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Four-Day Workweek - Three Days Off. This is the workweek model that dozens 
of countries are trying out. 

 

 
HR Best Practices on the International Labor Market 
 

 Belgium took the world by surprise some time ago when it announced a 
Labor Reform, including an eventual reduction in the workweek to four 
days. The announcement highlighted the opportunity to give workers more 
freedom and flexibility, although the truth is that in Belgium working hours 
are not actually cut back but organized differently. 

 The Belgian Government will carry out a labor reform, whose main issues 
include the workweek reduction to four days without reducing employees' 
workload or salaries. The announcement was made by Prime Minister 
Alexander de Croo. The goal - the ruling coalition said - is for workers to 
enjoy a better work-life balance while increasing the employment rate for 
people aged between 20 and 64 from 71.4% in the third quarter of 2021 to 
80% by 2030. This reform also stipulates a shorter workweek of four days. 
Workers may choose to work more during one week and less the next. 

 Calls to shorten the working week have gathered steam in recent years in 
several countries as a result of the changing forms of work that the 
pandemic brought about. However, dozens of companies around the world 
have already tried it out, each in its own way. Workers may choose to work 
their 40-hour week in four days or opt for a variable weekly schedule 
where they work longer hours one week and have more free time the 
next. 

 Iceland: The trial of a reduced workweek of four days was "extremely 
successful". The first country to implement an abbreviated workweek was 



 

 

Iceland after trying it out for four years (since 2019) among civil servants in 
the capital city of Reykjavik. Some 2,500 people worked fewer hours with no 
cut to their salaries; they experienced less stress and burnout, improved 
their overall health and their work-life balance without impacting their 
productivity or State revenue. Will Stronge, Research Director at 
Autonomy, said: "This study shows that the world's largest ever trial of a 
shorter working week in the public sector was by all measures an 
overwhelming success. It shows that the public sector is ripe for being a 
pioneer of shorter working weeks - and lessons can be learned for other 
governments." 

 Similar experiments are being conducted in other parts of the world. For 
instance in New Zealand, the consumer goods giant Unilever is giving staff 
a chance to cut their hours by 20% without hurting their pay. In Spain, 
Congressman Iñigo Errejón from the left-wing political party Más País 
introduced a similar bill. In Japan, companies are advised to shorten the 
workweek to four days to overcome the crisis caused by the pandemic, 
reduce the accident rate and improve the quality of life for all residents.  

 Meanwhile in the UK, the initiative is under way at 30 companies which, if 
successful, could help Parliament pass the 32-hour workweek law across the 
country. 

 Sweden also tried to reduce the workweek in 2015 in several nursing 
homes, a sector that has had a hard time recruiting staff. This new schedule 
was tried out by 70 nurses who agreed to participate and as a result, they 
took fewer sick days, improved overall health conditions and increased 
productivity. In addition, new jobs were created and health care costs were 
lowered. Although the results were challenged for their high costs and the 
Government ruled out the possibility of an across-the-board workweek 
reduction, some companies, including Toyota, have kept it to this day. 

 In Japan, Microsoft was the first company to implement the four-day 
workweek. Workers showed improved productivity by up to 40% and 
increased sales, while reducing electricity, ink and paper expenses, among 
others. 

 In the US and Germany, companies have been pushing for this workweek 
reduction, each with its own peculiarities, such as the American company 
Basecamp, which only uses it in the summer. 

 In Spain the company that attracted all the attention was DelSol Software. It 
has been offering this schedule for several years now, with higher 
performance levels, more sales and less employee absenteeism. The Spanish 
Government will contribute 10 million euros to some 200 companies to 
participate in this experiment this year with a 32-hour workweek or four 
days per week. Estimates indicate that 3,000-6,000 workers are expected to 
take part. Valencia offers financial aid to companies that approve a plan to 
reduce working hours and improve productivity. Order 7/2022 was 



 

 

published in the Official Gazette of the Generalitat Valenciana, 
approving the regulation of the financial aid and incentive program for 
businesses to reduce their workweek to four days or thirty-two hours. The 
aim is to improve productivity in Valencian companies. 

 This is a new initiative in Spain with three fundamental goals: enhance 
productivity in the long term, promote work-life balance, and boost 
economic growth while being environmentally sustainable. 

 The law states that the purpose of these subsidies is to “increase business 
productivity”. The program is intended for companies to cut back on 
working hours by at least 20%, without reducing employees’ compensation. 
Companies wishing to be beneficiaries of these subsidies must come up 
with a "Plan for Reducing Working Time and Improving Productivity", 
including detailed information about the actions designed to maximize 
working time. 

 This Plan should be comprehensive. It must include, among other things, an 
explanatory report, clear parameters and indicators to measure productivity 
and an evaluation and monitoring system. These requirements are not 
always easy to be met by small and medium-sized enterprises. 

 Although it is not expressly stated, an underlying goal of this program is to 
ensure gender equality, which has been mentioned in the recitals of the law. 
It can be inferred from the other requirements to apply for the subsidy, such 
as: 

1. Men and women participation must be equitable at each of the beneficiary 
companies, in relation to the total payroll, with no more than a 10% margin 
of difference.  

2. Companies wishing to participate in this initiative must have an equality 
plan, regardless of their size. This condition gains special relevance 
considering that, in light of the provisions of the law, half of the overall 
budget for the financial aid program must be reserved for companies with 
fewer than fifty workers, who have no legal obligation to prepare an 
equality plan. 

3. In order to reduce the workweek, the law establishes that the Company 
must reach an agreement with the Union representing its workforce. If it is 
not unionized, the agreement may be reached with the most representative 
unions of the industrial sector to which the Company belongs. Therefore, 
the lawmaker urges the parties to reach an agreement, which is an 
increasingly common business practice to deal with labor matters. 

4. The Valencian initiative is not an isolated project, but there are many 
companies that have already taken similar actions, such as Telefónica with 
its "Flexible Abbreviated WorkWeek", after developing a pilot intended 
to promote flexibility and work-life balance. The truth is that, in this case, 
the law requires that the abbreviated workweek cannot mean a pay cut, 
which may eventually have a discouraging effect. It appears that this is the 



 

 

reason why just 1% of Telefónica workforce volunteered for a shorter 
workweek a few days after the application period ended. 

5. While initiatives like these might have a positive effect on carbon footprints, 
it is clear that businesses will need legal advice before negotiating, 
regulating, and implementing them. 

 In early June, the United Kingdom embarked upon a six-month pilot 
program where citizens will receive 100% of the pay for working only 80% 
of their usual week. 

 Over the next six months, at least 3,000 workers from 70 companies will 
work just four days to measure whether a shorter workweek can be 
beneficial. This is because employees are more engaged, take fewer sick 
days and experience less burnout without affecting business productivity. 

 The project, led by the '4 Day Week Global' group, will involve companies 
from all sectors. Participants include the tech company Yo Telecom, the 
Royal Society of Biology and other food and mobile device companies. 

 
Conclusions 
 

1. According to the NGO 4 Day Week Global (4DWG), this experiment 
improved not only overall business productivity but also the health and 
well-being of workers and their families. 

2. In addition, “this new way of working will improve business productivity, 
worker health outcomes, stronger families and communities, challenge the 
gender equality issue and work toward a more sustainable work 
environment.”  

3. “Recent changes to work have accelerated the four-day movement,” says 
California-based Alex Soojung-Kim Pang, program director at non-profit 
organization 4 Day Week Global, which advocates for a shorter workweek.  

4. Unexpectedly, Companies have found it easier to attract and retain talent. 
 
Please do not hesitate to contact us for further information. 
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