
Opening Statement – Four Day Week Ireland 

Meeting of the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Enterprise, Trade & Employment – 6.10.21 

 

Introduction 

Four Day Week Ireland is a campaign coalition which formed in 2019, comprising trade unions, 

businesses and business leaders, environmentalists, women’s representatives and academics.  

We are part of the 4 Day Week Global foundation, a not-for-profit organisation established by 

international four-day week pioneer Andrew Barnes, following the successful introduction of a four-

day working week in his business Perpetual Guardian in New Zealand in 2018. 

Since our launch in September 2019, we have been making the case for a gradual, steady and 

managed transition to a shorter working week in all sectors of the economy. 

We have started a public conversation in Ireland on the case for reduced working hours. Our 

medium term objective is for the four-day week to become the new ‘default’ work arrangement 

across the economy, with no loss of pay.  

We believe that this is not only achievable but essential as a response to technological change – to 

futureproof our economy, and to share the benefits with workers. 

There is a growing body of international evidence, business case studies and academic research 

which shows that a four-day week can be good for business, as well as for workers, families and the 

environment.  

Many companies who have trialled or introduced the four-day week report happier, more focused 

employees, and critically higher productivity. They have experienced reduced employee burnout, 

stress, sick leave, absenteeism, and turnover. For many businesses who are concerned with retaining 

their best employees as well as attracting and recruiting new talent, a shorter working week can 

provide a competitive edge. 

Working less is shown to improve the physical and mental health and wellbeing of workers. It would 

also enable people to spend more time with their families, learn new skills, have more time for rest, 

leisure and socialisation, and to give back to their local communities. 

It could also be revolutionary in terms of gender equality, allowing better distribution of caring 

responsibilities between mothers and fathers. While on a societal level women still currently do the 

majority of care work, reduced working time will enable men to spend more time with their families 

and to take on more caring responsibilities in the home, which in turn will help remove barriers to 



women achieving senior positions in work, taking on leadership roles and pursuing training 

opportunities. Alongside a better work life balance, a four-day week would also lead to reduced 

childcare costs for women and families.  

Studies also show that a four-day week can significantly reduce carbon emissions, and make a huge 

contribution to our defining collective struggle against climate change. Research from Chalmers 

University of Technology in Sweden identifies a close correlation between working time and carbon 

emissions, and projects that reducing the average working week to four days (or equivalent hours) 

would deliver a reduction in emissions of 16%. 

Our campaign seeks to challenge the ‘always on’ culture that has crept in to aspects of Irish 

economy, which lionises long hours as a perverse badge of honour, and to shift public, political and 

media narratives about working time reduction. A shorter working week is not about lazy workers 

wanting more time off, as some might have you believe. It is a business improvement strategy 

centred on working smarter rather than longer, and investing in the wellbeing of the most important 

asset to any business – their people. 

In a poll carried out by Behaviour & Attitudes for Four Day Week Ireland in 2020, a very enthusiastic 

response to the prospect of a four-day week was recorded amongst the Irish public (defined as 

“same job, same goals, same salary but over four days rather than five”). 

Just over three-quarters (77%) of those surveyed said they are supportive of the Government 

exploring the potential introduction of a four-day week. Among employers who responded, more 

than two out of three (67%) supported this. Encouragingly, almost half of Irish employers (46%) 

polled also said that they see trialling a four day week in their own workplace setting as being 

“feasible”. 

 

What is the four-day week? 

The four-day working week that we advocate for is very much a flexible model, not a rigid, ‘one size 

fits all approach’. It is based on the general principle of the 100-80-100 model – 100% of the pay, 

80% of the time, but crucially in exchange for 100% of the productivity. 

The disruption to societal and workplace norms by the Covid-19 pandemic has illustrated the 

potential for very different models of work, for both workers and employers, and reinforced the 

need to rethink old, established work patterns.  

The Four Day Week Ireland campaign believes that the future of work requires a shift away from a 

focus on time spent in the office, at the desk or on the clock. This is not an effective way to measure 

people’s contributions at work or a rational metric with which to link income. We need to focus 

instead on measuring and rewarding collective outputs, results and productivity. 

In fact, for many of the businesses that have made the four-day working week a success, the core 

reason why they have almost counter-intuitively managed to deliver better business outcomes over 

four days rather than five is that they have not introduced the four-day week in isolation. 

They have trialled the four-day working week as an entry point to a process within their business 

which focuses on productivity, prioritisation, and a more efficient way of working. They have had an 

open conversation with their people about how their business can work smarter rather than longer.  



They have been clear about the metrics by which the trial will be measured, and what success will 

look like for their business, and upfront that this needs to work both for the employee and the 

employer. And instead of taking a top-down approach to how this can be delivered, they have 

empowered their staff to come up with the ideas, solutions and changes to work practices that can 

ensure that they can maintain or even improve their output over four days rather than five. And it 

has worked. 

The case we are making for a shorter working week is not that we should adopt a ‘9 to 5’ four-day 

week across every economic sector and setting. Just as the ‘9 to 5’ five-day week might be the 

standard or the most common work arrangement today, it is of course not the only arrangement.  

 

There will continue to be the need for different types of flexibility for both workers and employers, 

in order to ensure that working time reduction across society can co-exist with ensuring that 

essential services in both the public and private sectors can continue to operate over 5, 6 and in 

some cases even 7 days. This will require strong management, clever rostering, and worker buy-in. 

 

But we do believe that some version of a shorter working week, based on the principle of the ‘100-

80-100’ model, is achievable right across the economy. 

 

Where is it working? 

This is not just some abstract idea. The four-day week is working for huge numbers of businesses 

worldwide, including: 

- A long-running landmark trial of a shorter working week in Iceland has been hailed an 

“overwhelming success,” as the vast majority (86%) of the country’s workers have since secured 

contracts to shorten their hours. Iceland ran two large-scale trials between 2015 and 2019, cutting 

working weeks to between 35 and 36 hours from a 40 hour-week for many, with no reduction in 

pay. The trials included normal 9-5 workers, as well as those on non-standard shift patterns, and 

took place in a range of workplaces such as offices, playschools, social service providers and 

hospitals. Analysis of the results found that a reduction of working hours actually maintained or 

increased productivity. The findings indicated improved wellbeing and work-life balance among 

workers, as people found it easier to do household errands and make more time for themselves, for 

example. The report also noted that men took on more responsibilities around the house after the 

trial started, which helped to reduce stress at home.  

- The landmark four-day week trial at Perpetual Guardian in New Zealand in 2018, monitored by 

academics at The University of Auckland and Auckland University of Technology, found engagement 

levels rose between 30 and 40 per cent, work-life balance metrics rose by 44 percent, empowerment 

by 26 percent, leadership by 28 percent, work stimulation by 27 percent, and organisational 

commitment by 29 percent. 

- Microsoft Japan’s 2019 four-day week trial yielded a 39 percent increase in productivity. 

- In the U.S., leading fin-tech start up Bolt and crowdfunding platform Kickstarter, among many 

others, have recently announced their intention to introduce a four-day working week. 

- Closer to home, here in Ireland, the four-day week has been successfully adopted by a diverse 

range of companies in a number of different sectors across the island. This includes: 



• 3D Issue, software developers in Donegal 

 

• SCL Sales Ltd., a sales company based in Clare and Armagh 

 

• Access Earth, a digital agency focused on accessibility in Dublin 

 

• JMK Solicitors, a legal practice in Newry 

 

• RNN Comms, a PR agency from Down 

 

• and ICE Group, a recruitment and training firm located in both Galway and Limerick, whose 

Director Margaret Cox joins us today. 

- This should come as no surprise. Numerous academic studies, including from Stanford University’s 

John Pencavel in 2014, show that there is no correlation between working long hours and greater 

productivity. In fact, according to OECD figures, some of Europe’s most productive economies like 

Denmark and the Netherlands have among the shortest average working hours. Meanwhile, 

countries with longer average working hours such as the UK and Greece score among the poorest 

when it comes to productivity. 

 

What is the four-day week pilot? 

In June of this year, the Four Day Week Ireland campaign launched the first ever four-day week pilot 

programme in Ireland, which will enable Irish employers to participate in a coordinated six-month 

trial of the four-day working week alongside similar pilot schemes in other countries, including the 

U.S., Canada and New Zealand. This follows the announcement of national, government-supported 

trials in other countries, including Spain and Scotland. 

As part of this, we have developed a package of tangible supports for employers who agree to 

participate in the pilot, which will provide those organisations with unparalleled access to the 

expertise, tools and resources they will need to run a smooth and successful trial.  

This includes: 

1) A specialised TRAINING programme designed and delivered by Irish and international companies 

who have already successfully trialled and permanently implemented a four-day week. This will 

include virtual events and workshops, as well as digital resources and materials. 

2) MENTORING and advice from a panel of four-day week pioneers, experts and business leaders 

from around the world. Companies will be matched with one of our international mentors with the 

experience that best supports the unique situation of each business, to deliver guidance and support 

tailored to their particular context and needs. 

3) Access to NETWORKING and collaboration with other companies participating in the coordinated 

trial, both in Ireland and internationally. This community of leaders will act as a peer-support 

network to share learnings and experiences. 

4) Access to world-class academic RESEARCH and expert analysis, through our research partnership 

with Boston College and University College Dublin. They will work with each participating business to 

define and establish their research baseline and relevant productivity metrics for the trial. The 



economic, social and ecological impact of the four-day week will be monitored throughout the trial, 

assessing productivity, employee wellbeing and work and life satisfaction, gender impacts including 

the household distribution of labour, and environmental impact both through direct carbon 

emissions as well as indirect behavioural changes. This is a unique opportunity for many small 

businesses to access world-class research on their company’s productivity and the wellbeing of their 

employees through this four-day week trial and transition, without any barriers in terms of cost or 

indeed obligations to publish their company-level data. 

The rollout of the 6-month trial will take place in early 2022. Since the launch of the pilot 

programme, we have had an exceptional response from Irish employers, with over 100 private and 

voluntary sector companies expressing an interest in participating in the trial.  

Around half of these companies recently attended half-day information events held by Four Day 

Week Ireland on the practicalities of the pilot programme. We have since secured firm commitments 

from 17 companies to participate in the pilot, with many others still engaged in advanced internal 

deliberations and processes about joining. 

Preparation, training and on-boarding sessions with our support team will begin next month. In 

January, we will establish the baseline metrics for the research aspect of the pilot and support 

participant companies to get trial-ready. The 6-month trial period will run from February to July. This 

pilot programme will run over 3 phases in 2022 and 2023, however we anticipate to be in a position 

to produce initial findings from the first phase of the pilot by this time next year. 

 

Support from the political system 

Following constructive engagement with Ministers Varadkar and Ryan, we were pleased that the 

Departments of Enterprise, Trade and Employment and Environment, Climate and Communications 

recently announced a €150,000 research call to further assess the economic, social and 

environmental implications of a four-day working week in Ireland. 

This commitment of public funds demonstrates that the Irish Government believe that this is a 

concept which warrants further examination, which is very welcome. 

There has also been strong and positive engagement from party representatives from right across 

the political spectrum in relation to the pilot programme. 

However, we believe that this commitment to researching the four-day week must include ensuring 

that this major international pilot programme involves participation from both public and private 

sector employers in Ireland. Therefore it is important that engagement takes place at the earliest 

possible opportunity to identify targeted, discrete pilot areas within sections of the public and civil 

service to participate in the pilot programme’s coordinated trial and research project, and that a 

process is set up to enable this.  

Having engaged with a number of voluntary agencies who are keen to participate in the pilot, the 

current practice of tendering for State contracts on the basis of hours rather than output is a 

considerable barrier to their participation. Policy change in this area would be extremely welcome. 

Beyond this, for now, it would be greatly appreciated by the campaign if committee members, 

spokespersons and public representatives could promote the pilot programme with businesses in 

their own constituency, so that we can reach as many companies who might be interested in joining 

the coordinated trial and accessing the supports that are available through that as possible. 



 

Conclusion 

Working time reduction has the potential to play a transformative role in rebuilding sustainable 

economies in the aftermath of COVID-19. The Four Day Week Ireland pilot programme seeks to 

understand better the implications of reduced working time for productivity, human wellbeing and 

environmental sustainability in an Irish context. It has the potential to be a triple-dividend policy, 

which can simultaneously improve human, economic and ecological wellbeing. 

This is an idea whose time is come, and which is growing in international momentum exponentially. 

This has accelerated in light of the COVID-19 pandemic, with businesses and governments 

committing to new experiments on an almost daily basis. Ireland can be a global leader in delivering 

reduced hour working, and developing a culture of world-renowned work-life balance for our people 

alongside a high-productivity business environment. 

When the 8-hour day was first introduced more than a century ago, many decried this as an 

unaffordable luxury, and argued that the economy could not cope. 

When British economist John Maynard Keynes predicted in 1930 that advancements in technology 

and productivity would make a 15-hour work week possible within a century, he could scarcely have 

imagined the kind of progress we have experienced since then, through developments such as 

globalisation, e-mail and the Internet. 

Despite this, working hours have remained largely stagnant in most advanced western economies in 

recent decades, during a period when overall economic productivity has grown exponentially. 

We must ensure that the benefits and productivity gains brought about by the ‘fourth industrial 

revolution’ of automation, artificial intelligence and digital technologies are shared with workers. 

It’s been over 100 years since we invented the five-day working week. It’s time for an update. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


