clients, patients and so on. There are 
additional pressures to try to instantaneously match the hours of work with unanticipated fluctuations 
in demand in order to minimize short-term labour costs (Golden 2015). Indeed, as much as 23 per cent of 
the United States workforce is effectively working “on demand” (Fugiel and Lambert 2019). The dilemma 
that often arises is that such practices indirectly bring about higher and often more subtle labour costs 
in the long term. For one thing, workers facing time-based conflicts generally exhibit reduced overall 
productivity (Netemeyer, Maxham and Pullig 2005). Also, employees’ self-rated job performance as 
measured by a scale of responses to questions (such as “In the last seven days/week you worked, how 
well were you ... handling the responsibilities and daily demands of your work?” or “… performing without 
mistakes?”) tends to be made worse by underemployment and more generally by a poorer person–
environment fit (Allan, Tay and Sterling 2017), which includes the extent of the match between actual and 
preferred hours of work. Moreover, it is the size of the gap between preferred and actual hours of work, 
in addition to the total number of hours of work (Pencavel 2018) that affects a worker’s job performance 
(Wooden, Warren and Drago2009).

In addition, the hours-of-work mismatch is a factor that drives worker mobility, such as the intention 
to withdraw from the labour force or quit their current job (Knaus and Otterbach 2019); therefore, 
improving hours-of-work matching helps to suppress turnover (Moen, Kelly and Hill 2011; McKee-Ryan 
and Harvey 2011). Hours-of-work mismatches are also a source of employee absenteeism (Lee, Wang & 
Weststar 2015). A mismatch between workers’ actual hours of work and their preferred hours of work 
can also lead to a decreased commitment of employees to the organization and/or job (Van Emmerik 
and Sanders 2005) and more negative job attitudes (Krausz, Sagie and Bidermann 2000). In particular, 
overemployment involving long hours of work that is beyond workers’ locus of control (Buelens and 
Poelmans 2004) can eventually erode workers’ performance due to poor physical health via acute or 
chronic fatigue or stress, injury or pain (Beckers et al. 2008) and/or poor mental health (Bell, Otterbach 

Working time and work-life balance around the world100



and Sousa-Poza 2012; Otterbach et al. 2021). External pressure to work, without employee discretion, 
often diminishes a worker’s satisfaction with their job (Green 2004). Conversely, when employers institute 
“self-managed working time”, it increases employee effort exerted –even after accounting for all the 
observed and unobserved characteristics that differ among employees (Beckmann, Cornelissen and 
Kräkel 2017).

4.4. Conclusion
Overall, this chapter has utilized two different, equally valid measures to present an array of working-
time match and mismatch patterns, based on country or area, region, gender, income and occupational 
skill level. Two measures each for both overemployment and underemployment were used in order to 
capture the different conceptualizations of working-time mismatches that exist. High-income countries 
or areas tend to have slightly higher rates of overemployment and lower rates of underemployment than 
upper-middle-income and lower-middle-income countries or areas, with the key exception of anglophone 
countries. Work–life imbalances are strongly connected with the incidence and rate of overemployment 
in most regions, countries or areas and income levels. Interestingly, self-employed workers report a 
higher incidence of underemployment than employees on a payroll. In terms of gender, there is a general 
pattern of women having greater rates of both overemployment and underemployment. In addition, 
there is a clear correlation of increasing occupational skill levels with higher overemployment and lower 
underemployment. Understanding the prevalence of working-time mismatches is also important due to 
the negative effects it has not only on work–life balance but more broadly on indicators of workers’ well-
being, including life and job satisfaction, physical health and mental health. The findings of the work–life 
balance indicator support the findings of previous research that overemployment is especially harmful 
to work–life balance. They also reinforce findings that the overemployed report lower life satisfaction, 
while both types of working-time mismatches tend to lead to poorer outcomes for physical and mental 
health. From the employers’ perspective, working-time mismatches among workers generally results in 
reduced productivity, poorer job performance and higher turnover and absenteeism. Therefore, there 
is a need to find policy solutions to mitigate working-time mismatches in order to support workers in 
achieving a better work–life balance and better overall well-being.
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Appendix
X Table A.1. Index of the 37 ISSP survey countries or areas surveyed based on regional clusters 

and country-income level
 

Country 
/area Africa Latin  

America
North  

America

Asia 
and 

Pacific

Eastern 
Europe 
and CIS

Northern 
Europe

Southern 
and 

Western 
Europe

Anglophon 
countries 

(only) 

High-income 
countries or 

areas

Upper-middle-
income countries 

or areas

 Australia x x x

Austria x x

Belgium x x

Chile x x

China x x

Taiwan (China) x x

Croatia x x x

Czechia x x

Denmark x x

Estonia x x

Finland x x

France x x

Georgia x

Germany x x

Hungary x

Iceland x x

India x

Israel x

Japan x x

Latvia x x

Lithuania x x

Mexico x x

New Zealand x x

Norway x x

Philippines

Poland x x

Russian Federation x x

Slovakia x x

 Slovenia x x

 South Africa x x x

Spain x x

 Suriname x
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X Table A.1. Index of the 37 ISSP survey countries or areas surveyed based on regional clusters 
and country-income level (continued)

X Figure A.1: Mismatches by gender and employment status, based on national definitions, 
 in all 37 ISSP survey countries or areas
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(only) 

High-income 
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Upper-middle-
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or areas
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X Figure A.2: Mismatches by gender and employment status, based on ILO definition,  
in all 37 ISSP survey countries or areas
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5. Working time-related 
crisis response measures
5.1.  Introduction
About a decade after the Great Recession of 2008/2009, with its well-known, in part dramatic, effects on 
the labour market and employment, the global economy has been shaken by a deep crisis for the second 
time this century. Unlike a decade ago, however, the starting point of this crisis was not of an economic 
nature, due to speculative bubbles on the financial markets or even crises in the real economy, but the 
result of the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic and the associated restrictions on economic and public 
life that were imposed in many countries to contain the pandemic. The resulting crisis was even more far-
reaching and comprehensive than the previous financial crisis, as the response-measures implemented 
almost worldwide not only affected the economy and working life but also intervened and still continue 
to intervene deeply in the private lives of individuals and employees. As a consequence, the various 
measures led “to an economic shutdown on a scale not seen in peacetime since the Great Depression” 
(ILO and OECD 2020, p. 6).

Since, in addition to health protection measures, mobility restrictions and contact restrictions are among 
the most effective tools to combat the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic, so-called lockdowns were 
imposed in many countries in the first two quarters of 2020.19  Stores that did not cover everyday needs, 
restaurants, hairdressers and many leisure facilities were not allowed to open; industrial companies had 
to stop production because supply in the value chains no longer worked; public transport, individual 
mobility and freedom of travel were restricted; and schools and childcare facilities remained closed, 
in some cases for months. Both the supply of and demand for certain consumer goods and services 
collapsed and jobs were threatened or even lost. 

However, not all countries, industries and employee groups were and continue to be affected to the 
same extent by the collapse of the economy. In a few countries, the pandemic was largely contained 
early in the second quarter of 2020, so that a stricter lockdown was not necessary or could be restricted 
to certain areas; in other countries, governments took the path of a long lockdown, with severe 
economic consequences, or had to introduce more lockdowns later on; and in a third group of countries, 
government measures remained weak or were only regionally implemented so as not to impose greater 
restrictions on economic life. In China, for example, there were broader lockdown measures in February 
and March, with relaxations starting in April; in France and Germany, such measures were introduced 
starting in mid-March and in the case of France extended until early June; in Argentina, stricter lockdown 
measures extended at intervals until August of that year. In Japan and the Republic of Korea, on the other 
hand, no severe restrictions on social and economic activities were necessary because in both countries 
a strategy of “testing, tracking and tracing” was successfully applied (ILO and OECD 2020), apart from 
locally restricted lockdown measures that had to be introduced depending on the pandemic situation.

19 Lockdowns in various forms have since been repeatedly imposed on a temporary and country-specific (sometimes  
region-specific) basis. What was in particular remarkable in the first two quarters of 2020 was the simultaneity and strictness 
of the lockdowns in many countries.
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At the same time, countries are very unequally equipped with resources and opportunities to take 
effective and expensive measures to combat the pandemic. In particular, working-time instruments 
such as job-retention and short-time work or work-sharing20  programmes require government funding, 
depending on how extensive and generous the associated benefits are. Telework,21 to cite another 
prominent example, is linked to the existence of a technological infrastructure of digital networks and 
equipment. Both instruments in turn are linked to a state bureaucracy that is able and willing to regulate 
and implement them; companies that want to retain employees in this way and use them productively; 
employment relationships in which such measures can be regulated for the bulk of employees; or the 
volume of qualified work that can be performed digitally. Such instruments therefore presuppose certain 
levels of economic and political development for the countries that enable them to develop and that 
successfully introduce such measures. 

But even within countries, the degree to which they were affected varies greatly by the composition of 
sectors and the employment structure. While employment and income in many cases almost completely 
disappeared in sectors such as hotels and restaurants, the tourism sector or the event-management 
industry, and while the manufacturing industry in particular had to contend with a decline in orders, yet 
sectors such as the care, retail, logistics or pharmaceutical sectors saw a significant expansion in the 
demand for labour (Bellmann et al. 2020; Eichhorst et al. 2020). Still other sectors, including the majority 
of white-collar jobs, were only indirectly affected, since although the volume of work did not decline as 
a result of the crisis, nonetheless hygiene measures made it necessary to distribute work differently in 
terms of time (flexibilization of working hours) or to decentralize it (telework). In order to avoid contacts 
in the office, employees whose work permitted it were allowed to work remotely to a greater extent; 
companies such as Twitter and Microsoft even sent large proportions or even their entire workforce to 
the home office (Joho 2020, Spiegel-Online 2020). Other companies introduced rotating attendances 
or staggered work start-times and end-times to avoid employees arriving at the same time. Employees 
with caregiving responsibilities had to deal with the fact that office work schedules clashed with their 
children’s homeschooling schedules. For parents of young children, matching their work schedules with 
their children’s homeschooling schedules under these circumstances often proved elusive. This situation, 
which can be sketched here only roughly, led to a need for flexibility on a scale previously unknown, 
which could be controlled and accompanied in part by legal, collective bargaining or company measures 
but in many cases was also informal in nature. 

Against the background of a once-in-a century pandemic and the resulting global economic crisis, this 
chapter of the report explores the following questions. Which working-time-related measures were used 
to cope with the COVID-19 pandemic? What effects did they have in terms of job security, working-time 
autonomy or work–life balance? What country differences can be identified? And to what extent did 
lessons from the working-time experience of the global financial crisis play a role in managing the crisis? 
These questions are examined in sections 5.3 and 5.4 below, in which we trace the measures of working-
time reduction and the development of working-time flexibilization. Section 5.3 therefore deals with the 
spread of “classic” working time-related measures to safeguard employment, such as short-time work/
work-sharing and job-retention schemes, overtime reductions and plant closures (compulsory leave), as 
well as similar measures of working-time reduction, with and without financial compensation.  Section 
5.4 deals with the use of flexible working hours, including the abolition of existing statutory working-
time limits; the role of working-time accounts; the reinterpretation of life-course-related working-time 

20 The use of the terminology with respect to “work sharing” or “short-time work” varies across countries. While in Europe 
the term “short-time work” is very common, in the United States, Canada and Japan the term “work sharing” is used. 
Regardless of the term used in a specific country, these measures are designed to maintain employment by reducing 
hours of work instead of resorting to layoffs.

21 Telework can be defined as using information and communications technologies (ICTs) to perform work from outside the 
employer’s premises. Although telework can be performed from almost any location, it is typically performed either from 
a worker’s home (“home-based telework”, “working from home” or “home office”) or on a mobile basis (“mobile telework”, 
“mobile work” or “ICT mobile work”).
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measures such as elective working hours (Wahlarbeitszeiten); and telework as a combination of flexible 
working times and working spaces. Sections 5.3 and 5.4 are preceded by a short preface in section 5.2, 
which emphasizes the importance of working time as an instrument of economic crisis management 
and outlines the data situation concerning the development of working time during the COVID-19 crisis. 

5.2.  The use of working-time measures as crisis response
Hours of working constitute a central adjustment mechanism of economic cycles. While they tend to 
rise during upswings when demand for labour increases, they can be expected to fall during economic 
downturns and when demand for labour declines. The volume of these working-time variations in turn 
depends heavily on the size of the potential labour force for job creation in the labour market and the 
extent to which companies are willing to hire new workers. In a downturn, however, the decline in the 
working times of employees is likely to be closely related to whether and to what extent companies 
reduce employment. The stronger the employment effect, the lower the working-time effect will be. 
Finally, the flexibility of hours of work also plays a role, that is, the extent to which employees can extend 
the number of their hours of work upward and reduce them downward. It can be expected that the 
greater the degree of both upward and downward flexibility of hours of work, the greater the likely 
fluctuations in hours of work and the fewer the likely fluctuations in the number of employees. 

The introduction and development of this type of short-term working-time flexibility instruments has 
long been the focus of companies and employees alike. In industrial production areas, in addition to 
the classic form of overtime work, working-time accounts, which enabled companies to react quickly 
and easily to fluctuations in the order situation, became increasingly widespread. In the service sector, 
various forms of flextime work with so-called core working hours became established. Since the turn of 
the millennium, however, and increasingly in the last decade, there has been a growing interest in long-
term or life-phase-related working-time flexibility, that is, measures that take into account the different 
time requirements and availabilities of employees over the life course. These measures may be occasion-
related (parental or care leaves, qualification phases) but may also take into account new life concepts 
and allow temporary time off or working-time reductions without explicit reasons (long-term working-
time accounts; sabbaticals; the new Brückenteilzeit in Germany, which grants temporary part-time work 
with a right to return to the previous hours of work; and more recent collective bargaining agreements 
that allow employees to choose between a collectively agreed pay increase and time off). The more 
measures a company has already established, the more options it has to react spontaneously in times 
of crisis and the smoother the transition is likely to be. In this context, studies on home-office working 
during the pandemic, for example, show that the transition is faster and smoother when employees (or 
establishments) have had experience before the crisis (Frodermann et al. 2020).

In sum, companies have at least potentially a wide range of instruments at their disposal that enables 
them to respond to changes in work volume demands by adjusting personnel and/ or hours of work. As 
the following analyses will show, almost all of these flexibility instruments were used in the current crisis 
in one country or another, sometimes in a modified form and sometimes in combination.

However, this scope is sharpened and limited by both the political framework of working-time policy 
and institutional regulations. This is particularly true with regard to the question of limiting personnel 
fluctuations through regulations on protection against dismissal, collective agreements or company 
negotiations with interest groups. In countries such as the United Kingdom or the United States, in 
which these are weakly developed, the possibility is opened up for companies to rely on “hire and fire” 
strategies, while in countries with strong regulations, such as Germany and Sweden, working-time 
flexibility is likely to play a far greater role. 
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This also sets the framework for a possible political or collectively agreed promotion of employment 
protection through reductions in hours of work during the crisis, whether in the context of short-time 
work/work-sharing or in the context of collective bargaining agreements of the social partners to 
reduce hours of work. For companies in countries with weak regulations on employment protection and 
weak social partners, such measures are likely to be far less attractive than they are for companies in 
countries with stronger regulations, because the former always have the alternative of staff reductions. 
In addition, the way companies deal with this issue also depends on their skill structures, in particular on 
how abundant or scarce skills are on the labour market. In a context of higher qualifications and a scarce 
supply of labour, companies have a strong incentive to maintain employment by reducing the number 
of hours of work and making them more flexible, even when the volume of orders declines. The extent 
to which flexible individual working times can be used in such a context is also related to the degree of 
working-time autonomy of employees and the extent to which time credits on working-time accounts 
can be used for company purposes to reduce working times.

It is well known from the global financial crisis of 2008–2009 that the use of working-time measures 
in some countries contributed significantly to avoiding unemployment and maintaining employment 
(Kümmerling and Lehndorff 2014, p. 1): 

It has been widely accepted that one major factor ... was the emphasis put on working time adaptations 
geared to buffer the impacts of a drop in demand on the labor market. 

However, analyses also showed that new, innovative solutions for coping with the demands of the crisis 
were rare or were mostly used informally, if at all. In concrete terms, this meant that companies in 
countries where hire and fire practices were prevalent reacted to the slump in orders during the financial 
crisis with dismissals, while companies in countries with comprehensive (state) short-time work/work-
sharing schemes resorted to them. Similarly, companies that had already had experience with working-
time accounts to absorb fluctuations in orders used them by first reducing the credit balances on the 
accounts and/or allowing accounts to run into the negative. Often, several instruments were used at the 
same time to safeguard employment.

A key feature of the current economic crisis caused by the pandemic is that it hit the world of work without 
much warning or preparation. Therefore, regulations had to be formulated, introduced and implemented 
very rapidly. We therefore assume that the following observation remains valid (Kümmerling and 
Lehndorff 2014, p. v):

[I]n times of crisis, firms resorted first and foremost to flexibility instruments that had already been 
in their existing “tool kit” in the pre-crisis year. That is, the importance and nature of working time 
measures taken in the crisis obviously depend fundamentally on each firm’s established approaches 
to personnel flexibility in general, and working time practices in particular, with which they have 
become familiar under normal business conditions.

Since the origin of the current crisis, unlike that of the crisis in 2008–2009, was not in itself an economic 
crisis but rather one caused by non-economic factors (the pandemic), it could be argued that firms, 
states and employees and their representatives were forced to react more creatively and innovatively in 
order to keep their businesses afloat. This may have led to working time-related measures being used in 
companies that previously had little or no experience with working-time flexibility instruments. 

However, at the same time the resources and conditions to revive well-known measures or to implement 
new measures are distributed very unevenly around the globe. Developed political economies – which 
can build on well-functioning state bureaucracies, democratic processes, formally regulated employment 
relationships and financial resources that can be mobilized by taxes or lending on global financial markets 
– can draw on much more leverage to safeguard jobs by short-time work/work-sharing measures or 
by flexible working-time arrangements than less developed economies with little financial room for 
manoeuvre and high shares of informal employment. 
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22 This lack of knowledge about which working-time flexibility instruments are regularly used in companies also applies to 
non-crisis periods. For example, the topic of “existing instruments of working-time flexibility” was still dealt with in detail 
in the European Company Survey 2004–2005, but in the subsequent survey in 2009 the topic was only represented by one 
question and was not dealt with at all in the two subsequent surveys in 2013 and 2019.

X Box 4. Scarcity of data 

Given the far-reaching effects that the crisis caused by the pandemic exerted and continues to 
exert on the economy and the working lives of so many employees, it is surprising how little 
information is currently available about what is (or was) actually happening in companies in terms 
of working time. 

In a review of working time-related measures at the company level during the great global 
economic crisis of 2008–2009, Kümmerling and Lehndorff (2014) had already noted that the 
available information on company working-time practices (with the exception of short-time work/
work-sharing) was limited, especially for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and countries 
outside Europe. In a discussion of whether the lack of data was indicative of a lack of company 
practice or rather an artifact solely mirroring a lack of public interest, they finally concluded that 
(Kümmerling and Lehndorff 2014, section 9):22

“there are strong reasons to believe that practice in working time related crisis-response 
measures has been poor, and research into this poor practice has been even poorer so far. This 
statement applies to research into the incidence of such measures, but even more so to research 
into their effects on firms’ performance beyond the evidence of imminent job protection”.22 

For the portrayal of the current situation, we drew on official country statistics to gain an overview 
of what is happening in the labour market (layoffs, new hires) and the economy (developments 
in the volume of orders, working-time developments). We also drew on the compilations of 
international organizations such as Eurostat, Eurofound, ILO and the OECD. Furthermore, we 
analysed the results of surveys conducted – often on an ad hoc basis – to examine the impact 
of the COVID-19 crisis on income, work, addictive behaviour and on, as well as the impact at the 
company level on the order situation, innovations and personnel measures. However, most of the 
data obtained has the common feature that it remains primarily at a high aggregate level (IAW 
2021). When establishments report that they have expanded hours of work, what does that mean 
specifically? Have the hours of work of employees been simply increased or have operating hours 
been expanded? How was this implemented? Was overtime used? Were hours of work saved on 
accounts or were employment contracts increased? What role, if any, did works councils, shop 
stewards or other forms of workers’ interest representation on establishment level play in this 
regard? And what effects did these measures have on safeguarding employment? Those questions 
remain unanswered.

The same applies to flexible work arrangements such as telework, specifically working from home. 
While it is well known that flexible work arrangements were used in many countries and across 
industries to maintain workflow while mitigating the spread of the virus, little is known about 
how telework was actually implemented. This is particularly the case for establishments that also 
allowed their teleworking employees to deviate their working time from standard working hours 
(for example, 8 a.m. to 5 p.m.) because, for example, there were children to be cared for at the 
same time. How often was this used? And if it was used, at what times was work done? 
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X Box 4. Scarcity of data (continued)

To what extent were legal rest periods observed? And to what extent did working from home 
contribute to the avoidance of other personnel policy measures, such as forced leave (furloughs), 
the reduction of vacation days or the use of working-time accounts? The answers to these 
questions are of great interest to policymakers, practitioners and not least academics, as they help 
to assess which working time-related measures serve as sustainable human resources policy – that 
is, they result in the avoidance of redundancies and the retention of skilled workers in companies. 

Given the many recommendations that can be found on government’s, unions’ and companies’ 
websites referring to the possibility of flexibilizing working hours in order to deal with the 
necessity to minimize contact, as well as the simple fact that homeschooling, caring for small 
children and simultaneously working cannot be realized at the same time, it can be assumed that 
flexible working-time instruments in this crisis have often been used informally. This applies in 
particular to the situation in non-union or non-codetermined companies. It can also be assumed 
that there is often no great interest on the part of the company in making the practices used public 
– especially if they are granted informally and only to some (groups of) employees (Smyth, Cortis 
and Powell 2020) or are not in accordance with the law. However, there is also an indication that 
some establishments just do not know in detail to what extent working hours could be fulfilled by 
employees during the lockdown, either because they had no facilities for remote time-recording 
or they decided to suspend time-recording during this period, as was the case for example with 
the University of Duisburg-Essen in Germany.

Also, countries differ in the extent to which they make it possible for employees to temporarily 
reduce their hours of work or even take time off. In some countries, individual rights to temporarily 
switch to part-time or take leave already existed and could therefore be quickly applied to the new 
situation. As a result, however, these working-time reductions are not statistically recorded as 
“coronavirus pandemic measures” and remain effectively invisible to the researcher. 

A final reason for this rather unsatisfactory data situation may also be the timing of the current 
analysis. At the time of preparation of this report, the crisis was only a little more than one year 
old, which is a rather short period for scientific publications. In addition, after intensive research 
activity in the first two quarters of 2020 and a third quarter that deceptively promised an economic 
upswing and a return to normality, the interest of companies in innovative working-time measures 
waned along with that of researchers. On the other hand, the pandemic-related measures that 
began to re-emerge in the fourth quarter of 2020 were, at least at first, much less drastic and 
far-reaching than those of the first two quarters and were often aimed more at reducing private 
contacts, while trying to keep businesses and schools open as much as possible. It was not until 
the middle and end of the fourth quarter of 2020 that restrictions comparable to those of the first 
two quarters of 2020 could be identified again.

In sum, all of the above reasons contribute to an overall situation that makes it difficult to depict 
working time-related events in companies beyond short-time work/work-sharing. Moreover, the 
statistical blindness towards these instruments leads to the fact that the crisis-preventing potential 
of these measures has been underestimated and therefore may not be called upon when needed.
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5.3. Working-time reduction and job retention

5.3.1 Relevance of working-time reduction
The reduction in the number of hours of work is undoubtedly the most important effect that the COVID-19 
crisis has had on working time, as a result of the lockdown measures introduced in many countries in the 
first wave of the pandemic in the second quarter of 2020 – and in the subsequent waves of the pandemic 
that reached many countries as of the fourth quarter of 2020 – to contain the spread of infections by 
contact restrictions, the closure of plants and economic activities or even curfews. These measures had 
repercussions on economic indicators such as production, demand and international trade and triggered 
a global economic crisis, during which reductions in hours of work and the decline of employment have 
been in a sense complementary consequences. In many countries, the reduction in hours of work was 
caused by rising unemployment or the withdrawal of informal employment from the labour market. This 
could be observed mainly in weakly regulated or less developed labour markets, but also in advanced 
economies such as the United States, where unemployment increased at the beginning of the pandemic 
and only decreased with a delay after the Government’s ambitious relief plan was introduced. At the 
same time, there is also evidence that even in many advanced countries, women at least temporarily 
withdrew from the labour market or reduced their working times in order to reconcile care and job 
obligations (Collins et al. 2020; ILO 2021c). A different observation could be made for some countries 
from the group of developed industrialized economies. In these countries, primarily in the EU but also 
in many OECD countries outside its borders, reductions in hours of work were mainly based on state-
funded programmes of short-time work/work-sharing or other forms of job retention. The aim of these 
provisions was to maintain employment levels as far as possible, despite the sharp decline in the volume 
of work. This section will first describe these programmes, their scope and their effects in more detail, 
before the scope is widened based on the information that we have about reduction of actual working 
times during the COVID-19 pandemic. The existence of these programmes is no coincidence, since 
some of them are based on long-established labour market policy instruments in individual countries. 
Above all, however, they follow the model of avoiding unemployment through short-time work/work-
sharing, which had already proved its worth during the global financial crisis and attracted considerable 
international attention (Hijzen and Venn 2011; Messenger and Ghosheh 2013). 

The fact that these measures did not serve as a global model for dealing with the consequences of 
the COVID-19 pandemic was due to three main factors. First, there were differences in the extent to 
which high infection rates and measures to shut down economic activities affected the economy. In 
countries in which, like some states in East Asia, the number of cases of the pandemic was kept low (at 
least initially), there was no need to finance reductions in hours of work because no major collapses 
in employment were observed, while in other countries there was a threat of a massive employment 
slump. Second, the structure of labour markets and the forms of employment played an important 
role, because measures such as short-time work only work in sectors of formal employment that are 
also embedded in the respective unemployment and social security systems. Informal and contractually 
unregulated employment relationships, on the other hand, fall outside the usual scope of such measures. 
In many countries this also applies to migrant workers, who are not covered by labour market and social 
security regulations, as the example of South-Eastern Asia shows (ILO 2021a). Third, the possibility of 
implementing such measures depends on the financial resources and creditworthiness of states, because 
government financing of working-time reductions is expensive and increases government debt – unless 
the funds can be raised through higher taxes, which in turn could hurt growth – and thereby the need to 
borrow on international financial markets and finance new debt. For these reasons, the concentration 
of this form of working-time reduction in developed industrialized countries is hardly surprising and is 
therefore of limited use as a model for countries with poorer economic starting conditions.
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5.3.2 The financial crisis as a model
The current boom in state-funded reductions in hours of work discussed later in this chapter can be 
explained above all by the exemplary role it played as an instrument of labour market policy in overcoming 
the global financial market crisis about one decade ago. Here, it was countries such as Germany which, 
with the help of short-time work, were able to maintain significant proportions of their employment 
volume, especially in the industrial sectors that were threatened by drastic and abrupt falls in demand 
on the international goods markets; in some cases, these falls amounted to up to 40 per cent of pre-crisis 
levels. Not least because of this instrument (but also because of other forms of working-time reduction, 
such as the withdrawal of time from working-time accounts, the reduction of overtime and company 
agreements to reduce the number of weekly hours of work), hours of work were cut by approximately 
40 hours per employee in 2009. Short-time work contributed to this by more than 13 hours (Fuchs et 
al. 2010). Although Germany’s gross domestic product fell by about 5 per cent that year, the volume of 
employment remained virtually constant. Admittedly, this was also due to a slight shift in employment 
to the service sector, which was not affected by the crisis due to stable domestic demand. However, the 
reduction in hours of work arithmetically prevented a decline in employment of approximately 3 per cent 
(Herzog-Stein and Seifert 2010). This development was very different from many other countries, where 
employment fell sharply with the economic slump. For this reason, there has been talk of a German “job 
miracle” in international comparisons (Bosch 2011). 

But Germany was far from being the only country to benefit from the use of short-time work/work-
sharing during this crisis. In their comparative analysis, Hijzen and Venn (2011) found that among the 34 
countries in the OECD, 24 countries used short-time work or comparable instruments during the global 
financial crisis; in 22 of them, either these regulations were newly introduced or existing regulations 
were expanded and adapted to the challenges of the crisis. An important distinguishing criterion of 
these schemes was the extent of the permitted reduction of hours of work: 15 countries set a lower 
limit for the reduction, ranging from 10 to 40 per cent of contractual weekly hours of work, while in the 
other countries weekly hours of work could also be reduced to zero. Most countries also presupposed 
agreements by the social partners in the companies and/or a justification of the economic necessity for 
this scheme, so that the share of state subsidies and the labour costs remaining with the companies 
differed significantly among countries, as did the employees’ entitlement to earned income. This was 
also true for the maximum duration of benefits, which ranged from three months to two years or more; 
countries with short durations of short-time work were mostly more generous in the amount of short-
time compensation benefits. 

More important in the context of working-time effects, however, was the actual use of work-sharing/
short-time work. Hijzen and Venn found that the highest shares of employees on short-time work in 
2009 were observed in Belgium (just under 6 per cent), Türkiye (4 per cent) and Italy, Germany and 
Japan (about 3 per cent each). The manufacturing sector was the main focus of short-time work; in a 
comparison of these and other countries, about 9 per cent of employees were on short-time work in 
this sector in 2009. This was followed at a considerable distance by the construction sector, where the 
share was just under 3 per cent. However, countries differed greatly in terms of the reductions in hours 
of work associated with short-time work. Whereas in Spain, Finland and Norway this was about 90 per 
cent or more of full-time hours of work, the reduction in countries listed with high usage during the 
global financial crisis was significantly lower, at about 40 per cent in Belgium, approximately 30 per cent 
in Türkiye and just under 30 per cent in Japan and Germany.
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5.3.3 Regulation of job retention during the COVID-19 crisis
The use of short-time work/work-sharing during the financial crisis served as a model for dealing with 
the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic in many countries of the OECD, especially those in the EU. Wage 
subsidies or subsidies to reduce hours of work have been implemented in many more countries; however, 
job-retention schemes in the stricter sense of the word seem to have been largely confined to OECD 
Member States (Gentilini et al. 2022). Of the 34 OECD countries, 23 were able to use an existing short-
time work scheme or another form of job retention, while in other countries, including Commonwealth 
of Nations countries such as Australia and New Zealand, as well as the Netherlands and Poland, such 
schemes were newly introduced following the onset of the crisis. In the other OECD countries, existing 
provisions on short-time work were adapted to the new challenge of the pandemic and the options for 
use and benefits were expanded, in some cases significantly (OECD 2020). This applies especially to the 
access and coverage of short-time work/work-sharing, which were accordingly expanded in 20 OECD 
countries (OECD 2020; Müller and Schulten 2020). Access thresholds were lowered in many countries, 
with regard to proof of a difficult economic situation of the companies; required minimum reductions in 
hours of work; the industries or sectors in which companies are entitled to claim short-time work; or the 
effort involved in procedures for applying for short-time work. In 9 countries, the option of short-time 
work was extended to include non-permanent workers, that is, temporary employees, temporary agency 
workers and self-employed workers. In 15 countries, the scope and generosity of the benefits were 
increased, either through higher minimum benefits (replacement rates) for the workers or by reducing 
the costs for companies, for example by lowering company contributions to social security.

However, there were notable differences between schemes. One important difference was the volume 
of allowances granted by the regulations. In the European countries, the volume of allowances ranges 
from 50 per cent to 100 per cent of the previous remuneration. Allowances amounting to 100 per cent 
of previous remuneration are paid in the Netherlands and Denmark, and amounting to 50 per cent in 
Poland. In some cases, the regulations also provide for ranges of allowances based on the amount of 
the original salary. In Austria, allowances are graded from 80 per cent to 90 per cent – or the duration of 
the entitlement; in Germany, they range from 60 per cent to 87 per cent of the original salary, depending 
on the duration of short-time work/work-sharing and marital status of the employees; and in Czechia, 
they are based on the reasons for work-sharing (Müller and Schulten 2020). Some regulations also draw 
on the level of national minimum wages as a lower limit for the amount of allowances. At the same time, 
reference ceilings for maximum allowances are also set, either as an absolute value or as a maximum 
amount related to the minimum wage or the national average wage (Müller and Schulten 2020). 

Another important distinction between the forms of job retention is that between short-time work/work-
sharing, in which reduced hours of work – with or without social security contributions – are taken over by 
the state either partially or completely, and the subsidization of wages via ad hoc wage subsidies, regardless 
of the actual reduction in hours of work. In the anglophone countries Australia and New Zealand, as 
well as in Denmark, the second model was favoured. Here, government subsidies can be used by firms 
to keep non-standard workers employed or rehire workers who are unemployed. In the Netherlands, 
which has changed its traditional short-time work model to a wage subsidy scheme, government wage 
subsidies are provided in proportion to the decline in sales (up to a decline of 90 per cent), with workers 
kept on at 100 per cent of their earnings. In this model, within the limits of the wage subsidy companies 
are not forced to pay a share of the costs and are not required to provide proof of hours worked. At the 
same time, this increases the incentive to keep employees working as many hours as possible (OECD 
2020). 

Two further distinctions can be made that have a more or less direct impact on the volume of working-
time reductions associated with short-time work. First, short-time work schemes and other job-retention 
schemes can be distinguished according to whether they refer to the financing of a reduction in hours 
of work, as is traditionally the case in short-time work/work-sharing schemes, or whether they refer to a 
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state of non-working. However, this distinction is not entirely clear-cut, because a reduction to zero hours 
of work may also be permitted in some (but not all) short-time work schemes. This is the case in Germany, 
for example, while in Austria at least 10 per cent or in Sweden at least 40 per cent of normal working hours 
must be worked and proven (Müller and Schulten 2020). Second, the range of the maximum duration for 
which short-time work can be approved varies widely, from just one or a few months to as much as a year 
or more. Long periods of short-time work of one year or more exist in Finland, France, Germany (recently 
extended to two years) and Switzerland. Some countries also provide for the possibility of extending the 
duration, including Austria, the Netherlands, Poland (from three to six months), Italy (from three to 12 
months) and Sweden (from six to nine months). The countries with the most generous measures – the 
Netherlands and Denmark – have a maximum duration of only three months. 

Finally, an important difference between national regulations is the role that collective bargaining by 
the social partners plays in the implementation of short-time work (Müller and Schulten 2020; Konle-
Seidl 2020). In some countries with strong systems of collective bargaining, the central regulations 
on short-time work have been set not by governments but in the framework of collective bargaining 
agreements at the national level. These countries include the Scandinavian countries Denmark, Norway 
and Sweden, as well as Austria. In some other countries, collective bargaining agreements have been 
concluded to supplement or extend regulations on short-time work. These countries include Germany, 
where increases in allowances for short-time work have been negotiated for individual industries – 
concentrated mainly in the manufacturing sector – that are either paid directly by the companies or 
achieved by splitting up collectively agreed one-off payments. In Germany and France, there are also 
provisions in company agreements in which companies commit themselves to topping up short-time 
allowances. In many countries, the agreement of employers and employee representatives at company 
level is also a prerequisite for granting short-time work. Box 5 gives an overview of these regulations in 
selected countries.

X Box 5. Short time work/work-sharing and job-retention schemes in selected  
countries (OECD 2020; ETUC 2020)

Austria: maximum duration: 24 months; eligible: all employees except workers of public institutions; 
allowances: 80 to 90 per cent of net wages, depending on former wage level, with full payment for 
all hours reduced. 

France: maximum duration: 12 months; eligible: all employees with an employment contract; 
allowances: 70 per cent of gross wages, with cap of 4.5 times the hourly minimum wage and with 
full payment by the state for all hours reduced. 

Germany: maximum duration: 12 months (subsequently extended to 24 months); eligible: all 
employees with an employment contract, including temporary agency workers; allowances: 60 
to 67 per cent (with children), 70 to 80 per cent from the fourth month onwards, 80 to 87 per cent 
from the seventh month onwards (net wages), with full payment by the state for all hours reduced, 
including social security contributions.

Italy: maximum duration: 12 months (as extended); eligible: all employees; allowances: 80 per cent 
of gross wages, with caps of €998 for wages up to €2,159 and €1,199 for wages above that level. 

Japan: maximum duration: up to 28 months; eligible: all employees, including non-regular workers 
without social security contributions and workers in SMEs that have not applied for the scheme; 
allowances: 100 per cent of wages in SMEs and 80 per cent of wages in larger companies.

United Kingdom: maximum duration: 3 months (subsequently extended); eligible: all employees 
designated as furlough workers by their companies, except public-sector workers; allowances:  
80 per cent of wage costs, with cap of £2,500. 

Working time and work-life balance around the world118



The widespread use of short-time work and the expansion of its uses and benefits in Europe can be 
explained not least by the financial support for national short-time work schemes organized by the EU 
through the Support to mitigate Unemployment Risks in an Emergency (SURE) programme. Within 
this framework, the EU made available to Member States €100 billion in the form of loans as financial 
assistance for the implementation of short-time work programmes, which was raised as a loan on the 
financial markets. Unlike other European loans, SURE loans were not subject to the European Stability 
Mechanism. At the end of 2020, the majority of the loan volume – more than €90 billion – had already 
been disbursed to Member States, with the largest volumes going to the recipient countries Italy (more 
than €27 billion) and Spain (more than €21 billion).

Although job-retention schemes were confined to OECD countries, mainly for the reasons cited above, 
there are also countries outside the circle of the developed political economies who introduced such 
schemes in the one way or the other. One such country is South Africa, where job-retention policy in the 
form of wage subsidies served as a core component of the Government’s economic policy response to 
the pandemic; about 8 per cent of the Government’s fiscal package in the amount of 500 billion South 
African rand was to provide wage support to affected workers (Köhler and Hill 2021, p. 2). Finally, an 
unprecedented variation of working-time reduction occurred in April 2020 in the Russian Federation, 
where the concept of “paid days off” was introduced. This concept, which was previously unknown in 
Russian labour law, was applied from 30 March to 30 April 2020, when all enterprises in the Russian 
Federation had to suspend or restrict their activities (ILO 2021e).

5.3.4 Job-retention provisions in practice
The regulations on short-time work/work-sharing and other job-retention measures have been used 
to a great extent in most of the countries with these programmes and have therefore contributed to a 
significant reduction in hours of work. This is particularly true when compared with the extent of use of 
short-time work during the global financial market crisis. During the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic 
and in the wake of the more or less comprehensive lockdown measures taken by many governments, 
applications for short-time work were submitted by companies with about 60 million employees in the 
OECD Member States. Specifically, the percentage of employees reflected in these applications was 66 
per cent in New Zealand, about 55 per cent in France, about 45 per cent in Italy and Switzerland, 30 per 
cent or more in Austria, Germany, the United Kingdom and Portugal, and 20 per cent or more in the 
Netherlands, Australia and Belgium (OECD 2020). However, the figures for the take-up of short-time work 
in May 2020 were smaller than the applications, although still at a high level. In Europe, in many countries 
the take-up of short-time work was about 30 per cent of employees or more; 44 per cent of employees in 
Italy were covered by short-time work, 35 per cent in Austria and 33 per cent in France (Eurofound 2021). 

A comparison of the figures in Germany and France reveals important variations and developments 
in terms of the economic sectors affected (OECD 2020). For example, in May 2020 about 19 per cent 
of employees in Germany and 33 per cent of employees in France were on short-time work. The 
corresponding figures at the height of the financial crisis were 1 per cent for France and 4 per cent for 
Germany. Without being able to quantify the exact working-time effect associated with these measures, 
this nonetheless suggests a significantly greater extent of working-time reduction in both countries 
during the COVID-19 crisis. At the same time, the distribution of employees on short-time work has also 
shifted significantly among the sectors. During the financial market crisis, the use of short-time work 
was concentrated in the manufacturing sectors. In both countries, the share of employees on short-time 
working in these sectors exceeded 80 per cent. The picture of the use of short-time work in the COVID-19 
pandemic is quite different. Here, the share of employees in the manufacturing sector on short-time 
work was less than 20 per cent in France and about 25 per cent in Germany, while the trade sector, at 
just under 20 per cent in both countries, or business-related services, at over 40 per cent in France and 
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about 37 per cent in Germany, formed the main focus of short-time work. This distribution shows the 
breadth of the lockdown measures, which affected companies in many other service sectors just as much 
as production companies. As a result, the share of short-time work in the manufacturing sector now 
roughly corresponds to the share of all employees in this sector.

Employment-retention schemes were also implemented in countries outside the OECD: 26 countries in 
Asia and the Pacific have implemented policy measures to protect employment in one way or the other 
and many of them have made it mandatory for companies to maintain existing employment relationships 
in order to receive benefits (ILO 2021b, p.3). However, the support was usually much more limited and 
selective, due to fiscal constraints. In many cases, the benefits were restricted to employees from the 
formal sector, certain types of companies such as SMEs or certain industries. Schemes with a duration 
of more than six months were exceptional and informal and migrant workers were largely excluded. This 
was the case also in South Africa, where the scheme led to an 18 per cent increase of the probability of 
remaining employed in the same job in June 2020 (Köhler and Hill 2021, p. 26).

However, working-time reduction as a result of state or social partner collective regulations are not the 
only short-time work/work-sharing measures. There are other measures that may contribute to the 
reduction of working time, such as the withdrawal of accumulated hours of work from working-time 
accounts, taking leave days or various forms of collective reduction of working times agreed in collective 
bargaining or other agreements by the social partners. The advantage of these forms of working-time 
reduction may be that there are no financial losses or at least fewer losses than those connected with 
short-time work. The advantage for the employer is that in a subsequent economic upswing, employees 
have taken their holidays already or have withdrawn their working-time savings from their accounts 
so that the capacity of personnel is higher. At the same time, the employees to some degree lose the 
autonomy to decide for themselves how to make use of their overtime hours. 

In many countries, there is a need for both employers and employees to agree to the use of holiday 
days or time credits for job security. In addition, in some countries there are also time savings accounts, 
especially long-term accounts, whose use to cushion fluctuations in orders is excluded by law, such as the 
so-called time value accounts or Zeitwertkonten in Germany (Seifert, Kümmerling and Riedmann 2013). 
As was the case in Hungary with regard to working-time accounts, Austria also overrode the need for 
employee consent in a second COVID-19 pandemic law and allowed the use of the entire remaining leave 
credits of the previous year and up to two weeks of the then-current year (2020) to cope with the crisis. 
In total, employers were allowed to use up to eight weeks of employees’ time off, including accrued time 
credits (Eurofound 2020c). In Hungary, a government decision allowed companies to debit their working-
time accounts without requiring the consent of the collective bargaining partners for a period of up to 
24 months instead of the previously allowed 4 to 6 months (Eurofound 2020d). According to Eurofound, 
about 50 companies, mainly from the manufacturing sector, have made use of this provision. However, 
the decree was criticized by trade unions as it tied workers to the employer for a period of up to two years 
and the workloads to compensate for the time debt were considered unreasonable (Eurofound 2020d): 

“According to the union Vasas the consequence of this scheme 
was that after business was back to normal “working time could 
grow to 10-12 hours a day, with no paid overtime and workers 
could only have one Sunday off in a month.”
 
In Germany, according to calculations by the Institut für Arbeitsmarkt und Berufsforschung (IAB) 
(Frodermann et al. 2020) based on an online survey, the number of hours of work per week fell by 5.8 
hours or about 15 per cent, from 37.9 hours in the previous year to 32.1 hours during the lockdown in 
the second quarter of 2020. According to the survey, hours of work per week among those working 
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short-time actually fell by 20 per cent on average. In addition to short-time work, the decline in hours of 
work can be explained by other factors: namely, a fall in the proportion of employees working overtime 
from 60 to 32 per cent, as well as the reduction of hours of work accumulated on working-time accounts 
or the withdrawal of vacation entitlements. Some 55 per cent of respondents said they had also done 
this on the instructions of their employer.

5.3.5 Working-time reductions compared
This poses the question of what the findings on the development of actual hours of work look like and 
how reductions in hours of work due to short-time work fit in the picture. First of all, it has to be stressed 
that in a global perspective the relationship between working-time reductions and short-time work is 
relevant only in some world regions and only for more developed political economies. According to 
ILO’s COVID-19 Monitor (ILO 2021c), in 2020 about 8.8 per cent of the hours of work lost worldwide were 
lost because of the pandemic. This loss corresponds to 255 million full-time equivalents (FTEs) and was 
four times greater than during the global financial crisis. It was especially high in the second quarter of 
2020, at 18.2 per cent of total hours of work. Half of the total hours-of-work losses were employment 
losses, the other half were hours-of-work reductions within employment. Within the employment 
losses of 114 million jobs, 33 million workers shifted to unemployment and 81 million to inactivity and a 
retreat from the labour market. The distribution of losses is rather different when considered by region. 
Employment loses were the lowest in Europe as a result of job-retention schemes; here losses mainly 
took place as working-time reductions. In Latin America, on the contrary the change into inactivity was 
the dominant form of working-hour losses as many workers from the informal sector retreated from the 
informal labour market (ILO 2020a). In East Asia, working-time losses varied according to the weakness of 
employment-retention schemes; the weaker the schemes in terms of duration and coverage, the higher 
the job losses (ILO 2021b). For 2021, the ILO projected a further reduction of hours of work worldwide, 
in that total hours of work will be 4.3 per cent below pre-pandemic levels (fourth quarter of 2019), the 
equivalent of 125 million full-time jobs, with prospects for a modest recovery from the fourth quarter of 
2022 onwards (ILO 2021c).

For Europe, the reduction of hours of work in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic can be analysed 
comparatively using two data sources. One key source is Eurostat’s estimates of employment growth 
in hours worked (Eurostat 2020). According to these, in the second quarter of 2020 the gross national 
product in the countries of the EU decreased by 11.4 per cent compared to the first quarter of 2020 (and 
by 13.9 per cent compared to the second quarter of 2019), whereas employment decreased by only 
2.7 per cent (and 2.9 per cent compared to the second quarter of 2019), with the largest employment 
decreases in Spain (-7.5 per cent) and Ireland (-6.1 per cent). In the EU’s two largest countries, France 
and Germany, employment declined in the second quarter of 2020 by 2.6 per cent and 1.4 per cent, 
respectively, compared to the first quarter of 2020. The decline in employment in terms of hours worked 
was far greater, which suggests the effectiveness of the reduction in hours of work through short-time 
work. On average in the 27 EU Member States in the second quarter of 2020, the decline in employment 
amounted to 11.2 per cent compared with the first quarter of 2020 and 14.3 per cent compared with 
the second quarter of 2019. The decline in employment relative to the first quarter of 2020 was most 
pronounced in Spain (21.7 per cent) and Portugal (21.4 per cent) and was also strong in France (15.5 per 
cent), while it was below the average in Germany (8 per cent) (see Figure ).
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X Figure 43: Growth rates of employment in the EU (in hours worked)

Source: Eurostat, Quarterly National Accounts.

While these data on hours of work in EU countries were calculated from the development of employment 
figures, the data from labour force surveys refer directly to information provided by respondents about 
their hours of work. Based on this data, initial calculations have been made to compare hours of work in 
the second quarters of 2019 and 2020 (ETUI 2020). According to these calculations, actual hours of work 
per week decreased most in Austria, with decreases of 2 hours and 48 minutes per worker, followed by 
Belgium, Italy and Portugal, with decreases of about 90 minutes per worker; France, with decreases of 
about 70 minutes per worker; and Sweden, Spain and Poland, with decreases of about 30 minutes per 
worker (Figure  44).
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X Figure 44: Change in hours of work per week, second quarter 2019 to second quarter 2020, 
EU countries, in hours and minutes 

Source: ETUI (2020).

To a large extent, these differences can be explained by the length and scope of the lockdowns and 
other restrictions on economic activity imposed in the EU countries. While in Spain, Portugal and France 
lockdown measures were effective well into the second quarter of 2020, in Germany they were of shorter 
duration and were relaxed earlier. A further indication of the use of short-time work in the Eurostat 
data is provided by productivity figures, according to which labour productivity per person in the EU 
fell significantly by 12 per cent compared with the second quarter of 2019, while productivity per hour 
worked remained in positive territory. This is an indicator that companies performed “labour hoarding”, 
that is, they used short-time work to keep workers employed during the lockdown. The decline in hours 
of work affected women slightly more than men; in the first quarter of 2020 women’s hours of work 
decreased by 5.2 per cent compared to the fourth quarter of 2019, while men’s hours of work decreased 
by 4.9 per cent. This suggests that service sectors such as the retail sector that have high proportions 
of female employees were heavily involved in the lockdown. However, another interpretation of the 
data is also possible. For example, there are indications that the lockdown led to a retraditionalization 
of gender roles and that women took on more homeschooling tasks in parallel to their existing gainful 
employment. This double workload may also have led to a greater reduction in women’s hours of work 
(Kohlrausch and Zucco 2020).

A second data source that can be consulted for the European comparison is an online survey conducted 
by Eurofound in two waves in the second quarter of 2020 (Eurofound 2020b). According to this survey, 
in the first wave in April just under half of the respondents had reduced their hours of work compared 
to before the crisis; in the second wave in June, this remained true for 37 per cent of respondents. The 
reduction in hours of work was significantly less pronounced for employees in home-based telework 
(also known as the home office), at 28 per cent of respondents, than for employees working at the 
company or other locations, at 38 per cent of respondents. Conversely, home office employees were 
also more likely to report longer hours of work (35 per cent compared to 21 per cent). Among the larger 
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EU countries, the proportion of respondents who reported working-hours reductions was particularly 
high in Italy, Spain, Poland and France, at more than 40 per cent of respondents. Germany ranked in the 
middle of the distribution, at 35 per cent, while the Netherlands, Sweden and Denmark had significantly 
lower shares of respondents with working-hours reductions, at about 20 per cent, which is likely due to 
the fact that they had the highest shares of total telework – including home-based and mobile telework 
– in the EU before the pandemic (Gschwind and Vargas 2019). This survey also reveals considerable 
differences by sector. According to the survey, the shares of respondents with reduced hours of work 
are highest in the commerce, hospitality and construction sectors, at more than 50 per cent, followed by 
the transport and industry sectors, at just under 50 per cent. At the bottom of the scale are the health 
and public administration sectors, at approximately 20 per cent (Figure  45).

X Figure 45 . Decrease in hours of work by sector (EU, in %)

Source: Eurofound (2020b).  
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In addition to the comparative data presented, turning the gaze towards single countries can provide 
complementary or new insights into working-time reductions. In the first quarter of 2020, the decline in 
hours of work was very severe in Mexico (about -40 per cent), Türkiye (about -35 per cent) and Canada 
and the United States (more than -20 per cent)(ILO and OECD 2020).

In a survey conducted in Japan, nearly 27 per cent of respondents reported that their workdays and hours 
of work had been reduced (Japan Institute for Labor Policy and Training 2020). The main areas of focus 
by sector were accommodations and restaurants, with 60 per cent of respondents; education with about 
40 per cent; services with about 37 per cent; and transport, with just over 31 per cent. The employee 
groups of part-time and fixed-term employees, with over 37 per cent, and posted or dispatched workers, 
with just over 36 per cent, were affected more than average and were accordingly the employees with 
the lowest incomes. According to this survey, working-hours reductions were based on a reduction in 
overtime for just under 14 per cent of respondents in full-time employment and on short-time work 
for just over 12 per cent (Tomohiro 2021). In the United Kingdom, the actual hours of work per week 
of full-time employees fell from about 37 hours at the beginning of 2020 to just over 31 hours in the 
period March to May and 30.7 hours in the period May to July 2020 (United Kingdom 2020). In Germany, 
according to calculations by the IAB based on an online survey, the number of hours of work per week 
fell by 5.8 hours or about 15 per cent, from 37.9 hours in 2019 to 32.1 hours during the lockdown in the 
second quarter of 2020 (Frodermann et al. 2020). Hours of work among those in short-time work actually 
declined by 20 per cent on average. In addition to short-time work, the decline in hours of work can be 
explained by other factors, namely, a fall in the proportion of employees working overtime from 60 per 
cent to 32 per cent per cent; the reduction of hours of work accumulated on working-time accounts; and 
the withdrawal of vacation entitlements. Some 55 per cent of respondents said they had made these 
adjustments on the instructions of their employer.

5.4. Use of working-time flexibility measures during  
the COVID-19 crisis 
The supply of flexibility-related working-time instruments and thus also the possibility of reacting quickly 
and without major friction losses to unforeseen time requirements has increased significantly in the last 
decade, at least in Europe (Figure 1). Although in the short time of only five years the share of employees 
without any working-time autonomy has decreased in all but one of the countries surveyed, the share 
of employees who report that they have full working-time autonomy has increased very sharply. The 
data also show that there is a stark variation among countries with regard to the discretion enjoyed by 
employees. By and large, employees in the northern countries and the countries of the former EU-15 
report more, while employees in the central eastern part of Europe report less flexibility with regard to 
the arrangement of their working time. Unfortunately, no cross-country comparative information on life-
phase or long-term working-time measures is available. However, as shown in sections 5.4.1 and 5.4.2 
below, both short-term and long-term flexibility instruments have the potential to maintain employment 
and both have been used in the COVID-19 crisis.
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X Figure 46. Share of employees with no and several degrees of working-time autonomy, 2015 
(upper panel) and 2010 (lower panel)

Source: Eurofound, European Working Conditions Surveys, own analyses. 
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Our starting hypothesis is that short-term flexibilization measures played a crucial role during the 
crisis. While measures such as short-time work secured the income of employees in severely affected 
industries, the use of short-term flexibilization measures in others enabled orders received to continue 
to be processed. However, at the time of preparation of this report, systematic studies of the extent 
to which measures were used are scarce and often only implicitly derivable. Also, as described above, 
working time during the lockdown may not have been properly recorded in any case, due to the fact that 
for employees who switched to telework no suitable devices for time-recording existed or time-recording 
was officially suspended. The following analysis is therefore limited to the results of selected surveys and 
illustrative case examples. In this context, an analysis of EU-wide policy measures for March and April 
2020 alone came up with more than 500 measures to mitigate the negative impact of the pandemic 
“on businesses, workers and citizens” (Eurofound 2020a, p. 2), of which 13 per cent were targeted at 
employment protection and retention. Among those measures, about 70 per cent focused on short-time 
work and similar outcomes, about 20 per cent on changes to dismissal law or employment protection 
legislation, 6 per cent on working-time flexibility, about 3 per cent on wage flexibility and 2 per cent on 
other outcomes (Eurofound 2020a, p. 12). 23 

23 In Canada, for example, 26 per cent of nurses worked overtime in April and May 2020, while the average number of over-
time hours worked increased compared to 2019 (Carrière et al. 2020).

X Box 6. Relaxation of statutory working-time limits (maximum daily and/or  
weekly hours of work, rest periods, overtime)

Not all sectors were equally affected by the slump in demand, as mentioned above. On the 
contrary, there was even a boom in labour demand in some individual sectors (such as the logistics, 
nursing23 retail sectors). To address this and increase flexibility (while respecting the need for 
infection protection), existing regulations in some countries were supplemented by the relaxation 
of prevailing working-time standards. These standards differ in international comparison. The 
legal maximum working time in the EU, as in many other countries outside Europe, is 48 hours per 
week. There are also common rules for rest periods and vacations, which are laid down in Directive 
2003/88/EC. Specific regulations also apply in individual Member States, but they remain within 
the framework of the Directive, which provides that each employee is entitled to a minimum rest 
period of 11 consecutive hours; a break must be granted after 6 hours; one day off (exactly 24 
hours) must be granted for each seven-day period; the maximum hours of work per week of 48 
hours, including overtime, cannot be exceeded; and the employee is entitled to a minimum paid 
annual leave of four weeks.

Several EU countries introduced temporary exceptions to this working-time regulation during the 
crisis. However, these exceptions did not apply to all sectors of the economy but were concentrated 
on sectors that were deemed critical for the continuity of economic and social life. In Germany, 
Austria and France, the new regulations allowed for an increase in hours of work per day from 10 
to 12 hours and a reduction of the minimum rest period from 11 to 9 hours. Also, the ban of Sunday 
work was temporarily relaxed (Eurofound 2020a, pp. 18–19; Reich 2020). Moreover, extensions to 
existing overtime regulations were granted in several EU countries, for example in Finland, Greece, 
Portugal and Slovenia, which often meant that, on a temporary basis, the employer did not need 
the consent of the employee for overtime work (Eurofound 2020a, pp. 18–19).

In November 2021, due to a new peak of COVID-19 cases, the state of Saxony in Germany again 
allowed temporary exemptions from the Working Hours Act for the medical and nursing sector, 
the vaccinations sector and the crematoria sector (Germany 2021).
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5.4.1 Examples of the use of short-term oriented working time-related 
flexibility instruments during the COVID-19 crisis
Illustrative examples of how short-term working time-related flexibility instruments have been used on 
the “shop floor” are rare. However, it is evident from company surveys that they have been used. For 
instance, when the IAB surveyed more than 1,700 companies of various sizes and from different sectors 
in Germany on their crisis response in terms of personnel policy measures,24  32 per cent reported the 
use of vacation days; 19 per cent reported reduced existing working-time accounts; 16 per cent reported 
other measures of working-time reductions, with and without wage compensation; and 13 per cent 
reported that time credits had increased. On the other hand, 9 per cent of companies reported that 
they had expanded their working time. While 23 per cent of companies had introduced telework and 17 
per cent had extended existing home-based telework schemes, dismissals of temporary workers or the 
retention of trainees played only a minor role (Bellmann et al. 2020). 

To cite another survey example, working-time measures in Canada were aimed primarily at parents. 
Nearly 60 per cent of companies reported providing or planning to provide special measures for parents 
who could not work remotely and who had to deal with closures of schools or daycare facilities. According 
to Statistics Canada (2020), about 42 per cent of these companies granted or were planning to grant 
parents the possibility of changing their schedules; more than a quarter of them (27.5 per cent) allowed 
or were planning to allow parents to telework/work remotely; and close to a quarter of them (23.7 per 
cent) allowed or were planning to allow parents to temporarily switch to part-time work. Other measures 
mentioned included parents’ assignment to alternate tasks that could be fulfilled outside normal business 
hours; the creation of weekend, evening or night shifts to provide more flexibility for parents; and the 
offer of extended leaves of absence with reduced pay or no pay at all.

In many places, flexibility options at the company level have been supported by legal regulations or 
at least the publication of guidelines. In order to avoid overcrowded public transport, for instance, the 
Transport Ministry of Singapore released guidelines that require employers to allow their employees to 
work from home in the morning so that they can travel to the office during non-peak hours of the day 
(Bose 2020). Similarly, the Sri Lankan Government recommended making working hours more flexible 
to avoid crowded office spaces and public transportation; however, the actual implementation of the 
policy was at the discretion of employers. The guidelines were somewhat more specific for government 
agencies, which were not only encouraged to work rotating shifts but were also given details on how 
they might be staffed (ColomboPage 2020). New Zealand (2020) provided guidelines for employers to 
legally consider in good faith requests from employees to change work arrangements, place, hours or 
days. Also, a survey of the situation of enterprises in India conducted in three different states showed 
that nearly one out of ten enterprises has used flexible working hours in order to cope with the impact 
of the pandemic (ILO 2021d).

Guidelines on how to organize working time in the context of the pandemic can also be found on many 
public service internet sites. Again, this newly granted working-time discretion is often directly aimed at 
parents or employees with other care commitments.

 X With the expressed intention of enabling the maintenance of contracted working time, employees 
with care responsibilities at the University of Washington were offered a so-called toolkit of 
working-time arrangements. Explicitly mentioned working-time measures included an uneven 
distribution of hours of work across the week, compressed workweeks (for example, ten hours 
per day/four days per week), as well as a spread-out work week (distributing the week over six or 
seven days and various deviations from the standard working-time frame (8 a.m. to 5 p.m.)). No 
information is available on how often a change of working time has been requested (University of 
Washington 2020).

24 Short-time work was not included in the survey.
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 X Similarly, the University of Nebraska introduced a flexible work schedule in order to respond to 
school/daycare closures (among others). Regulations for non-exempt employees “can incorporate 
varying times for arriving at and leaving work and/or for lunch breaks”. By arrangement, flexible 
working hours such as compressed workweeks are, according to the website, also possible 
(University of Nebraska 2020). 

 X In order to provide its employees with greater flexibility, the University of Heidelberg  expanded its 
working-time frames. At the same time, however, it noted that maximum daily hours of work and 
rest periods must be observed and use of the extended time frame was voluntary. In parallel, the 
University also allowed the introduction of flextime in work areas where this was not previously 
possible and the extension of debit hours for existing working-time accounts (up to 2.5 times 
higher than previous limits) (University of Heidelberg 2020). 

 X The United States Office of Personnel Management (United States 2020) recommended that United 
States federal government agencies use flexible work schedules, which vary from predefined 
variations of the usual arrival and departure times or “flexitour”; the use of flexi-time or “gliding” 
and “variable days”, in which employees can vary the start and end of their daily work within a fixed 
framework; “variable weeks”, in which employees may vary the start and end of their work as well 
as the duration of the workday within a fixed framework; and “maxiflex”, in which employees may 
vary the start and end of their daily work, the duration of their daily hours of work and the working 
week, within a fixed framework. 

This list of examples is by no means complete and can be extended at will. What is missing, however, 
is information on how and by whom these recommendations were adopted. However, a recent study 
provides at least some insight for Germany. A survey of employees of private sector companies with 
at least 50 employees shows that about 26 per cent of the respondents shifted their working hours at 
least partially to other times of the day or other days of the week during the first lockdown in April 2020. 
This share decreased during the course of the crisis, but was still at about 19 per cent in June 2020 and 
about 11 per cent in October 2020, just before the second lockdown in Germany. The rearrangement of 
working hours affected workers differently: Employees with the possibility of teleworking shifted their 
working hours more often than employees without access to telework. In addition, workers with more 
autonomy and workers in sales or administration shifted their working hours more often than workers in 
production, while mothers shifted their working hours more often than fathers (Frodermann et al. 2021), 
thereby (among other things) raising concerns about the retraditionalization of gender roles (Kohlrausch 
and Zucco 2020). There are no studies on whether and to what extent shifting working hours to atypical 
times was associated with negative health consequences. Also, it is not known whether the shifting of 
working hours was informal or formally agreed.

5.4.2 Examples for the use of life-phase instruments of working-time 
flexibility 
During the first lockdown, several studies showed a considerable need for employees to reduce their 
hours of work in order to compensate for the time demands of the crisis in North America and individual 
EU Member States. 

Due to school and daycare closures in most countries, often combined with appeals not to leave children 
in the care of grandparents, many governments introduced (care) leave schemes for working parents 
or supplemented existing ones and adapted them to the specific situation during the pandemic. In this 
context, a wide range of regulations and possibilities for financial compensation can be observed, ranging 
from partially subsidized special leave eligibilities (Austria, Greece, Portugal, Romania) to (partially) state 
compensated family leaves entitlements (Cyprus, France, Italy, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, Poland 
and Norway). In addition, Belgium (partly compensated) and Spain (not compensated) introduced or 

129



facilitated the possibility to request a reduction of working time (for more information, see Eurofound 
2020a, pp. 43–44). On the other hand, New Zealand allowed employees to interrupt their parental leave 
without losing eligibility if they worked in critical industries (New Zealand 2020).

In Germany, the right to part-time work, the newly introduced Brückenteilzeit25 and the family-care 
scheme already provide various legal options for reducing working time at comparatively short notice 
without having to introduce new processes or issue decrees. However, this also means that the crisis-
related use of these instruments cannot be statistically distinguished from “normal” use, as the intentions 
behind their use are not recorded. For example, men – who on average had been hit harder by the global 
financial crisis than women – took longer periods of parental leave during the 2008–2009 crisis than in 
the years afterwards (Huebener et al. 2016). Therefore, an existing instrument was apparently used 
to individually respond to an existing economic downturn. Another example of the adaptation of life-
phase time instruments to the situation of the pandemic are the collective agreements of the German 
industry unions in the metalworking and chemical industries (IG Metall and IG BCE), which allow certain 
groups of employees (for example, parents and shift workers) to take annual pay increases in the form 
of time instead of money. The IG BCE made it possible by company agreement to take additional days 
off for 2021 and 2022 in advance in 2020 (IG BCE 2020). The car manufacturer Daimler took advantage 
of the possibilities offered by the existing collective agreement and converted the so-called additional 
allowance for 2021 (T-ZUG) into mandatory paid days off for all employees (Daimler AG 2020) in order to 
counter the crisis and maintain employment. An example of the combination of short-term and life-phase 
working time-related measures is given in box 7.

Source: ETUI (2020).

25 The newly introduced law on Brückenteilzeit (part-time bridge) grants employees the right to reduce their hours of work 
for a period of at least one year, up to a maximum of five years, and then to return to working full-time.

X Box 7. The collective agreement “Transformation” of the automotive  
supplier ZF Friedrichshafen

The collective agreement signed by the automotive supplier ZF Friedrichshafen in June 2020 may 
represent a successful example of how short-term and life-phase flexibility instruments can be 
combined to safeguard employment. 

The collective agreement applies to approximately 50,000 employees at various locations in 
Germany and “gives ZF the flexibility it needs to cope with the consequences of the economic crisis 
under the influence of the Corona pandemic and to continue to advance the transformation of the 
company in the course of the mobility transformation” (ZF 2020). The specific components are:

 X a waiver of payment of a one-time special payment;

 X a reduction of hours of work by up to 20 per cent (partly compensated);

 X partial retirement offers; and

 X an offer of qualification programmes, scholarships or sabbaticals
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In summary, both short-term and life-cycle flexibility instruments were used to safeguard employment 
during the crisis. However, the extent can only be estimated implicitly as no systematic surveys exist on 
this question.

5.5. Home-based telework (home office)
A key measure to contain the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic followed by many G20 governments 
was to encourage those who could telework from their homes to do so.26  In order to promote a rapid 
move to telework for all operations that allow it, countries took a series of measures to simplify its use, 
including by providing financial and non-financial support to companies. Italy, for example, simplified 
the procedure by allowing companies and employees to arrange teleworking without a prior agreement 
with trade unions, without written agreement and at the employees’ place of choice, while the Russian 
Federation introduced amendments to its Labour Code on teleworking. Spain expedited ongoing public 
programmes to support the digitalization of small and medium-sized enterprises. Other countries, such 
as Japan and the Republic of Korea, offered a subsidy towards the cost of introducing flexible work 
arrangements. Some large tech companies also stepped in to provide companies and workers with 
assistance and free-of-charge access on a temporary basis to some of their communication and sharing 
tools. Evidence based on surveys conducted in mid-April 2020 shows a massive surge in the share of 
workers working from home compared to pre-crisis numbers, ranging from about 30 per cent in Canada 
to almost 70 per cent in South Africa. Other figures from South African government statistics suggest 
that there was a rapid decline to normality thereafter: about 17 per cent of employees worked from home 
in the second quarter of 2020, while just under 11 per cent did so in the third quarter of 2020 (South 
Africa 2020). 

In one comparative analysis of survey data, the work situation of employees during lockdown periods in 
selected OECD countries was analysed (Galasso and Foucault 2020). It found that in Australia, 47 per cent 
of employees worked from home during waves of the lockdown, 40 per cent worked at their usual place 
of work and 17 per cent interrupted their work. Home-based work was more prevalent than average 
among workers with at least a high-school education (nearly 60 per cent), workers with higher incomes 
(more than 60 per cent in the top income quartile), salaried workers ( 60 per cent) and full-time workers 
(a little more than 50 per cent). In contrast, lower-skilled, blue-collar and part-time employees remained 
at their company or otherwise their usual jobs. This picture is confirmed with some minor differences in 
other countries. In Austria, about 36 per cent per cent of employees worked at home during the lockdown 
phase in the second quarter of 2020. This figure remained constant even after the lockdown was lifted 
in April 2021. There was also an above-average share of academics teleworking, at 60 per cent, and 
white-collar and service workers, at more than 40 per cent. Brazil differs from these countries, in that 
no national lockdown was imposed, only regional emergency measures. In this phase, 42 per cent of 
employees worked from home, again with higher proportions among workers at higher skill and income 
levels. However, unlike the other two countries, part-time workers and women in Brazil have higher 
shares than full-time workers and men. In the United States, the country in which telework originated, 
about 50 per cent of the workforce worked from home during the first wave of the pandemic, albeit 
with a huge gap between educational levels of workers. Whereas workers with a college degree had 
a telework share of 60 per cent, workers without a high-school degree only had a share of 26 per cent. 

26 Telework performed in the home may be referred to as “home-based telework”, “working from home” or “home office” 
(see Messenger 2019).
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According to this analysis, New Zealand has the highest levels of telework compared to other countries: 
more than 70 per cent of academics and more than 80 per cent of white-collar workers worked from 
home during the lockdown, while even among blue-collar workers the proportion exceeded 50 per cent. 
This contrasts sharply with European industrialized countries, such as France and Germany, where the 
share of home office workers among academics was below 50 per cent in both cases, while the share 
among blue-collar workers was less than 10 per cent in the case of France and slightly more than 10 per 
cent in the case of Germany. Together with Austria and Sweden, Germany is also one of the countries in 
which less than 50 per cent of white-collar workers worked in a home office early in the pandemic. 

Further information on the spread of telework in Europe is provided by Eurofound analyses. According 
to the survey cited above, 48 per cent of respondents in July 2020 said they had worked from home at 
least some of the time, while nearly 34 per cent had teleworked from home all of the time during the 
lockdowns (Eurofound 2020). In terms of actual hours of work reported by respondents, just under 40 
per cent of all paid work activities were performed at home. While the average number of hours of work 
per week of this group was 38.9, slightly below the average of 40, the group of employees performing 
work only in home offices also most often reported that their work volume and hours had increased or 
increased significantly, with more than 20 per cent of this employee group working every day or every 
other day in their free time. The most important variable regarding the practice of telework is the level 
of education; while 74 per cent of employees with tertiary education worked in the home office, only 34 
per cent of employees with secondary education and 14 per cent of those with primary education did so. 
Telework was most common at this stage of the pandemic in the education sector (more than 80 per cent 
of employees), financial services sector (more than 70 per cent) and public administration sector (about 
55 per cent), compared with a little more than 30 per cent in the manufacturing sector and a little more 
than 20 per cent in the healthcare sector, whose employees work particularly closely with customers or 
patients. 

In addition to the level of qualification and the industry, the country is a third important variable. In 
Belgium, Ireland, Italy, Spain and France, the proportion of employees who worked only in the home 
office ranged from about 40 per cent (France) to 50 per cent (Belgium). In the Central Eastern European 
countries of Croatia, Poland, Slovakia and Hungary, however, the equivalent proportion was only a little 
more than 20 per cent, while in the Netherlands, Sweden, Germany and Austria it was also below 30 per 
cent. Incidentally, about 46 per cent of this employee group worked at home for the first time during the 
COVID-19 crisis. At the same time, telecommuting employees were less affected by financial bottlenecks 
than other employee groups. The experience was obviously positive overall, as more than 60 per cent 
of this employee group expressed the wish to continue working from home every day or at least several 
times per week in the future.

The widespread use of telework can be explained not least by the different regulations in different 
countries and the binding nature with which telework was defined as an instrument in the COVID-19 
crisis (for an overview, see Eurofound 2020a). In a number of countries, such as Austria, France, Spain or 
Italy, the principle applied was that telework should be used wherever possible, except for indispensable 
and “system-relevant” areas of activity. The degree of recommendation differs more or less significantly; 
while in France and Portugal teleworking was mandatory wherever possible, in other countries it was 
treated simply as a priority or by consensus. An example of the former practice is Germany, where from 
January 2021 onwards employers had to offer the possibility for telework whenever possible; an example 
for the latter practice is Italy, where the 2017 law on lavoro agile provides for individual agreements 
between employees and employers, which should include information on work activities, rest periods 
and periods of being disconnected from work resources. In Germany, a law on the right to telework was 
introduced by the Ministry of Labour at the end of 2020 but was not implemented. Existing regulations 
also differ greatly in terms of the framework conditions. Whereas in Slovakia the regulations on maximum 
hours of work or rest periods do not apply to teleworkers and were thus regulated much less favourably 
than other groups of employees, the regulations in France and Austria provide for employees to be 
relieved of the additional costs incurred by teleworking as a result of setting up a home workstation. 
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Finally, the different levels of telework in the COVID-19 pandemic were also determined by the potential 
for telework that exists due to the “teleworkability” of different activities in the economic structure of a 
country (Sostero et al. 2020). This potential varies from country to country. At the lower end of the scale 
are many countries in Central Eastern Europe, such as Romania, Slovakia, Bulgaria or Hungary, with a 
potential of about 30 per cent of jobs or less. At the upper end of the scale, in Belgium, Denmark, the 
Netherlands and Sweden the potential of teleworkability spans more than 40 per cent of jobs – and in 
Luxembourg 55 per cent of jobs. France and Germany, the largest countries, rank slightly above the 
European average, with a potential of slightly less than 40 per cent. Telework has become an important 
feature of working-time reality in other regions of the world as well, albeit much less systematically 
explored than the European experiences. However, examples from non-European countries show that 
developments and practices are rather similar to the European findings. Analysing a good practice case 
from Brazil, one study shows how a software company has implemented telework as a reaction to the 
lockdown imposed by a local government (Lopes de Lucena Alves, Alves Amoirin and Cunha Bezerra 
2020). Although it was an emergency measure and despite the lack of other models of telework in the 
region, the instrument proved to be successful, as the company was able to continue production, find 
new ways to communicate and develop new business strategies. However, further adaptations were 
necessary as employees complained about long hours of work and a lack of leadership and social 
interaction. Telework also became a new reality of work in Türkiye during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The starting point was the lockdown – the suspension of education in schools and universities or entry 
and exit bans for metropolitan cities – implemented by the Government in March 2020, combined 
with new regulations for telework. Based on qualitative interviews, Turkmenoglu et al. (2020) made 
the ambivalent finding that workers on the one hand appreciate telework as a new opportunity, but at 
the same time complain about the extension of hours of work and problems in accessing work-related 
materials, whereas managers stressed the problem of losing control over their work teams (Eurofound 
and ILO 2017). Finally, in Hong Kong (China) telework was first demanded by unions and then strongly 
recommended by the government as a measure to cope with the pandemic. Due to the support of unions 
and the government, telework became a widespread and new experience, as there was no tradition of 
telework in workplaces to build on. However, in Hong Kong (China) the preconditions for telework were 
problematic because of the small average sizes of homes in the city, which made it difficult to install 
workplaces there. Therefore, working from home all the time without periods of on-site work in the office 
does not seem to be very popular. Moreover, complaints about problems with the IT infrastructure and 
access to resources and working materials were reported (Vias and Butakhieo 2021).

These examples show that – within the limits set by the “teleworkability” of the workplace – telework 
offers a good option for reducing the number of social contacts and the mobility of employees, without 
affecting their ability to perform work. From the employees’ point of view, teleworking also has other 
positive aspects. According to a Eurofound survey (2020a), 77 per cent of respondents were satisfied with 
the quality of their work and 70 per cent expressed a preference to continue working at home at least 
occasionally after the pandemic was over. A similar picture emerged from an employee survey conducted 
by the Confederation of German Trade Unions in Germany (DGB 2021), which asked about attitudes 
towards telework with respect to both home-based telework and mobile work. According to the survey, 
the proportion of employees who did home-based telework was 18 cent of the total workforce, while the 
proportion of employees who also did mobile work was 36 per cent. Also, 85 per cent of employees who 
teleworked stated that they could schedule and plan their work independently, while 78 per cent had 
influence on their working time. Work and working-time autonomy in this form of work are therefore 
high (see also ILO and Eurofound 2017).
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However, telework also has downsides for employees. While the incidence of working-time autonomy is 
high, so is the practice of working in employees’ free time. Regulations on working time have less effect 
in the telework context, while the blurring of spatial boundaries between paid work and personal life 
and workers’ (at least potential) permanent accessibility to a digitally-enabled workplace encourages 
this situation. According to the Eurofound survey (2020b), 27 per cent of telecommuting employees also 
performed additional work in their free time every day or every other day. According to the above-
mentioned DGB survey, it can be stated for Germany that 39 per cent of employees in telework were 
confronted with the expectation of permanent accessibility; 16 per cent reported long hours of work of 
more than 48 hours per week, 29 per cent performed unpaid overtime; and 21 per cent did not comply 
with the daily rest periods of 11 hours provided under German working-time legislation. In addition, 46 
per cent of telecommuting employees reported that they continued to think about work during their 
non-work time and 34 per cent reported that they had difficulty balancing private interests with their 
work time. As a result, the surveys suggest the ambivalent finding that for telework, gains in working-
time autonomy and reduced delimitation of hours of work and personal time frequently go hand in hand 
(Messenger 2019).  

However, in surveys in several countries, a large share of the employees who experienced telework 
during the pandemic are in favour of continuing telework at least for a certain part of their working 
time. In Japan for example, 20 per cent of those workers said that they would like to telework full-time in 
the future and another 33 per cent would like a telework-centred work organization. In Canada, 80 per 
cent of the teleworkers who experienced teleworking for the first time in the pandemic indicated that 
they would like to work at least half of their working hours from home after the pandemic. As employers 
have also adapted their strategies to telework and governments and social partners have provided 
regulations, it seems to be probable that a larger share of employees will work from home after the 
pandemic than did so before (OECD 2021). In Germany, employees and companies have different views 
on the future of telework after the pandemic. While approximately 67 per cent of companies stated that 
they would prefer to go back to the share of telework before the pandemic (Backhaus et al. 2020), 53 per 
cent of employees who worked from home in the third quarter of 2020 responded that they would like to 
continue to telework to the same or a greater extent even after the pandemic is over (Bonin et al. 2020).

 

5.6. Conclusion
The initial hypothesis of this chapter has been confirmed: working time is one of the key tools used to 
help counter the threats posed by the COVID-19 pandemic to society and the economy. Without the use 
of working hours as an adaptation tool, the only options left in many cases would have been either to pay 
for pandemic countermeasures to protect the health of the population, such as lockdowns or restrictions 
on economic activity, with a sharp increase in unemployment or economic inactivity among the working 
population, or to forego pandemic countermeasures for these reasons and thereby be obliged to accept 
the risk to the health of older population groups in particular. Adjustments to working hours contribute 
to at least alleviating this political decision-making dilemma. This is true in several respects. Short-time 
work/work-sharing measures or other forms of job retention help to reduce the volume of work and to 
maintain employment on a larger scale. Flexible working hours, such as those created through the use 
of working-time accounts, enable individuals – or companies, enterprises or industries – to collectively 
reduce the hours of work following a trend already generated before the crisis, while at the same 
time creating the possibility of increasing hours of work in new economic bottleneck areas, such as 
the healthcare or pharmaceutical industries, if required. Finally, telework contributes, for jobs that are 
“teleworkable”, by reducing the social contacts of employees and enabling them to perform work from 
outside the employer’s premises and thereby maintain their work volume. 
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By and large, the countries in which these measures are applied benefit from the experiences they 
gained during the financial market crisis or even before. However, the instruments are not tailor-made 
for a pandemic response. This is particularly true for short-time work/work-sharing and working-time 
flexibility, which already played a major role in maintaining employment – and thus economic purchasing 
power – before the pandemic. In the case of teleworking, the situation is somewhat different. Although 
its roots also go back to its invention in the state of California in the United States in the 1970s, when first 
computers (and later the internet) opened up the opportunity to decouple work location and work activity 
(for more information on the evolution of telework, see Messenger 2019), teleworking was irrelevant 
during the financial market crisis, when the task was to reduce hours of work but not to change the place 
of work. That changed in the COVID-19 crisis, with the new requirement to reduce social contacts and 
work from outside the employer’s premises.

What is new, however, is the extent to which these instruments are being used. In particular, short-
time work/work-sharing or other forms of job retention have been and are being used far more than 
ever before the pandemic. This applies to both the share of employees covered by these measures in 
individual countries and the number of countries in which they were newly introduced. As a result of 
this breadth of use, the measures were also significantly expanded and therefore modernized, whether 
in terms of the thresholds for use, the level of allowances or the inclusiveness of the eligible groups of 
employees, which in most cases now also include atypical employment relationships beyond the normal 
employment relationships.

Flexible working hours have played a major role in addressing the specific requirements of contact 
reduction or avoidance, without us being able to quantify them precisely. Indications of this are the 
extension of the statutory maximum hours of work, the reference on company websites to the removal 
of the temporal working framework for the period(s) of lockdown and the need to spatially distance the 
workforce. Without informal flexibility on the part of the employees, this would not have been possible 
in the short term. 

However, the working-time instruments and measures described above also have their limits and 
downsides. Short-time work, for example, is an effective instrument for reducing hours of work, but 
it is also expensive because states have to bear most of the wage costs. Therefore, they are limited to 
developed political economies, which, like the countries of the EU and the OECD, can borrow funds on 
the financial markets on reasonable terms to finance the costs or can raise some of these funds through 
taxation at home. Other countries with fewer resources and lower levels of economic development are 
unable to use this instrument. Moreover, most of these countries have a more or less strongly developed 
informal economy, whose employees would not even be covered by the measures regulated by the state 
or collective agreements. In most cases, the alternative and painful path for employees is unemployment 
or a retreat from the labour market.

Regarding working-time flexibility, it can be stated that without the willingness of employees to work both 
time-flexibly and location-flexibly during the pandemic and especially during the times of lockdown, the 
negative effects on the economy would probably have been even greater. Flexibility was and is necessary 
in times of crisis. The existence of both short-term and long-term flexibility instruments benefited those 
firms with experience. However, it is plausible to assume that flexibility was often provided informally 
and not regulated. The resulting negative effects, such as an increased risk of burnout or accidents, are 
well known. 

Finally, teleworking also has some ambivalent aspects. For many employees, working from home is 
accompanied by a gain in working-time autonomy, but at the same time the problems of extended hours 
of work and work–life balance arise. Teleworking may promote a process of dissolution of boundaries 
when not practiced correctly, which was presumably accelerated during the pandemic by the fact that the 

135



opportunities for leisure-time activities decreased considerably. While alternating teleworking and office 
work may have a positive effect on the productivity and work–life balance of employees; in the long term, 
however, if full-time teleworking becomes established as a permanent condition, disadvantages may be 
expected for the company as a social location and its ability to innovate. Another point should also be 
considered. Telework has always been a voluntary work arrangement, which is part of the explanation of 
its positive effects on working-time autonomy. As a mandatory arrangement forced by the pandemic, its 
downsides seem to have been exacerbated, as it carries the danger of the retraditionalization of existing 
gender roles with regard to the allocation of housework and childcare responsibilities.

What lessons for the future can be drawn from the experience to date with working-time responses in 
the COVID-19 pandemic? On the one hand, the positive experience of short-time work/work-sharing 
and teleworking in particular suggests that these responses should be made permanent and that the 
wheel should not be turned back again. Countries should make use of the experiences they developed 
with working-time reduction and working-time flexibility in the COVID-19 pandemic. Inclusive short-time 
work schemes with the highest possible allowances not only maintain employment but also sustain 
purchasing power and open up the possibility of cushioning the effects of economic crises. Teleworking, 
in turn, creates a new scope for the autonomy of employees, both in terms of working hours and work–
life balance. At the same time, however, it seems to be necessary to remedy the weaknesses of these 
instruments that became apparent during the COVID-19 pandemic. In the case of short-time work, this 
includes above all the question of poorer countries’ access to financial resources that could be used for 
the implementation of such measures and that could be repaid realistically after crises. With regard to 
telework, the aim should be to exploit the possibilities of “teleworkability” as far as possible, but at the 
same time to take precautions to contain the negative effects of long hours of work and the resulting 
restricted scope for action to promote work–life balance by means of state and collective regulations, in 
consultation with both employers’ and workers’ organizations. Such measures could potentially include 
the frequently mentioned “right to disconnect” (R2D), as well as time recording. Short-term – and in some 
cases also informal – working-time flexibility was and is necessary during an economic crisis. For the 
period after the crisis, however, it is important to recognize that working-time laws and stipulations on 
maximum daily hours of work and statutory rest periods are achievements that contribute to the health 
and well-being of a society in the long term and must not be put at risk lightly.
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6. Conclusions and  
implications for policy

This concluding chapter summarizes the main conclusions of Chapters 2 to 5 and then considers their 
implications for working-time polices, with a focus on those policies designed to promote better work–life 
balance.

6.1. Main conclusions of the report
Chapter 2 reviewed the important patterns and developments of hours of work – the length or volume 
of working hours—in both the formal and the informal economies. The most prominent feature of 
working-time patterns and developments in today’s world is the uneven distribution of hours of work. 
Substantial portions of the global workforce work either long hours or short hours. Although average 
hours of work globally fall well within the normal range – at approximately 43.9 hours per week prior to 
the COVID-19 pandemic – yet slightly more than one third of the world’s workers (35.4 per cent) work 
more than 48 hours per week, while fully one fifth of them (20.3 per cent) work short (part-time) hours 
or less than 35 hours per week. Of the latter group of workers, roughly one third of them work very 
short hours (less than 20 hours per week). From a gender perspective, men are more likely to regularly 
work long hours, while women are more likely to work short or very short hours and to experience 
time-related underemployment. Although long hours of work decreased slightly early in the pandemic 
and short hours of work increased somewhat, both of these phenomena were already reverting to their 
pre-pandemic levels by the end of 2020 (with some regional variations) in countries for which data was 
available at the time of preparation of this report. Finally, the informal economy provides an excellent 
illustration of the uneven distribution of hours of work: workers in the informal economy are more likely to 
work both long hours and short hours than those in the formal economy.

Chapter 3 considered the other half of the working-time equation – the ways in which hours of work are 
organized, that is, working-time arrangements or work schedules. It reviewed the variety of working-time 
arrangements that currently exist in the global economy and attempted to document their prevalence 
and their effects on work–life balance, based on the limited data available. Better work–life balance, an 
important outcome of many of these arrangements, provides significant benefits for both employers 
and employees. It is therefore important to identify the work–life balance outcomes associated with each 
working-time arrangement. The classical standard workweek (eight hours per day, five or six days per 
week) provides stability for workers to plan their lives, yet such fixed schedules are often too inflexible to 
allow time for family demands as and when needed. Shift work can provide greater schedule flexibility 
to workers to help them balance their work and non-work commitments. However, shift work can also 
require workers to work during atypical hours, which has been linked to significant health risks and 
family life disruptions. Part-time work (less than 35 hours per week) with predictable work schedules 
enables workers to have more time for their personal responsibilities and/or leisure, leading to a better 
balance between paid work and personal life. However, on-call work with highly unpredictable «just-in-
time» schedules severely disrupts work–life balance by making it difficult for workers to organize their 
personal lives and finances, and it has also been shown to have negative effects on workers’ health. By 
contrast, flextime (flexible schedules) enables workers to organize their own work schedules based on 
their individual needs, within established parameters, in order to optimally balance their paid work and 

	X6.

141



personal commitments. Flextime has positive effects on workers’ mental health, but it may reinforce 
gender inequalities if it is only used by women. Compressed workweeks provide employees with longer 
weekends to spend with family and friends, thereby improving their work–life balance; there is a debate 
regarding the health impacts of compressed workweeks, but there is more evidence that their effects 
are positive. Work–life balance can potentially be facilitated with hours-averaging schemes with short- 
to medium-length reference periods (such as one to four months), but when they are poorly designed 
and implemented, employees can be left vulnerable to drastic swings in hours of work that disrupt their 
personal lives.

Chapter 4 reviewed the matches and mismatches between workers’ actual hours of work compared 
with their preferred hours27 , using a unique pre-crisis dataset, the ISSP Work Orientations IV Module 
(2015). It utilized two different, equally valid measures to present an array of working-time match 
and mismatch patterns, based on country, region, gender, income and occupational skill levels. Two 
measures each, for both overemployment and underemployment, were used to capture the different 
conceptualizations of working-time mismatches that exist. The results indicate that high-income 
countries tend to have a slightly higher rate of overemployment and a lower rate of underemployment 
compared to upper-middle-income and lower-middle-income countries, with the key exception of the 
five anglophone countries included in the ISSP survey. Work–life imbalances are strongly connected with 
the incidence and rate of overemployment in most regions of the world and most of the countries and 
income levels considered. Interestingly, self-employed (own-account) workers report a higher incidence 
of underemployment than employees on a payroll. In terms of gender, on the whole women have 
greater rates of both overemployment and underemployment. In addition, there is a clear correlation 
of increasing occupational skill levels with higher overemployment and lower underemployment. 
Understanding the prevalence of working-time mismatches is also important due to its negative effects, 
not only on work–life balance but more broadly on indicators of workers’ well-being, including their 
life and job satisfaction, physical health and mental health. The findings of the ISSP work–life balance 
indicator support the findings of previous research that overemployment is particularly harmful to 
work–life balance. They also reinforce findings that overemployed workers report lower levels of life 
satisfaction, while both types of working-time mismatches tend to lead to poorer outcomes for workers’ 
physical and mental health. From the employer’s perspective, working-time mismatches among workers 
generally result in reduced productivity, poorer job performance, and higher turnover and absenteeism. 
Therefore, there is a need to find policy solutions to mitigate working-time mismatches in order to 
support workers in achieving better work–life balance and better overall well-being.

Finally, Chapter 5 turned to the evolution of working hours during the COVID-19 pandemic and the 
working time-related crisis-response measures that emerged, most prominently work-sharing/short-
time work and home-based telework (working from home). Working time is one of the key tools that 
can be used to counter the threats to society and the economy posed by any economic downturn. 
Overall, it appears that the reduced hours of work during the pandemic – in particular the increase in 
the proportion of workers with short hours of work – had a positive effect on employment by helping to 
prevent job losses. However, this phenomenon was concentrated in more developed countries; in the 
case of telework,  it was also concentrated in countries with relatively good IT infrastructures and large 
numbers of workers in «teleworkable» jobs. Without the use of working hours as an adaptation tool, the 
only options left in many cases would be either (a) to pay for pandemic countermeasures to protect the 
health of the population, such as lockdowns or restrictions of economic activity, with a sharp increase 
in unemployment or economic inactivity among the working population; or (b) to forego pandemic 
countermeasures for these reasons and be obliged to accept the risk to the health of older population 
groups in particular. Adjustments to working hours contributed to at least alleviating this political 

27 Working-time mismatches can be defined as the incongruence between workers’ actual hours of work (see Ch. 2) and their 
preferred hours of work. Mismatches include both time-related underemployment (see also Ch. 2) and overemployment, 
which is a situation in which a worker would prefer to reduce their actual hours of work, with a corresponding decrease in 
income.
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decision-making dilemma in several ways. Short-time work/work-sharing measures or other forms of job 
retention helped to reduce the volume of work and at the same time to maintain employment on a larger 
scale. Flexible working hours, such as those created through the use of working-time accounts, enabled 
individuals – as well as companies, enterprises and industries – to collectively reduce the hours of work 
following a trend already generated before the crisis, while at the same time creating the possibility of 
increasing hours of work for new economic bottleneck areas, such as in the healthcare or pharmaceutical 
industries, if required. Finally, telework contributed to the COVID-19 crisis response – in jobs that are 
«teleworkable» – by reducing the social contacts of employees and enabling them to perform work from 
outside the employer’s premises, thereby both maintaining organizational operations and preserving 
jobs.

6.2. Implications for public policies and enterprise/
organizational policies
Given the main conclusions of the report reviewed in section 6.2 above, this section considers their 
implications for both public policies (national and sectoral) and enterprise/organizational policies. It also 
suggests some policy options that ILO constituents may wish to consider.

6.2.1 .Public policies (national and sectoral levels)

Crisis-response measures

What lessons for the future can be drawn from the experience to date with working-time responses to 
the COVID-19 pandemic? Working-time related crisis-response measures once again proved their worth 
in responding to an economic crisis, particularly work-sharing/short-time work measures – as they had 
done previously during the Great Recession and its global financial and economic crisis. However, due 
to the unusual nature of the COVID-19 pandemic, mass teleworking was also deployed as a business 
continuity measure to help mitigate the spread of the virus, while allowing enterprises to remain in 
operation and workers to remain employed. Although this had been done before in a few specific 
situations (such as following the Great Japanese Earthquake in 2011), the large-scale implementation of 
telework nearly everywhere in the world that it was feasible to do so changed not only teleworking but 
also the nature of employment, most likely for the foreseeable future.

On the one hand, the positive experience with short-time work/work-sharing and teleworking suggests 
that these responses should be made permanent and that the wheel should not be turned back again. 
During the COVID-19 economic crisis, work-sharing/short-time work policies and measures such as 
Kurzarbeit in Germany encouraged companies to respond to reduced demand for their products and 
services by reducing hours of work instead of cutting jobs. For example, instead of laying off 20 per cent 
of the workforce, employers could reduce hours of work for all workers by 20 per cent – from a five-day 
workweek to a four-day workweek (for a comprehensive analysis of such measures, see Messenger 
and Ghosheh 2013). Countries should make use of the experiences they developed with working-time 
reduction and working-time flexibility during the COVID-19 pandemic. Inclusive short-time work schemes 
with the highest possible allowances not only maintain employment but also sustain purchasing power 
and create the possibility of cushioning the effects of economic crises. Teleworking helps maintain 
employment and also creates new scope for the autonomy of employees, in terms of regulating both 
their hours of work and their work–life balance. At the same time, however, it seems to be necessary to 
remedy the weaknesses of these working-time instruments that became apparent during the COVID-19 
pandemic. In the case of work-sharing/short-time work, this concerns above all the need to ensure poorer 
countries’ access to financial resources that could be used for the implementation of such measures 
and could realistically be repaid after a crisis. With regard to telework, the aim should be to exploit the 
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possibilities of “teleworkability” as far as possible, but at the same time to take precautions to contain 
the negative effects of long working hours and the resulting restricted scope for promoting work–life 
balance, through state and collective regulations. This could include the frequently mentioned “right to 
disconnect”, as well as the recording of working time. Short-term – and in some cases also informal – 
working-time flexibility was and is necessary during an economic crisis. For the period after the crisis, 
however, it is important to recognize that working-time laws and regulations on maximum daily hours 
of work and statutory rest periods are achievements that contribute to the health and well-being of a 
society in the long term and must not be put at risk lightly.

Broader work–life policies

Amazingly, a century after the adoption of Convention No. 1 in 1919, slightly more than one third of the 
world’s workers still work more than 48 hours per week. As we saw in the introduction in Chapter 1, 
there has been substantial progress in reducing hours of work in many countries during this period – 
particularly in countries with advanced economies and especially in Europe. Yet, regular long hours of 
work remain a serious concern in most of the world today, particularly in regions such as Asia and the 
Pacific. Also, the evidence reviewed in Chapter 4 suggests that a substantial portion of workers who 
work more than 48 hours per week would like to reduce their hours of work – and many of them say that 
they would like to do so even if it meant a reduction of their income. Moreover, longer hours of work 
are generally associated with lower unit labour productivity, while shorter hours of work are linked with 
higher productivity (for a summary of the relationship between hours of work and labour productivity, 
see Messenger 2018).

Therefore, it is evident from the preponderance of the evidence that some type of public policy response 
is necessary to help promote a reduction of hours of work in many countries; indeed, such reductions 
have often been adopted in part to increase labour productivity, which is essential for raising standards 
of living in the long term. When considering the reduction of hours of work, it is essential to keep in 
mind that countries are in very different places with respect to working-time laws and regulations. For 
regions in which the 48-hour workweek is still dominant, such as Asia and the Pacific and Latin America, 
an appropriate target would be to move towards the standard of the 40-hour workweek, which was 
established in the Forty-Hour Week Convention, 1935 (No. 47) and promoted in the Preamble to the 
Reduction of Hours of Work Recommendation, 1962 (No. 116) as “a social standard to be reached by 
stages if necessary, and setting a maximum limit to normal hours of work, pursuant to the Hours of Work 
(Industry) Convention, 1919”. For example, as part of an effort to increase productivity, the Colombian 
Government reduced the standard workweek from 48 hours per week to 42 hours per week; previously, 
Colombia had the longest standard workweek among OECD countries (planetlabor.com 2021).

For regions and countries in which the 40-hour workweek already exists, experimentation with reduced 
full-time hours28  may occur at the national level, such as in Iceland (see box 8) and more recently in Spain 
and the United Kingdom, as described below; at the sectoral level via innovative collective agreements, 
such as the one between the trade union IG Metall and the employers’ organization Gesamtmetall (IG 
Metall 2018); or at the enterprise level, such as in a recent experiment with a four-day workweek by one 
New Zealand company (Graham-McLay 2018). A reduction of hours of work may mean a shorter workday 
(such as a six-hour workday); a shorter workweek (such as a five-day or four-day workweek, depending 
on the existing national standard for normal hours of work); or a shorter working year achieved via 
additional days of paid annual leave, paid holidays and/or other types of paid leave, in line with the 
principles of the Workers with Family Responsibilities Recommendation, 1981 (No.165).

28 Unlike for part-time work, a reduction of full-time hours of work does not imply a reduction in pay.
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Some prominent pilot tests of reduced workweeks were in progress at the time of preparation of this 
report. For example, Spain launched a three-year, €50 million pilot project that allows companies to test 
reduced hours with minimal risk. During the trial period, the costs of implementing a four-day workweek 
pilot may be covered at 100 per cent for the first year, 50 per cent for the second year and 33 per cent 
for the third year (Kassam 2021). Importantly, this pilot project is expected to ensure no loss of jobs or 
reduction in salary.

There is also an ambitious pilot experiment with a four-day workweek under way in the United Kingdom, 
involving more than 70 organizations and led by the non-profit group 4 Day Week Global, in collaboration 
with the think tank Autonomy and researchers from Cambridge Univeristy, Oxford University and Boston 
College. It has shown some promising results as of the halfway point, with 88 per cent of the respondents 
to a survey of participating organizations reporting that the four-day workweek worked well for their 
enterprise and 49 per cent reporting improved productivity, while 46 per cent reported achieving the 
same level of productivity in the reduced workweek (Lockhart 2022).

X Box 8. Icelandic reduced workweek pilot

Between 2015 and 2019, Iceland implemented two large-scale pilots of reduced working weeks 
of 35–36 hours, which at their peak covered more than 1 per cent of the working population. The 
reductions did not affect salaries. The first pilot was conducted by the Reykjavík city authorities and 
a trade union confederation, the Federation of State and Municipal Employees (BSRB). The second 
pilot was conducted in 2017 by the Icelandic Government and BSRB. The pilots were conducted 
in the context of Iceland having some of the longest hours of work in the OECD (Haraldsson and 
Kellam 2021). Also, Iceland suffered from low productivity levels and proponents presented the 
reduction in hours of work as a solution to this problem.  

 
Trials 

Reykjavík pilot (2014–2019)

Two committees were set up to manage the scheme and working-time reductions were tailored for 
each workplace based on specific duties and modes of operation. The pilot began with two groups 
of 66 workers. Over the five-year period, the number of participants increased to 2,500 employees 
in a range of workplaces, including playschools, care homes and social services centres.

 
Icelandic Government pilot (2017–2021)

A working group was established in 2016 and all government departments were invited to join 
the pilot. A variety of departments took part, including a police department and the migration 
directorate. The pilot began with 440 staff members and eventually encompassed 2,500 employees, 
equivalent to 1.3 per cent of the Icelandic workforce. For both pilots, steering committees were 
used to help promote effective implementation of the workweek reductions and ensure dialogue 
between management and workers. After the conclusion of the pilots, collective agreements were 
signed that gave 86 per cent of the Icelandic workforce a reduced workweek or the right to shorten 
their hours (Haraldsson and Kellam 2021).
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Although many workers work long hours, about one fifth of the world’s workers work short (part-time) 
hours or even very short hours, despite the fact that many of them would prefer to work longer hours 
to earn more money (Fagan et al. 2014; ILO 2016). In other words, they are underemployed – and as we 
have seen most underemployed workers are women. Such workers not only earn less income than they 
would prefer but also suffer because part-time jobs often offer relatively lower-wage rates and benefit 
coverage; moreover, those with very short hours often work in on-call working-time arrangements, in 
which hours of work are highly variable from week to week and work schedules are unpredictable. In 
addition, from a business perspective, the improvement of such on-call working-time arrangements is 
a rational choice for many businesses, because by designing and implementing balanced working-time 
arrangements that include adequate protections for workers, high turnover costs and absenteeism can 
be pre-empted and greater productivity and customer satisfaction can be gained.

X Box 8. Icelandic reduced workweek pilot (continued)

Results 

(1) Real working-time reduction

Opponents of the workweek reductions argued that that it would lead to increased overtime as 
employees would have to catch up outside normal working hours (Haraldsson and Kellam 2021). 
However, there was no evidence supporting this hypothesis in either pilot. Service provision 
remained at the same level, with the time reduction coming from “rethinking how tasks were 
completed: shortening meetings, cutting out unnecessary tasks, and shift arrangements” 
(Haraldsson and Kellam 2021). As a result, the workweek reduction was achieved through changes 
to working practises to ensure achieve efficiency of time use. 

 
(2) Productivity increase and service provision 

The majority of data collected on the Icelandic trials suggests that service provision remained the 
same. The report (Haraldsson and Kellam 2021) contains detailed quantitative analysis of each 
department’s services and found a continuity of service quality as well. It can be extrapolated from 
these results that there was an increase in productivity given that the same service was provided 
with fewer hours of work. 

 
(3) Wellbeing and work-life balance 

Workers in the Icelandic Government pilot reported increased well-being at work. The results of 
the Reykjavík pilot were mixed, with some workers reporting increased well-being and others 
not. In neither trial did workers’ well-being decrease compared to when they worked more hours. 
A key finding of both pilots was that workers reported fewer symptoms of stress (Iceland 2018; 
Iceland 2019), accompanied by a feeling of being energized that had a positive impact on their work 
(Haraldsson and Kellam 2021). Participants also reported improved work-life balance due to having 
more time with their families and less work-life conflict (Iceland 2019); that the quality of their 
weekends increased because they could carry out errands on Fridays; and that for heterosexual 
couples, male participation in housework increased (Iceland 2019). Therefore, the workweek 
reduction on the whole increased workers’ well-being and led to greater overall work-life balance.
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It is therefore a fundamental challenge for everyone to ensure that atypical forms of employment, 
including part-time employment with very short hours, are characterized by responsible collaboration, 
social inclusion and parity of rights and benefits. To this end, the following are some specific policy 
suggestions:

 X Apply the principle of equal treatment of full-time and part-time workers working in comparable 
jobs, as enshrined in Convention No. 175.

 X Introduce basic guarantees of minimum hours of work, including appropriate penalties for non-
compliance.

 X Adopt regulations that mitigate some of the vulnerabilities of part-time work with very short hours, 
such as premium pay for short hours, a fixed minimum compensation rate for “on-call” times not 
worked and/or favourable unemployment/social benefits.

 X Provide workers with adequate advance notice of their work schedules in order to allow them to be 
able to properly plan their personal lives, including their family responsibilities.

 X Provide for paid leave (such as sick leave, annual leave and parental leave) on a pro-rata basis 
compared with full-time staff.

 X Promote workers’ awareness of their labour rights under these arrangements,in order to prevent 
discrimination – particularly against women and young people, who are over-represented in this 
type of part-time employment.

 X Provide these workers with equal access to career development and skill training opportunities, 
compared with full-time staff, in order to help position them to make a successful transition from 
part-time work with very short hours to regular part-time or full-time jobs.

6.2.2 Enterprise/organizational policies
Despite the obvious importance of reducing – or increasing, as the case may be – overall hours of 
work, the ways in which they are organized is also of great importance for promoting a healthy work–
life balance and improving enterprise performance as well. As this report has shown, working-time 
arrangements/work schedules can have widely divergent effects, depending on the specific type of 
arrangement and how it is structured. If they are properly structured, working-time arrangements can 
be mutually advantageous for both workers and employers, as they can improve working conditions and 
allow workers to have a better balance between paid work and their personal lives, while simultaneously 
enabling employers to better adapt their workforce to fluctuations in workload. Working-time 
arrangements may also provide additional business benefits that can make enterprises more sustainable, 
such as decreased absenteeism, increased retention of current employees and improved recruitment of 
new employees. When properly designed and implemented, they can also improve employee morale and 
attitudes as well as operational efficiency, which in turn can improve productivity, quality and ultimately 
firm performance (Golden 2012).
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Based upon both international labour standards related to working time and workers with family 
responsibilities, as well as the findings of recent research on working time and its effects (as summarized 
earlier in this report), the ILO identified five significant dimensions of decent work in the area of working 
time or “decent working time” (ILO 2007). Working-time arrangements should:

 X promote health and safety; 

 X be “family-friendly” and improve workers’ work–life balance; 

 X promote gender equality; 

 X increase the productivity and sustainability of enterprises; and

 X offer workers a degree of choice and influence over their hours of work. 

These five dimensions provide a set of guiding principles that point towards decent work in the area of 
working time (for further details, see ILO 2007).

In order to put decent working time into action, enterprises need to seek possibilities to arrange working 
hours/work schedules in ways that can accommodate the needs of workers, while simultaneously 
meeting their business requirements. This win-win approach takes into account both workers’ and 
employers’ preferences, as suggested in Recommendation No. 116. While it is not possible to discuss 
the full range of potential working-time arrangements here, the ILO has developed a practical tool on 
working time – the Guide to Developing Balanced Working Time Arrangements (ILO 2019) – to assist ILO 
constituents in designing and implementing new working-time arrangements in a balanced manner 
that benefits both workers and enterprises. In this context, it is important to emphasize the particularly 
problematic nature of on-call work, with its highly variable hours and unpredictable schedules; the 
policy suggestions presented above regarding such part-time workers also apply to these workers. In 
addition, national policies that promote flexible working arrangements, including those that establish a 
legal “right-to-request” for such arrangements, can help to ensure that a broad range of employees have 
access to at least some types of flexible working arrangements (such as flextime and telework). Indeed, 
the utility of promoting work–life balance by expanding access to flexible working-time arrangements, 
as well as telework, was reflected in the conclusions of the third recurrent discussion on employment 
adopted by the International Labour Conference in June 2022.29 

Finally, when considering how to achieve balanced working-time arrangements, the issue of constant 
availability for work due to ICT connectivity also needs to be considered. This is an emerging issue for 
which only a few initiatives, in a small number of countries, have been undertaken thus far. Many of 
these initiatives reflect a new policy approach, known as the “right to be disconnected” (R2D), which 
is a potentially effective response to the blurring of boundaries between paid working time and those 
times normally reserved for personal life. This approach attempts to limit the negative effects of ICTs 
by protecting employees’ non-working time in order to address these work–life conflict and well-being 
issues.30  

29  “Measures to support work–life balance, including through regulatory frameworks that may allow for requesting flexible 
working time arrangements and telework, whilst ensuring and respecting limits on working time and protection for 
workers’ disconnection, according to national regulation and agreement between the parties.” See ILO, Resolution and 
conclusions concerning the third recurrent discussion on employment, International Labour Conference, 110th Session, 
2022, Conclusions, para. 11(q).

30 For detailed recommendations on effective teleworking practices, including disconnection from work (which may be a 
legal right or simply a good practice), see ILO (2020).
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6.2.3 Conclusion
The ILO Declaration of Philadelphia states that “all human beings, irrespective of race, creed or sex, 
have the right to pursue both their material well-being and their spiritual development in conditions of 
freedom and dignity, of economic security, and equal opportunity” (Art. II(a)). In other words, paid work 
is about more than just meeting workers’ material needs; they also need to have the opportunity for 
fulfilling personal lives; that is, they need to be able to achieve a healthy work–life balance.

As we have seen in this report, the two main components of working time – hours of work and working-
time arrangements (work schedules) – are key factors in determining how well workers are able to 
balance their paid work with their personal lives, including their family responsibilities and other personal 
needs. For example, long hours of work (> 48 hours per week) have a negative effect on workers’ work–
life balance, while shorter hours of work may help to facilitate work–life balance and may also promote 
increased productivity at the same time. Working-time arrangements with predictable schedules 
and a degree of working-time autonomy may also help workers to achieve a better work–life balance, 
while arrangements with unpredictable work schedules have the opposite effect. By developing and 
implementing progressive policies and practices in line with the principles of decent working time, both 
workers and employers can reap the benefits of a healthy work–life balance.

149



6.3. References
Fagan, Colette, et al. 2014. In Search of Good Quality Part-Time Employment: An International Review. 
Conditions of Work and Employment Series No. 43. ILO.

Golden, Lonnie. 2012. The Effects of Working Time on Productivity and Firm Performance: A Research Synthesis 
Paper. Conditions of Work and Employment Series No. 33. ILO.

Graham-McLay, Charlotte. 2018. “A 4-day Workweek? A Test Run Shows A Surprising Result”. The New 
York Times, 19 July.

Haraldsson, Guðmundur, and Jack Kellam. 2021. Going Public: Iceland’s Journey to a Shorter Working Week. 
Autonomy.

Iceland, Reykjavík City. 2018. Shortening the Workweek. 

–––. 2019. “Experimental Project on Shortening the Working Week at the State Level: Report on the 
Results of Opinion Polls and Economic Measurements after a Twelve-Month Attempt to Shorten Working 
Hours”. 

IG Metall. 2018. Press release on the outcomes of the collective agreement signed on 5 February 2018, 
in force from 1 January 2018 to 31 March 2020.

ILO. 2007. Decent Working Time: Balancing Workers’ Needs with Business Requirements. ILO.

–––. 2016. Non-Standard Employment around the World: Understanding Challenges, Shaping Prospects.

–––. 2019. Guide to Developing Balanced Working Time Arrangements.

–––. 2020. Teleworking during the COVID-19 Pandemic and Beyond: A Practical Guide.

Kassam, Ashifa. 2021. “Spain to Launch Trial of Four-Day Working Week“. The Guardian. 

Lockhart, Charlotte. 2022. “UK Companies in 4 Day Week Pilot Reach Landmark Halfway Point”. Press 
release, 21 September. 4 Day Week Global. 

Messenger, Jon. 2018. Working Time and the Future of Work. ILO Future of Work Research Paper Series 
No. 6.

Messenger, Jon C., and Naj Ghosheh, eds. 2013. Work-Sharing during the Great Recession: New Developments 
and Beyond. Edward Elgar Publishing and ILO.

planetlabor.com. 2021. “Colombia: Working Week Lowered from 48 to 42 Hours”. 

Working time and work-life balance around the world150



Annex 1. Classification of countries/territories by income group  
(per capita gross national income)

Developing  
(low-income:  
US$1,005 or less)
Afghanistan
Benin
Burkina Faso
Burundi
Central African   
 Republic 
Chad 
Comoros
Democratic People’s 
Republic of Korea
Democratic
Republic of the Congo
Eritrea 
Ethiopia
Gambia 
Guinea 
Guinea-Bissau 
Haiti 
Liberia 
Madagascar 
Malawi
Mali 
Mozambique 
Nepal 
Niger
Rwanda
Senegal
Sierra Leone
Somalia
Tanzania  
(United Republic of)
Togo 
Uganda 
Zimbabwe 

Emerging (middle-
income/ lower-middle-
income: US$1,006 to 
US$3,955) 
Angola
Armenia 
Bangladesh
Bhutan
Bolivia (Plurinational 
  State of)
Cabo Verde
Cambodia
Cameroon
Congo
Côte d’Ivoire
Djibouti
Egypt
El Salvador
Eswatini
Georgia
Ghana
Guatemala
Honduras
India
Indonesia
Jordan
Kenya
Kyrgyzstan
Lao People’s   
 Democratic Republic 
Lesotho 
Mauritania
Mongolia
Morocco
Myanmar
Nicaragua
Nigeria
Occupied Palestinian
 Territory 
Pakistan
Papua New Guinea 
Philippines
Republic of Moldova
Sao Tome and Principe 
Solomon Islands
Sri Lanka
Sudan
Syrian Arab Republic 
Tajikistan
Timor-Leste
Tunisia
Ukraine
Uzbekistan
Vanuatu
Viet Nam
Western Sahara
Yemen
Zambia 

Emerging (upper- 
middle-income: 
US$3,956 to US$12,235) 
Albania
Algeria 
Argentina
Azerbaijan
Belarus
Belize
Bosnia and
  Herzegovina 
Botswana 
Brazil
Bulgaria
China
Colombia
Costa Rica
Croatia
Cuba
Dominican Republic Ecuador 
Equatorial Guinea
Fiji
Gabon
Guyana 
Iran (Islamic 
 Republic of)
 Iraq
Jamaica
Kazakhstan 
Lebanon
Libya
Malaysia 
Maldives
Mauritius
Mexico
Montenegro 
Namibia
North Macedonia
Panama
Paraguay
Peru
Romania
Russian Federation 
Saint Lucia 
Saint Vincent and the  
 Grenadines 
Samoa
Serbia
South Africa 
Suriname
Thailand
Tonga
Türkiye
Turkmenistan 
Venezuela  
(Bolivarian Republic of) 

Developed (high-income: 
US$12,236 or more)  
Australia
Austria
Bahamas
Bahrain
Barbados
Belgium
Brunei Darussalam 
Canada 
Channel Islands 
Chile
Cyprus
Czechia 
Denmark 
Estonia 
Finland
France
French Polynesia
Germany
Greece
Guam
Hong Kong (China)
Hungary
Iceland
Ireland
Israel
Italy
Japan
Kuwait
Latvia
Lithuania
Luxembourg
Macau (China)
Malta
Netherlands
New Caledonia
New Zealand
Norway
Oman
Poland
Portugal
Puerto Rico
Qatar
Republic of Korea
Saudi Arabia
Singapore
Slovakia
Slovenia
Spain
Sweden
Switzerland
Taiwan (China)
Trinidad and Tobago
United Arab Emirates United 
Kingdom
United States
United States Virgin
Islands 
Uruguay 
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Annex 2. Classification of countries/territories by region

Africa 
Northern Africa 
Algeria
Egypt
Libya
Morocco
Sudan
Tunisia 
Western Sahara 

Sub-Saharan Africa 
Central Africa 
Angola
Cameroon
Central African  
 Republic 
Chad
Congo
Democratic
 Republic of the Congo
Equatorial Guinea Gabon
Sao Tome and Principe 

Eastern Africa 
Burundi 
Comoros 
Djibouti
Eritrea
Ethiopia
Kenya 
Madagascar 
Malawi 
Mauritius 
Mozambique 
Rwanda 
Somalia 
Tanzania (United Republic 
of)
Uganda 
Zambia 
Zimbabwe 
Southern Africa 
Botswana 
Eswatini
Lesotho 
Namibia 
South Africa 

Southern Africa 
Botswana 
Eswatini
Lesotho 
Namibia 
South Africa 

Western Africa 
Benin
Burkina Faso 
Cabo Verde 
Côte d’Ivoire 
Gambia 
Ghana
Guinea 
Guinea-Bissau 
Liberia
Mali 
Mauritania 
Niger
Nigeria 
Senegal
Sierra Leone 
Togo 

Americas 
Latin America  
and the Caribbean  
The Caribbean 
Bahamas
Barbados
Cuba
Dominican Republic 
Haiti 
Jamaica
Puerto Rico
Saint Lucia
Saint Vincent and the
  Grenadines 
Trinidad and Tobago 
United States Virgin
Islands 
 
Central America 
Belize 
Costa Rica 
El Salvador 
Guatemala 
Honduras
Mexico 
Nicaragua 
Panama 
 
South America 
Argentina
Bolivia (Plurinational 
 State of) 
Brazil 
Chile
Colombia
Ecuador
Guyana

Paraguay
Peru
Suriname
Uruguay
Venezuela  
(Bolivarian  Republic of) 
 
Northern America 
Canada 
United States  
 
Arab States 
Bahrain
Iraq
Jordan
Kuwait
Lebanon
Occupied Palestinian 
 Territory 
Oman 
Qatar
Saudi Arabia
Syrian Arab Republic 
United Arab Emirates 
Yemen  
 
Asia and the Pacific 
Eastern Asia 
China
Democratic People’s 
 Republic of Korea
Hong Kong (China)
Japan
Macau (China)
Mongolia
Republic of Korea
Taiwan (China) 
 
South-Eastern Asia  
and the Pacific 
Pacific Islands 
Australia
Fiji
French Polynesia 
Guam
New Caledonia 
New Zealand 
Papua New Guinea 
Samoa
Solomon Islands 
Tonga
Vanuatu 
 

South-Eastern Asia 
Brunei Darussalam 
Cambodia 
Indonesia
Lao People’s  
Democratic Republic 
Malaysia
Myanmar
Philippines 
Singapore 
Thailand 
Timor-Leste 
Viet Nam 
 
Southern Asia 
Afghanistan 
Bangladesh 
Bhutan 
India 
Iran (Islamic 
 Republic of)
Maldives
Nepal
Pakistan 
Sri Lan

Europe and Central 
Asia 
Central and Western Asia 
Central Asia 
Kazakhstan
Kyrgyzstan
Tajikistan
Turkmenistan Uzbekistan 

Western Asia 
Armenia 
Azerbaijan 
Cyprus 
Georgia 
Israel 
Türkiye

Eastern Europe
Belarus
Bulgaria
Czechia 
Hungary
Poland
Republic of Moldova
Romania
Russian Federation 
Slovakia
Ukraine

Northern, Southern and 
Western Europe  
Northern Europe 
Channel Islands 
Denmark 
Estonia
Finland
Iceland
Ireland
Latvia 
Lithuania 
Norway
Sweden
United Kingdom 
 
Southern Europe 
Albania
Bosnia and Herzegovina 
Croatia
Greece
Italy
Malta 
Montenegro 
North Macedonia
Portugal 
Serbia 
Slovenia 
Spain 
 
Northern, Southern  
and Western Europe 
Austria
Belgium 
France 
Germany 
Luxembourg 
Netherlands 
Switzerland 
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Annex 3. National sources: List of household surveys

Country/territory Year Survey name

Afghanistan
Albania
Angola

Argentina
Armenia
Australia

Austria
Bangladesh

Barbados
Belgium

Belize
Benin

Bolivia (Plurinational State of)
Bosnia and Herzegovina

Botswana
Brazil

Brunei Darussalam
Bulgaria

Burkina Faso
Burundi

Cabo Verde
Cambodia
Cameroon

Canada
Chile

China
Colombia
Comoros

Congo
 

 
Congo, Democratic Republic of

Cook Islands
Costa Rica

Côte dIvoire
Croatia
Cyprus

Czechia
Denmark

2017
2019
2009
2019
2019
2019
2019
2017
2019
2019
2019
2018
2019
2019
2019
2019
2019
2019
2018
2014
2015
2019
2014
2019
2019
2013
2019
2014
2009

 
 

2012
2019
2019
2019
2019
2019
2019
2019

Living Conditions Survey
Labour Force Survey

Inquérito Integrado sobre o Bem-estar da População
Encuesta Permanente de Hogares
Labour Force Survey

The Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA)
European Union Labour Force Survey
Labour Force Survey
Labour Force Survey
European Union Labour Force Survey 
Labour Force Survey

Enquête Modulaire Intégrée sur les Conditions de Vie des Ménages
Encuesta de Hogares
Labour Force Survey

Continuous Multi-Topic Household Survey

Pesquisa Nacional por Amostra de Domicílios Contínua
Labour Force Survey
European Union Labour Force Survey

Enquête Régionale Intégrée sur l’Emploi et le Secteur Informel 

Enquête sur les conditions de vie des ménages
International Maritime Organization
Labour Force Survey

Quatrième Enquête Camerounaise auprès des Ménages (ECAM4)
Labour Force Survey
Encuesta Nacional del Empleo 
China Household Income Project
Gran Encuesta Integrada de Hogares
Enquête sur l’emploi et le secteur informel aux Comores
Enquête sur l’emploi et le secteur informel 
Enquête sur l’emploi, le secteur informel et  
sur la consommation des ménages (Enquête 1–2–3)
Labour Force Survey
Encuesta Nacional de Hogares
Enquête Nationale sur l’Emploi 
European Union Labour Force Survey
European Union Labour Force Survey
European Union Labour Force Survey 
European Union Labour Force Survey 
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Annex 3. National sources: List of household surveys (continued)

Country/territory Year Survey name

 
Djibouti

Dominican Republic
Ecuador

Egypt
El Salvador

Estonia
Eswatini
Ethiopia

Fiji
Finland
France
Gabon

Gambia
Georgia

Germany
Ghana
Greece

Guatemala

 
Guinea-Bissau

Guyana
Haiti

Honduas
Hungary

Iceland
India

Indonesia
Iran (Islamic Republic of)

Iraq
Ireland

Israel
Italy

Jamaica
Japan

Jordan
Kenya

Kiribati
Kosovo

Kyrgyzstan
Lao Peoples Democratic Republic

Latvia
Lebanon
Lesotho

 
2017
2019
2019
2019
2019
2019
2016
2013
2016
2019
2019
2005
2018
2019
2019
2015
2019
2019

2018
2019
2012
2019
2019
2019
2019
2019
2019
2012
2019
2017
2019
2019
2015
2019
2019
2019
2019
2018
2017
2019
2019
2019

Quatrième Enquête Djiboutienne auprès des Ménages pour les 
Indicateurs Sociaux
Encuesta Nacional Continua de Fuerza de Trabajo 
Encuesta Nacional de Empleo, Desempleo y Subempleo 
Labour Force Survey
Encuesta de Hogares de Propósitos Múltiples
European Union Labour Force Survey 
Labour Force Survey
Labour Force Survey
Employment and Unemployment Survey
European Union Labour Force Survey
European Union Labour Force Survey 
Direction Générale de la Statistique et des Etudes Economiques,  
Core Welfare Indicators Questionnaire Survey 
Labour Force Survey
Labour Force Survey
European Union Labour Force Survey
Labour Force Survey
European Union Labour Force Survey
Encuesta Nacional de Empleo e Ingresos 
Inquérito Harmonizado sobre as Condições de Vida dos 

Agregados Familiares
Labour Force Survey
Enquête sur les conditions de vie des ménages 
Encuesta de Hogares de Propósitos Múltiples
European Union Labour Force Survey
European Union Labour Force Survey
Periodic Labour Force Survey 
National Labour Force Survey
Labour Force Survey
Household Socio Economic Survey
European Union Labour Force Survey 
Labour Force Survey
European Union Labour Force Survey 
Labour Force Survey
International Social Survey Programme
Labour Force Survey
Kenya Integrated Household Budget Survey
Household Income and Expenditure Survey 
Labour Force Survey
Labour Force Survey
Labour Force Survey
European Union Labour Force Survey 
Labour Force Survey
Labour Force Survey
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Annex 3. National sources: List of household surveys (continued)

Country/territory Year Survey name

Liberia
Lithuania

Luxembourg
Madagascar

Malawi
Maldives

Mali
Malta

Marshall Islands
Mauritania

Mauritius
Mexico

Micronesia
Mongolia

Montenegro
Morocco

Mozambique
Myanmar

Namibia
Nauru
Nepal

Netherlands
New Zealand

 
Nicaragua

Niger
Nigeria

North Macedonia
Norway

Pakistan
Palau

Panama
Paraguay

Peru
Philippines

Poland
Portugal

Republic of Korea
Republic of Moldova

Romania
Russian Federation

2017
2019
2019
2015
2012
2016
2018
2019
2018
2017
2019
2019
2014
2019
2019
2010
2015
2019
2018
2013
2017
2019
2015

 
2014
2017
2019
2019
2019
2019
2014
2019
2019
2019
2019
2019
2019
2019
2018
2019
2019

Labour Force Survey
European Union Labour Force Survey
European Union Labour Force Survey
Enquête Nationale sur l’Emploi et le secteur Informel 
Labour Force Survey
Household Income and Expenditure Survey
Enquête Modulaire et Permanente auprès des Ménages 
 European Union Labour Force Survey 
Household Income and Expenditure Survey 
Enquête Régionale Intégrée sur l’Emploi et le Secteur Informel 
Continuous Multi-Purpose Household Survey 
Encuesta Nacional de Ocupación y Empleo
Household Income and Expenditure Survey 
Labour Force Survey
Labour Force Survey
Morocco Household and Youth Survey
Inquérito aos Orçamentos Familiares
Labour Force Survey
Labour Force Survey
Household Income and Expenditure Survey 
Labour Force Survey
European Union Labour Force Survey 
International Social Survey Programme
 
Encuesta Nacional de Hogares sobre la Medición del Nivel de Vida 
Enquête Régionale Intégrée sur l’Emploi et le Secteur Informel 
General Household Survey Panel 
Labour Force Survey
European Union Labour Force Survey
Labour Force Survey
Household Income and Expenditure Survey 
Encuesta de Mercado Laboral 
Encuesta Permanente de Hogares 
Encuesta Nacional de Hogares 
Labour Force Survey
European Union Labour Force Survey 
European Union Labour Force Survey 
Labour Force Survey
Labour Force Survey
European Union Labour Force Survey 
Labour Force Survey
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Annex 3. National sources: List of household surveys (continued)

Country/territory Year Survey name

Rwanda
Saint Lucia

Samoa
Saudi Arabia

Senegal
Serbia

Seychelles
Sierra Leone

Singapore
Slovakia
Slovenia

Solomon Islands
South Africa

Spain
Sri Lanka
Suriname

Sweden
Switzerland

Taiwan (China)
Tajikistan
Tanzania
Thailand

Timor Leste
Togo

Tonga
Trinidad and Tobago

Tunisia
Türkiye
Tuvalu

Uganda
United Arab Emirates

United Kingdom
United States

Uruguay
Vanuatu

Venezuela (Bolivarian Republic of)
Viet Nam

West Bank and Gaza Strip
Yemen

Zambia
Zimbabwe

2019
2019
2017
2019
2016
2019
2019
2014
2020
2019
2019
2013
2019
2019
2018
2016
2019
2019
2015
2009
2020
2019
2016
2017
2018
2016
2014
2019
2016
2017
2019
2019
2019
2019
2019
2017
2019
2019
2014
2019
2019

Labour Force Survey
Labour Force Survey
Labour Force Survey
Labour Force Survey
Enquête Nationale sur l’Emploi au Sénégal
Labour Force Survey
Labour Force Survey
Labour Force Survey
Labour Force Survey
European Union Labour Force Survey 
European Union Labour Force Survey 
Household Income and Expenditure Survey 
Quaterly Labour Force Survey (QLFS)
European Union Labour Force Survey 
Labour Force Survey
Suriname Survey of Living Conditions
European Union Labour Force Survey
European Union Labour Force Survey 
International Social Survey Programme 
Living Standards Measurement Study
Labour Force Survey
Labour Force Survey
Labour Force Survey
Enquête Régionale Intégrée sur l’Emploi et le Secteur Informel 
Labour Force Survey
Continuous Sample Survey of Population 
Labour Market Panel Survey
Labour Force Survey
Household Income and Expenditure Survey 
Labour Force Survey
Labour Force Survey
Labour Force Survey
Current Population Survey 
Encuesta Continua de Hogares 
Household Income and Expenditure Survey 
Encuesta de Hogares por Muestreo 
Labour Force Survey
Labour Force Survey
Labour Force Survey
Labour Force Survey
Labour Force Survey
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Annex 4.  Methodological annex in relation to the regional and global estimates presented in 
Chapter 2

The global and regional estimates presented in Chapter 2 refer to the number of actual hours of work 
per week31  for pay or profit among persons in employment aged 15 and over. To ensure comparability 
across countries and to take into account the absence of information on hours spent on additional jobs 
in some countries, the estimates consider the hours worked on the main job only. Access to microdata 
representatives at the national level allowed for the systematic coding of hour bands and the analysis 
of differences in working-time patterns based on socio-demographic characteristics and employment-
related features, including status in employment, sector, occupation, and the informal or formal nature 
of employment by sex. 

Two main types of indicators are presented in Chapter 2, as follows. 

(i) Average number of actual hours of work per week. While this indicator’s main advantage is to provide 
a single value corresponding to the mean value of the number of hours actually worked globally, 
regionally or for particular groups of workers, it fails to provide data on the distribution of persons 
in employment in relation to their hours of work. As Chapter 2 shows, two groups of workers may 
have a similar average number of actual hours of work per week and yet may face very different 
situations in terms of their distribution along the spectrum of actual hours of work per week. Workers 
in informal employment compared with workers in formal employment provide a good example. 
There is a convergence towards just over 44 hours of work per week for both groups at the global 
level. Yet, while the majority of workers in formal employment are more likely to work within the 
range of “normal hours”, workers in informal employment are over-represented at the two extremes 
— either long or short (part-time) hours of work — with implications in terms of income, the ability to 
meet eligibility criteria for social security benefits, exposure to health and safety risks, and work-life 
balance. The second category of indicators on the distribution of workers by hours of work per week 
is essential to fill this gap.

(ii) Distribution of persons in employment by hour bands. This allows the identification of workers within 
or outside what can be considered as the “normal range” of hours of work per week, namely 35 to 48 
hours per week (figure A.4.1). Workers considered to be “outside the range of normal working hours” 
include workers who work part-time hours (short hours or less than 35 hours per week), including a 
subcategory who work very short hours (less than 20 hours per week); they also include workers who 
work long hours (more than 48 hours per week).

X Figure A.4.1 Working time thresholds used to categorize workers based on their actual 
number of hours of work per week

31 For the concepts of actual hours of work and usual hours of work, see ILO, Resolution concerning the measurement of 
working time, Eighteenth International Conference of Labour Statisticians, 2008. Usual hours of work were considered 
only when the information on actual hours of work was not available.

Short hours of work or part-time 

<35 hours/week

Normal range of hours

35-48 hours/week

Long hours of work 

> 48 hours/week

Very short hours

<20 hours/week

20h 35h 48h
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For the global estimates, a consistent and unified coding of actual hours of work was applied to microdata 
from national household surveys of 160 countries.32  Those 160 countries represent 81.2 per cent of the 
187 ILO Member States and 95.3 per cent of the 2019 world’s working population aged 15 and over (table 
A.4.1).

X Table A.4.1 Coverage of the ILO’s statistical database on working time, 2019

32 ILOSTAT microdata sets have been used for a large number of countries.

Number of countries 
covered

Country coverage 
(percentages)

Employment coverage 
(percentages)

World 160 81.2 95.3

 By broad region and subregion

 Africa 43 78.2 90.1

Northern Africa 3 42.9 63.5

Sub-Saharan Africa 40 83.3 94.5

Americas 28 84.8 98.7

 Latin America and the Caribbean 26 83.9 97.9

Northern America 2 100.0 100.0

Arab States 7 58.3 76.0

Asia and the Pacific 37 80.4 98.0

Eastern Asia 5 62.5 97.7

South-Eastern Asia and the Pacific 23 82.1 94.7

Southern Asia 9 90.0 99.9

Europe and Central Asia 37 80.4 98.0

Northern, Southern and Western Europe 30 100.0 100.0

Eastern Europe 8 80.0 83.0

Central and Western Asia 7 63.6 57.9

 By country-income group 

Low-income countries 20 69.0 78.9

Middle-income countries 88 84.6 96.3

Lower-middle-income countries 44 86.3 95.6

Upper-middle-income countries 44 83.0 96.9

High-income countries 52 81.3 97.7
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Global and regional estimates for 2019 as a benchmark. Global estimates on the number and 
proportions of workers aged 15 and over based on their actual number of hours of work in the main job 
have a benchmark year of 2019. Input data from individual countries range from 2005 to 2020,33  with 
68 per cent of the countries referring to 2018 or 2019. Benchmark employment data from 2019 used for 
extrapolation were derived from the ILO modelled estimates series.34  

Given that countries with missing data represent less than 5 per cent of global employment, there were 
no direct estimations of missing data for countries without available information. For a given indicator, 
the global and regional estimates of proportions (such as the share of persons in employment who 
work less or above given thresholds of actual hours of work) are derived from the weighted average of 
national proportions for the latest year available (based on the sources listed in Annex 3). The weight 
applied to each country or territory corresponds to the denominator of the indicator under consideration, 
using 2019 data from ILO modelled estimates series for total employment by sex, status in employment, 
occupations and sectors, as appropriate. Regional groupings retained in this report refer to two levels 
– ILO broad regions and ILO broad subregions35  (see Annex 2). The classification of countries or areas 
by income group is based on the World Bank’s classification of countries/territories into four income 
groups (see Annex 1).

33 Data before 2010 concerns four countries: one in 2005 and three in 2009; data for 2020 concerns two countries for which 
no other data close to the benchmark year of 2019 was available.

34 See ILO, “ILO Modelled Estimates and Projections (ILOEST)”. The update of November 2021 has been used in this report. 

35 See ILO, “Country Groupings”, where countries or areas are grouped by ILO region and World Bank income 
group. 
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