
 

Work less to save the planet? How to make
sure a four-day week actually cuts emissions
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The idea of a four-day working week is gaining traction. Recently, 
several high-profile companies have trialled reduced hours. And in the
UK, the Labour Party has pledged a 32-hour four day work week within
ten years should it come to power.
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https://sciencex.com/help/ai-disclaimer/
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https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-49798357


 

A number of research studies, including one by my colleagues and I,
show clear benefits such as improvements in employee satisfaction and
productivity, savings on commuter costs, and fewer days absent through
sickness.

However, this wave of interest in a four-day week is no longer just about
worker wellbeing—it is also about the environmental impact.

Several reports and commentators have identified various ways a four-
day week could reduce our carbon footprint. Using data from 1970 to
2007 for 29 OECD member nations, a 2012 study found that a 10%
reduction in work hours may lead to declines in ecological footprint,
carbon footprint, and CO₂ emissions by 12.1%, 14.6% and 4.2%
respectively.

Where would these savings come from? The most direct way a four-day
week could cut emissions is by reducing carbon-intensive commutes, and
our study indicated this has significant potential for a "green" dividend.

Our research was based on a sample of 505 business leaders and owners,
representing a variety of different sized organisations, and a separate
sample of 2,063 adults, designed to reflect the UK in terms of age,
gender and religion. We asked everyone how a four-day week would
affect their commuting habits and then applied their answers to DfT
National Road Traffic Survey data.

We found that, if we scaled up the results to apply to the UK, a national
four-day working week would reduce the number of miles driven by
employees traveling to work by 558 million each week. This in turn
would reduce fuel consumption and travel costs. In this scenario, car
mileage could reduce as much as 9%. More than half (51%) of
employees said they would drive their car less, most commonly reducing
weekly mileage by 10-19 miles.

2/6

https://phys.org/tags/carbon+footprint/
https://econpapers.repec.org/bookchap/elgeechap/14843_5f12.htm
https://phys.org/tags/work+hours/
https://assets.henley.ac.uk/defaultUploads/Journalists-Regatta-2019-White-Paper-FINAL.pdf?mtime=20190703085807&_ga=2.20252415.654796667.1569365806-1896037560.1567111195
https://phys.org/tags/business+leaders/
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Less time spent in traffic is good news for other reasons: it can lead to 
health benefits, lowering the demand for carbon-intensive healthcare
products and services such as hospital treatments, visits to GP or
medications. Avoiding the stress and anxiety of a traffic jam is also good
for mental health, especially among women.

With a three-day weekend, there are more opportunities for workers to
exercise, spend time outdoors or do others things that improve their 
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https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0160412017318263
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11116-017-9766-2
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1068/a46267


 

physical and mental health. This in turn means less demand for carbon-
producing healthcare services.

Working one day less per week means less need for goods and services
we use daily in the workplace. Computers and machinery will last longer,
stationary and uniforms won't need replacing as often, cleaners won't
need to work as much, and so on. There will be less need to produce
these goods and services using carbon-intensive technologies and natural
resources.

It's potentially a virtuous cycle, as a better environment with less
pollutants can improve productivity levels. Therefore, environmental
benefits from four-day week can also be viewed as an investment in
human capital.

It's not entirely positive though

A four-day week can also have some negative environmental impacts.
Policies and strategies are needed to minimize the adverse effects and
maximize the "green" dividends.

Net benefits depend on how workers use the three-day weekend. If they
use that extra day off to take a flight for a short break, drive a fancy
sports car, or even to watch TV at home with the heating or air-
conditioning cranked right up, then those fewer working hours could
even be bad for the environment.
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https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/17439760.2017.1374436
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/jun/21/help-the-planet-work-a-four-day-week
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/jun/21/help-the-planet-work-a-four-day-week
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/aer.102.7.3652
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/aer.102.7.3652
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0959652617301300
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A four-day week may not achieve the full range of benefits if the work
of five days is crammed into four days with longer hours (as happened in
one experiment in the US state of Utah). Workers may have to prioritise
tasks and work longer hours. This can cause anxieties, performance-
related stress and an increase in demand for health services.

Unaffordable house prices across many parts of the UK, along with slow
wage growth, means any loss of income due to a four-day week may
force workers to top up their salaries with extra jobs. This would negate
the environmental benefits of that supposed day off.

What needs to be done?
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https://sciencex.com/help/ai-disclaimer/
https://www.governing.com/columns/utahs-demise-of-the-four-day-work-week.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2016/09/15/health/four-day-workweek/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2016/09/15/health/four-day-workweek/index.html
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/housing/bulletins/housingaffordabilityinenglandandwales/2018


 

New technologies such as artificial intelligence and robotics can lead to
productivity gains, and we need to utilize this wisely if a four-day week
is to achieve the same output as the standard five days without job or
income losses.

If workers are to spend their extra free time boosting their health and
wellbeing, then we'll also need further investments into less carbon-
intensive infrastructures. That means better public transport, more parks,
libraries, community centers, sports facilities.

It is crucial that workers understand the full range of issues of four-day
weeks. Organisations should invest and provide support, and appropriate
training programs should be rolled out.

Finally, workers must be willing to change their perspectives and make
positive behavioral changes. This would make the four-day week
concept work for them, their families, their employers and for the
environment.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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