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Why Not a Three-Day Week?
By Maria Konnikova

August 5, 2014

posed
question
In 1930, John Maynard Keynes posed
posed aaa question
question about the economic future of society:
“What can we reasonably expect the level of our economic life to be, a hundred years
hence? What are the economic possibilities for our grandchildren?” To Keynes, the
answer was clear: the rapid accumulation of capital, combined with technological
advances, had already, by his estimates, improved the average quality of life in the West
fourfold since the Industrial Revolution, and there was no reason why that trend
shouldn’t continue. “I would predict that the standard of life in progressive countries
one hundred years hence will be between four and eight times as high as it is to-day,”
he wrote. The potent combination of technology and capital would render most
material-based concerns irrelevant; people would no longer have to worry about basic
problems of survival. One result would be an unprecedented abundance of leisure time,
which would present a new problem for the average human: “How to use his freedom
from pressing economic cares, how to occupy the leisure, which science and compound
interest will have won for him, to live wisely and agreeably and well.”
In some sense, Keynes’s insight was accurate. Work hours declined during the Great
Depression, and they have since then continued to decline in most countries around the
world. In 1935, the International Labour Organization (now part of the United
set
Nations) set
set a forty-hour week for its member nations; though many nations took time
to meet that standard, the forty-hour work week was widespread by the nineties. Today,
in some countries, the number is even lower: a 1998 law reduced the French work week
from thirty-nine to thirty- ve hours, with no corresponding pay cut for workers.
latest
estimates
According to the latest
latest estimates
estimates by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development (O.E.C.D.), the average work week in twenty-four of its thirty-two
member nations declined from 2011 to 2012, to just under thirty-four hours a week.
But the reality is more complicated that these numbers suggest. In the United States,
where work hours have bucked the O.E.C.D. trend and have risen, we don’t seem any
https://www.newyorker.com/science/maria-konnikova/three-day-week
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closer to lives of leisure or to the problem of too much free time. Ask any investment
banker, chef, lawyer, or taxi driver if he works the standard number of hours, and he’ll
probably laugh in your face. Recent eﬀorts to limit the hours of medical residents, who
often work for more than twenty-four hours straight, were met
with
controversy
blowback
with
with controversy
controversy and blowback
blowback; a new rule, established in 2003, limited their work
weeks to eighty hours, but supervisors have often found creative ways to circumvent
circumvent it.
On weekends and evenings, vacations and commutes, family events and meals, we are
increasingly tethered to the oﬃce, increasingly able—and expected—to respond
immediately to e-mails, requests, and queries. Free time is proving to be an ever-more
elusive concept: the same technology that Keynes predicted would free us from work
has instead brought work into our leisure time.
This trend is not only undesirable but may also prove unsustainable if we want to
maintain a productive, creative, and happy society. That, at least, is the argument which
was made recently by the Mexican telecom mogul Carlos Slim. During a talk at a
conference in Paraguay two weeks ago, Slim proposed
proposed that the standard work
schedule worldwide should be trimmed to three days a week. The current arrangement,
he pointed out, was developed when life expectancy was lower and the world was, as a
whole, poorer. Now, with people living longer and the structure of society shifting
accordingly, a four-day weekend would improve quality of life, promote the
development of other occupations, and healthier and more productive employees. Slim’s
proposal included two important caveats: employees would work longer hours each day,
and would continue to work into their seventies. (At Slim’s own company, Telmex, he is
allowing workers past retirement age to keep working four-day weeks, at full salary.)
Slim’s three-day work week was greeted with skepticism, but he is far from the rst
executive to criticize the structure of our working lives. In 1926, when six-day work
proposed
weeks were the norm, Henry Ford proposed
proposed a ve-day week: workers would receive the
same pay and have their weekends free. Ford didn’t take the change as a matter of faith;
he tested worker productivity beforehand. “Now we know from our experience in
changing from six to ve days and back again that we can get at least as great
production in ve days as we can in six,” he wrote. “And we shall probably get a greater,
for the pressure will bring better methods.” Ford saw the ve-day week as just one step
in ongoing eﬀorts to reduce working hours. “The ve day week is not the ultimate, and
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neither is the eight hour day,” he wrote. “It is enough to manage what we are equipped
to manage and to let the future take care of itself. It will anyway. That is its habit.”
In 2010, Anna Coote, the head of social policy at the New Economics, made
a recommendation even more extreme than Slim’s: a twenty-one-hour work week.
According to Coote, a twenty-one-hour week would help to address “overwork,
unemployment, over-consumption, high carbon emissions, low well-being, entrenched
inequalities, and the lack of time to live sustainably, to care for each other, and simply to
enjoy life.” We may be reluctant to believe these claims—isn’t long, hard work necessary
for success? But here’s the thing: when workers feel that they are being cheated or
slighted
by
their
employers
slighted
slighted by
by their
their employers
employers, their productivity falls and their propensity to cut corners
increases. In a study of non-union employees in the United States, the organizational
psychologist Daniel Skarlicki found that workers’ perception that they are being treated
unfairly not only causes negative emotions but also breeds a desire for retribution. If
employees feel that they aren’t paid enough, they may feel entitled, for instance, to
mistreat oﬃce property or to waste oﬃce materials. If they feel that they are being
asked to work longer hours than they’d been led to believe they would have to, they
may decide to spend more time in the oﬃce on Facebook, take longer lunch breaks,
work more slowly, or call in sick. A common gripe is, “I don’t get paid enough to work
as hard as I do.”
One of the main factors aﬀecting how motivated we are at work is whether we feel in
control of our jobs, and whether we think our actions and views can actually make a
2010
survey
diﬀerence. In a 2010
2010 survey
survey of employees and supervisors at a large I.T. company,
feelings of empowerment aﬀected both intrinsic motivation (wanting to do the work
for its own sake, rather than for money or for other external rewards) and creativity.
A 2012 review of workplace-empowerment studies since the early twentieth century
concluded that helping employees to feel more in control has “proven to be
it
turns
out
competitively advantageous.” Fostering a sense of control and self-eﬃcacy, it
it turns
turns out
out,
is a far more eﬀective way to encourage productivity and creativity than demanding a
certain output. We’re creative and productive when we feel we have space to nd our
own way; we’re frustrated and stubborn when we don't.
While feeling in control and working fewer hours may seem like distinct issues, they
own
more
of
our
time
are fundamentally connected. When we own
own more
more of
of our
our time
time, we feel like we’re in
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happier
better
charge of our lives and our schedules, which makes us happier
happier and, ultimately, better
better at
what we do. Our health and happiness also
also increases
increases in the course of our lifetimes and,
with it, our value to the workplace and to society as a whole. Additionally, we may
nally recover from chronic sleep deprivation, which is one of the greatest health
hazards currently facing the average employee. Sleep quality, in turn, translates to better
cognition, clearer thinking, and increased productivity. Instead of the usual vicious
circle, we get a virtuous one.
VIDEO FROM THE N
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That, of course, is one possibility—one grounded in psychology theory. Whether a
shorter work week would lead to actual bene ts for employers and employees would
depend, in large part, on how it was implemented. Would thirty-three hours really
mean thirty-three hours, or would we end up sneaking in extra hours of work during
our oﬀ time, frightened that we might otherwise lose our competitive edge? If so, many
of the advantages of the shift would be lost.
At its core, this is a question of social values and norms. From its earliest days, the
United States has fetishized hard work. In “Democracy in America,” Alexis de
https://www.newyorker.com/science/maria-konnikova/three-day-week
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Tocqueville was struck by Americans’ relentless ambition, which remained high even
among the most prosperous and successful citizens, and kept many Americans in a
constant state of unrest and unhappiness. “These men left their rst country to improve
their condition; they quit their resting-place to ameliorate it still more,” he wrote.
“Fortune awaits them everywhere, but happiness they cannot attain.” In “The
Protestant Ethic,” Max Weber pointed out that the foundational values of the nation
were grounded in the virtue of work, work, work. According to a 2013 poll by Penn,
Schoen, and Berland and Burston-Marsteller, Americans may be divided on political
questions, but we share a commitment to economic enterprise.
In order for Slim’s proposal to work, we would need to reconceive the value of leisure
time and shift how we measure employee performance, rewarding over-all output
instead of long hours. That change would have to come from the top, so that employees
would know they were not being penalized for working less. As Goldman Sachs has
no
Saturdays
shown with their new “no
no Saturdays
Saturdays” rule, we wouldn’t have to start with something as
drastic as a three-day week. Small changes in policy can lead to great shifts in mentality.
The most important element of Slim’s proposal is the idea of giving us back our time—
and enabling us to trust that using that time for ourselves won’t somehow disadvantage
us.
Our challenge, then, will be to learn what it means to make good use of our leisure
time. Keynes said that “it will be those peoples, who can keep alive, and cultivate into a
fuller perfection, the art of life itself and do not sell themselves for the means of life,
who will be able to enjoy the abundance when it comes.” But he acknowledged that it
would not be easy, “for we have been trained too long to strive and not to enjoy.”

Maria Konnikova is a contributing writer for newyorker.com, where she writes about
psychology and science. Read more »

https://www.newyorker.com/science/maria-konnikova/three-day-week

5/6

8/21/2018

Why Not a Three-Day Week? | The New Yorker

© 2018 Condé Nast. All rights reserved. Use of and/or registration on any portion of this site
constitutes acceptance of our User Agreement (updated 5/25/18) and Privacy Policy and Cookie
Statement (updated 5/25/18). Your California Privacy Rights. The material on this site may not be
reproduced, distributed, transmitted, cached or otherwise used, except with the prior written
permission of Condé Nast. The New Yorker may earn a portion of sales from products and services that
are purchased through links on our site as part of our a iliate partnerships with retailers. Ad Choices

https://www.newyorker.com/science/maria-konnikova/three-day-week

6/6

