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Abstract: This study aims to review the theoretical and empirical effects of working time
reduction (WTR) and compare them with workers’ expectations and experiences. A survey
was conducted with 61 individuals working 40 h per week, 36 workers who had undergone
WTR, and 47 managers. The results showed that all participants were in favor of WTR;
managers preferred reducing to a 4-day workweek, while workers opted for a flexible
schedule. The expectations and experiences of WTR impacts on the society, economy, and
environment were very positive, particularly in stress reduction, household responsibilities,
and work–family balance. Experienced workers and managers recognized the positive
economic effects of WTR on productivity and competitiveness, but other workers did not
expect them. Contrary to the expectations of the other samples, experienced participants
reported an increase in their consumption patterns, which needs to be considered, as
the impact of WTR on the environment is mainly dependent on the workers’ activities.
Understanding the effects of WTR and the support of workers and managers is crucial in
decision-making processes.

Keywords: working time reduction; sustainability; expectations; experiences

1. Reducing Weekly Working Hours: Expectations and Reality
Sustainability has emerged as a pivotal concern, evident in the United Nations’ 2030

Agenda for Sustainable Development adopted by all Member States in 2015. Organizations,
as key entities, play a critical role in advancing sustainability goals, including promoting
decent work, well-being, economic growth, and environmental sustainability [1,2]. The
significance of this concern is underscored by the Agenda’s inclusion of Goal 8, which
specifically aims to promote decent work for all. More specifically, Target 8.3 sets out the
objective to “promote development-oriented policies that support productive activities,
decent job creation, entrepreneurship, creativity and innovation, and encourage the for-
malization and growth of micro-, small- and medium-sized enterprises, including through
access to financial services” [3]. During the 2022 election campaign, the victorious Socialist
Party included a proposal in its electoral program to “promote a broad national debate and
social concertation on new ways of managing and balancing working hours, including con-
sideration of experiments such as the four-day workweek in different sectors” [4]. In line
with the ongoing public dialogue involving the state, political parties, labor associations,
general public, and pilot studies currently underway, the present study investigates the
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potential impact of reducing weekly working hours on perceptions and practices related
to sustainability.

Understanding the role of perceptions, such as attitudes and beliefs, is essential for
examining how individuals view the balance between work and leisure [5]. Accordingly,
we compare the expectations of workers and organizational representatives with the expe-
riences of employees of an organization that implemented a reduced workweek for nine
months. Through the three dimensions of sustainability, we assess the potential effects of
reduced weekly working hours on economic, social, and environmental outcomes.

Working time, defined as the period a worker is at the employer’s disposal, varies
based on occupations, life stages, and gender [6]. Working time reduction (WTR) is not a
new concept; historical examples include the shift from a six-day to a five-day workweek in
the early 20th century [7,8]. Proponents of a shorter workweek advocate it as a response to
various crises, highlighting potential environmental, social, and economic benefits [9–11].

This study seeks to contribute to the ongoing discussion of workweek reduction, a
topic often met with skepticism in Portugal, where it receives limited enthusiasm from
unions and, at times, strong opposition from employers [7]. To analyze the potential impacts
of this change, we apply all three sustainability dimensions, providing a comprehensive
perspective that aligns with contemporary sustainability goals.

1.1. Working Time Reduction and Economic Outcomes

Empirical evidence suggests that reduced working hours can enhance productivity
and employment and, consequently, lead to an increase in real GDP [8]. Shorter workweeks
boost productivity through the physiological benefits of less physical and mental fatigue,
and organizational redesign [12]. Concerns about potential skill dilution and decreased
productivity have been challenged by findings indicating that reduced hours can decrease
labor costs and enhance workforce quality, as supported by evidence from the U.S. and
Europe from 1995 to 2006 [13,14]. Countries with shorter working hours—such as Germany,
Belgium, France, or the Netherlands—exhibit higher productivity rates, underscoring a
positive correlation between reduced annual work hours and productivity. Figure 1 further
illustrates this trend, with European nations leading in productivity as work hours decrease.
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In terms of employment, research in Spain projected that reducing the workweek from
40 to 35 h would generate over half a million jobs, reduce unemployment by 2.6 percentage
points, and boost the GDP by 1.55% due to increased domestic demand, consumption, and
investment. Working time reduction can specifically help mitigate female unemployment,
providing opportunities for a more equitable distribution of household and caregiving
responsibilities [8].

1.2. Working Time Reduction and Social Outcomes

Research on the social impact of reduced working hours has primarily focused on
health, work–life balance, and well-being. Evidence indicates that reducing working hours
can improve both mental and physical health, leading to benefits such as better sleep quality,
reduced stress, lower fatigue, and other positive health outcomes [16,17]. However, the
health benefits of WTR may depend on how individuals use the additional free time. For
instance, Voglino et al. [18] suggest that WTR is most effective when it fosters healthy habits,
thereby enhancing overall quality of life and health. Similarly, Buhl and Acosta [19] found
that well-being improvements associated with WTR are strongly influenced by how this
discretionary time is used. Furthermore, reducing working hours can lower work–family
conflict, improve work–life balance [20], and increase well-being, including greater leisure
and job satisfaction [21,22].

1.3. Working Time Reduction and Environmental Outcomes

Research indicates that reducing working hours can have positive environmental
effects by lowering carbon emissions, energy use, and ecological footprints, particularly in
OECD countries and the U.S. [23–25]. Longer working hours tend to increase environmental
pressures probably due to more carbon-intensive lifestyles that arise from limited free
time, with WTR potentially mitigating these impacts [23,26]. However, the environmental
impact of additional free time depends on how it is used, as the activities that replace
work hours can have ambiguous environmental implications [27]. Environmentally low-
impact activities, such as community involvement or home cooking, could benefit the
environment, while high-impact activities like frequent travel could have the opposite
effect [28,29]. Studies in Sweden, the Netherlands and the UK show a correlation between
shorter working hours, reduced income, and smaller carbon footprints. However, these
effects are mixed when examining direct changes in consumption. Shorter hours sometimes
lead to higher environmental impacts due to altered spending patterns; nonetheless, this
result should be interpreted cautiously, as the reported effects are small and not always
statistically significant [25,28,30]. Overall, the academic consensus suggests that WTR
could effectively reduce environmental impact while improving working conditions and
employment, with the potential for a net positive effect on sustainability [27,31,32].

1.4. Working Time Reduction as a Management Practice

Organizations today face growing pressure to implement innovative practices that not
only enhance productivity but also sustain their competitive advantages [33]. Moreover,
they are compelled by stakeholders to meet corporate social responsibility (CSR) targets
and adopt environmentally sustainable practices [34]. As organizations strive to align
their business objectives with societal expectations, there has been a notable trend towards
integrating human resource management (HRM) practices with CSR initiatives, leading
to the emergence of Socially Responsible Human Resource Management (SR-HRM) [35].
SR-HRM refers to HRM policies and practices that align with employee-oriented CSR
objectives, with a particular emphasis on addressing employees’ needs, interests, and social
expectations through human resources strategies and initiatives [35]. Socially responsible
firms that prioritize such practices often achieve greater long-term benefits, including
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improved organizational performance, higher employee satisfaction, and increased com-
petitiveness [36,37].

The reduction of weekly working hours will likely depend on a complex interactive
process of bottom–up (e.g., workers and civil society) and top–down (e.g., policy makers)
negotiations, shaped by public perceptions and experiences. To explore this dynamic, we
analyzed the perspectives of workers and organizational representatives regarding reduced
working hours. This study aims to contribute to the field by identifying the barriers and
facilitators influencing this process.

2. Methods
2.1. Participants

A non-probabilistic convenience sample of 144 participants voluntarily participated in
this study. Table 1 shows the sociodemographic data in detail. Data were collected between
May and July 2022, and the results were analyzed under three specific conditions. Sample
1 consisted of workers from organizations mostly in the private sector, working 40 h per
week. We recruited a convenience sample of the Portuguese adult population via social
media, the research team’s network, and snowball sampling using undergraduate students
who received course credit for recruiting participants. Sample 1 was stratified from an
initial selection of participants (N = 411), to match the distribution of age, gender, and
educational qualifications in order to facilitate a comparison with the sample of workers
surveyed about their experience of reducing weekly working hours. Sample 2 consisted of
employees from a private company (fintech) that adopted a 4-day workweek (i.e., reducing
hours to 32 h/week) model in January 2022. Sample 3 consisted of HR managers primarily
from private organizations practicing work schedules of 40 h per week. Emails were sent to
a list of national companies, including companies of different sizes and areas, and managers
were invited to participate.

Table 1. Participant characteristics.

Age Gender Education Working h/Week Sector Work
Functions

M SD

Sample 1 (n = 61)
Employee

expectations
25.9 7.35 45.9% females

50.8% High school degree
32.8% College degree

14.8% Master’s degree
1.6% Ph.D. degree

40 h/week = 41%
35/week = 35%
Other = 32.8%

Public = 23%
Private = 77%

TF = 47.5%
M&A = 27.9%
Other = 24.6%

Sample 2 (n = 36)
Employee

experiences
25.6 9.81 58.8% females

30.6% High school degree
52.8% College degree

16.7% Master’s degree
32 h/week = 100% Private = 100%

TF = 68.8%
M&A = 25%
Other = 6.3%

Sample 3 (n = 47)
Manager

expectations
45.2 8.93 68.1% females

14.9% High school degree
57.4% College degree
27.7% Master’s degree

40 h/week = 65.2%
35/week = 4.3%
Other = 30.5%

Public = 4.3%
Private = 95.7% M&A = 100%

Note: TF = technical functions; M&A = management and administration.

2.2. Procedure and Measures

The study utilized an online questionnaire, which was distributed to participants
who provided informed consent before completing the survey. The questionnaire was
largely identical across the three sample groups, with the exception that it focused on
experiences for the sample that had undergone a reduced workweek and on expectations
for the other samples.

The questionnaire, developed by the authors, aimed to assess the participants’ expec-
tations and experiences on topics identified in the literature review. Items were designed to
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capture specific aspects of these topics, as identified in the relevant literature. Each aspect
was treated as unidimensional, with individual items measuring specific facets. Conse-
quently, internal consistency was not assessed. Regarding validity, the items demonstrated
evident facial validity and were grounded in observable behaviors or phenomena, with
each item corresponding to a measurable variable.

The questionnaire covered several areas. First, the participants indicated their pref-
erences for their working mode, including their preferred working hours model (40 h
per week, 35 h per week, or 32 h per week) and their preferred workweek structure (five
working days, four working days, or a flexible model where the workers decide how to
organize their week). These preferences were rated on a scale from 1 (low preference) to
7 (high preference).

Second, the participants provided their opinions on the general impacts of reducing
weekly working hours. This was measured using semantic differential scales ranging from
−3 (very negative impact) to +3 (very positive impact). Single-item measures captured the
perceived impacts of reducing working hours on business competitiveness, productivity,
unemployment rates, promotion of women’s employment, workers’ bargaining power,
stress levels, the distribution of household tasks, and work–family balance.

Third, the participants evaluated the potential economic, social, and environmental
implications of reducing weekly working hours. These aspects were also assessed using
semantic differential scales ranging from −3 to +3.

Fourth, the participants were asked about their expectations regarding how they would
use the additional time resulting from a reduced workweek. They rated the likelihood
of engaging in specific activities on a Likert scale from 1 (“very unlikely”) to 7 (“very
likely”). These activities included exercising, spending more time with family and friends,
increasing consumption, pursuing hobbies, participating in social interest activities, and
engaging in educational or training activities.

Finally, the participants rated the overall perceived impacts of reducing weekly work-
ing hours on a scale ranging from −3 (very negative impact) to +3 (very positive impact).

The full questionnaire is available in the Supplementary Materials.

3. Results
3.1. Preferences Towards the Working Mode

A set of between-subject and within-subject analyses of variance (one-way ANOVAs
and repeated-measures ANOVAs, respectively) was performed, comparing the preferences
towards the working mode between the different study samples. The results are presented
in Table 2. Overall, there was a preference for the 32 h/week and the 35 h/week models
over the current model of 40 h/week, which was evaluated in a negative manner by the
three samples. Regarding the 35 h/week, the results show that there was a significant effect
of the group sample characteristics. Post hoc tests show that managers tend to prefer this
option. For the 32 h/week option, the results show that there was not a significant effect of
the group sample characteristics on the level of preference. Additionally, the preferences
within each sample were analyzed. Three within-subject analyses, i.e., repeated-measures
ANOVAs, were performed (40 h/week vs. 35 h/week vs. 32 h/week), one for each
sample. The results show that there are significant effects of the different working hour
configurations for all samples. The employees expected that working 40 h/week is the least
preferable option. The same trend is found among the employees experienced in reducing
the work hours: 40 h/week was the least preferable option. Between 35 h/week and
32 h/week, there was no difference in the mean preferences for both samples of employees.
For managers, the option of 35 working hours per week was the one expected.
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Table 2. Working hours per week preferences.

40 h/Week 35 h/Week 32 h/Week
Within Subjects

M SD M SD M SD

Sample 1 (n = 61)
Employee

expectations
2.75 a(a) 1.57 4.72 a,b(b) 1.86 5.02 a(b) 1.96 F (1.78, 105.19) = 37.34, p < 0.001

Sample 2 (n = 36)
Employee

experiences
2.77 a(a) 1.68 4.00 a(b) 1.80 4.69 a(b) 1.88 F (1.61, 54.83) = 15.53, p < 0.001

Sample 3 (n = 47)
Manager

expectations
3.14 a(a) 2.18 5.05 b(b,c) 1.95 4.60 a(a,c) 2.31 F (1.56, 63.82) = 8.50, p < 0.001

Between subjects F (2, 138) = 1.53,
p = 0.220

F (2, 138) = 3.88,
p = 0.023

F (2, 138) = 0.61,
p = 0.547

Note: 1 = low preference; 7 = high preference. Means with different superscript letters within the same column
are significantly different from each other. Means with different superscript letters in brackets within the same
row are significantly different from each other.

Regarding the model of working hours per week (Table 3), the 5-day workweek was
the least preferred model overall. There were no significant differences between samples
on the level of preference for the 5-day workweek and for the 4-day workweek. However,
for the option of working less hours in a flexible manner, managers expected to prefer this
option less. To analyze the level of preference within the samples for the different working
hours models, each sample was compared relatively to the previous three models (5-day
workweek vs. 4-day workweek vs. less hours flexibly). Regarding employees’ expectations
and experiences, the results show that the 5-day workweek is the least preferred option,
and managers indicated the 4-day workweek as the most preferable option.

Table 3. Working hours model preferences.

5-Day Workweek 4-Day Workweek Less Hours Flexibly
Within Subjects

M SD M SD M SD

Sample 1 (n = 61)
Employees

expectations
2.72 a(a) 1.80 5.50 a(b) 1.90 5.18 a(b) 1.95 F (2, 118) = 39.76, p < 0.001

Sample 2 (n = 36)
Employees
experience

2.26 a(a) 1.50 5.47 a(b) 1.96 5.19 a(b) 1.62 F (2, 68) = 36.05, p < 0.001

Sample 3 (n = 47)
Managers

expectations
2.88 a(a) 2.15 6.07 a(b) 1.37 4.14 b(b) 2.27 F (1.70, 67.98) = 26.08, p < 0.001

Between subjects F (2, 138) = 1.18,
p = 0.311

F (2, 138) = 1.60,
p = 0.207

F (2, 138) = 4.16,
p = 0.018

Note: 1 = low preference; 7 = high preference. Means with different superscript letters within the same column
are significantly different from each other. Means with different superscript letters in brackets within the same
row are significantly different from each other.

3.2. Implications of Reducing the Weekly Working Hours

Regarding the implications of reducing the weekly working hours for competitiveness
and productivity, the participants were asked whether it would increase or decrease. The
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participants differ in their perceptions (Figure 2). When it comes to the competitiveness
of companies, participants in sample 1 (employees’ expectations) hold differing expecta-
tions from other samples. They anticipate a decrease, whereas the remaining participants
consider that competitiveness has increased or expect it to increase (F (2, 143) = 12.42,
p < 0.001). A similar pattern emerges regarding the impact on companies’ productivity.
While the participants in sample 1 anticipate a decrease in productivity, the participants in
sample 2 report an increase. Additionally, managers anticipate a positive effect on company
productivity from the reduction of working hours (F (2, 143) = 71.51, p < 0.001).
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In terms of the implications for aspects such as unemployment, hiring women, and
workers’ ability to claim, the participants do not differ significantly in their opinions (or
experience, in the case of sample 2; Figure 3). Regarding unemployment, all participants
tend to expect a decrease. Regarding the potential for reduced working hours leading
to the increased hiring of women, all participants anticipate a positive outcome, with
more women entering the labor market. However, concerning the impact on workers’
ability to actively participate in their working life, employees’ expectations are pessimistic,
suggesting that some ability to claim benefits is likely to be lost.

Regarding the impact of reduced working hours on aspects such as stress, the dis-
tribution of household responsibilities, and work–family balance, all participants exhibit
a positive expectation (or experience; see Figure 4). Concerning stress, all participants
believe that reducing the working hours will lead to lower stress levels. When it comes
to the distribution of household responsibilities, managers hold a more positive view on
the promotion of equality in the context of sexual roles within the family (F (2, 143) = 3.74,
p = 0.026). Finally, concerning work–family balance, managers’ expectations appear sig-
nificantly more optimistic about enhancing the ability to balance professional and family
commitments due to the reduction in working hours compared to other participants, who,
despite their favorable stance, seem less optimistic (F (2, 142) = 4.72, p = 0.010).
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3.3. Impacts of Reducing the Weekly Working Hours

The participants across all analyzed samples hold an optimistic outlook regarding
the anticipated impacts of reducing working hours on the environment, society, and the
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economy (Figure 5). They expect that the reduction in working hours will yield positive
effects in these three domains.
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This optimistic expectation appears to be based on the analysis of the answers provided
when questioned about the expectations about how the participants would use the extra
time resulting from the reduction of working hours (or how they are currently using that
time in the case of participants who experienced the reduction). The results indicate a
generally positive anticipation of engaging in sports activities, increased participation in
family and social activities, and investment in personal interests and hobbies (all means >5).
No statistically significant differences are observed between the samples (see Table 4).
However, when it comes to activities of social interest, such as volunteering, or investing in
personal and professional development through education and training, the participants
express a low likelihood of involvement (or note minimal impact on how they utilize their
extra time, in the case of sample 2). Particularly, the participants in sample 1 (employees’
expectations) indicate that engaging in these activities is unlikely or very unlikely (mean >4).
Again, there are no statistically significant differences between the samples.

Lastly, concerning the anticipation of a potential increase in consumption behaviors,
both employees and managers express expectations that this behavior is unlikely to change
(means <3). However, employees who underwent the reduction noted that the additional
time led to a notable increase in the consumption of items like clothing or technology.
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Table 4. Expectations and experiences regarding the use of additional time.

I Will Play
More Sports

I Will Spend More
Time with Family

and Friends

I will Consume
More (Clothes,

Technology, etc.)

I Will Spend More
Time Doing

Hobbies

I Will Spend More
Time Doing Social
Interest Activities

(e.g., Volunteering)

I Will Spend More
Time

in Education and
Training Activities

M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD

Sample 1
(n = 61)

Employee
expectations

5.30 a 1.93 6.10 a 1.27 2.98 a 1.92 5.97 a 1.45 3.69 a 1.94 4.69 a 1.92

Sample 2
(n = 36)

Employee
experiences

5.19 a 1.70 6.19 a 1.35 4.14 b 1.76 5.94 a 1.45 4.44 a 1.73 4.58 a 1.73

Sample 3
(n = 47)

Manager
expectations

5.28 a 1.79 6.48 a 0.98 2.52 a 1.66 5.40 a 1.55 4.31 a 1.68 5.21 a 1.47

Between
subjects

F (2, 139) = 0.04,
p = 964

F (2, 140) = 1.29,
p = 0.279

F (2, 138) = 8.21,
p < 0.001

F (2, 139) = 2.16,
p = 0.119

F (2, 138) = 2.50,
p = 0.086

F (2, 139) = 1.58,
p = 0.211

Note. 1 = very unlikely; 7 = very likely. Means with different superscript letters within the same column are
significantly different from each other.

4. Discussion
The State of the Global Workplace 2022 Report [38] estimates that 81,396 h is how

much time of life most people spend working. The only activity that surpasses work is
sleeping. Furthermore, most workers report being miserable at work, or in other words,
actively disengaged. Movements to change how we work keep on spreading, ranging
from spreading remote work, making people thrive at work, to reducing working hours.
From the employees’ perspective, the social benefits of reducing working hours might be
unquestionable. Nonetheless, as mentioned above, the reduction of working hours is a
measure that affects multiple dimensions and cannot be solely evaluated from a social
perspective, as it also has significant environmental and economic implications and affects
various stakeholders. As a result, this measure must be evaluated holistically, and the
ultimate goal of this work was to stimulate further research in this field.

4.1. Practical Implications

Reducing weekly working hours is a complex and multifaceted issue, and there are
several challenges associated with its implementation. A main challenge is resistance from
employers and employees who are concerned about the potential impacts of reducing
working hours, as well as social norms and attitudes towards work that might perpetuate
the idea that long working hours are a sign of dedication, commitment, and productivity.
Therefore, this study focused on analyzing and comparing the expectations and experiences
of employees and managers in the Portuguese context. Preferences towards the number
and mode of working suggested that attitudes are favorable to change. Maintaining the
current mode of work was not preferred by any group in this study. The results showed
that managers preferred the 35 h/week option, and employees preferred the 32 h week.
When it comes to the model of working hours per week, maintaining the current workweek
was also the least preferred option. Individuals preferred the 4-day workweek or to work
less hours in a flexible way. Of relevance, flexibility was less preferred by managers, who
probably anticipated difficulties in the (re)organization of work.

In the economic dimension, our results indicate that participants differ in their opinions
on the effect of reducing working hours on competitiveness and productivity. Employees’
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expectations were pessimistic about the impact on competitiveness and productivity, while
the other two samples (managers and employees who had experienced a reduction in
working hours) had a more positive outlook. Employees may fear that they will not
be able to do their work in less time or that reducing working hours can increase the
cost of production and may lead to wage reductions, which can negatively impact their
livelihoods. Concerns may arise regarding the potential impact of reducing working hours
on productivity and competitiveness, particularly if such reductions are not accompanied by
corresponding improvements in organizational efficiency. However, our findings indicate
that workers who have experienced reduced working hours hold a notably positive view
regarding its effect on productivity. The effectiveness and sustainability of working time
reduction as a management practice rely on the organizational adaptations implemented to
enhance efficiency and performance [7].

WTR holds potential for a positive environmental impact, contributing to lower
emissions, energy consumption, and ecological footprints. However, the outcomes depend
on how individuals use their extra leisure time and the specific implementation context.
Notably, spending more time with family and friends emerged as a common expectation
across all groups, emphasizing the crucial role of relationships in overall well-being [39].
Additionally, the participants also report expectations/experiences in engaging in hobbies
and sports in their extra free time, beneficial activities that align with the World Health
Organization’s promotion of physical activity for achieving the Sustainable Development
Goals, offering numerous health, social, and economic advantages [40]. However, our
findings challenged the initial expectations regarding workers’ environmental impact under
WTR. Although employees and managers did not anticipate a rise in consumption, those
who experienced reduced working hours reported an increase. This outcome may be
attributed to workers maintaining their wages, as a reduction in income might otherwise
suggest a shift toward decreased consumption and related impacts [41,42]. These findings
underscore the need to better understand how workers use their additional free time and
how their activities intersect with sustainability goals. Encouraging low-impact, health-
promoting activities such as sports while discouraging high-consumption behaviors would
be essential in minimizing negative environmental impacts.

Reducing working hours can have significant positive impacts on workers’ health and
well-being, as it can lead to improved work–life balance, reduced stress and burnout, and
better mental health [16,17]. However, the effects on health may depend on how the extra
free time is spent and the specific circumstances of the individuals [18]. Optimistically,
positive expectations were found among all participants regarding the effects of reducing
working hours on stress, the distribution of household responsibilities, and work–family
balance. There was one exception: employees expect that claim capacity (that is, actions to
demand what one has by right or what one believes to have in terms of work) will be lost,
perhaps due to the need for reciprocity after such a significant benefit as reduced work-
ing hours. WTR holds additional significant social implications, particularly concerning
workforce diversity and balance. Managers expect positive outcomes, such as increased
female employment and improved work–family equilibrium. This shift can help address
demographic challenges and promote social equality, particularly by advancing gender
parity at both the household and organizational levels. When supported by well-designed
public policies, WTR can also encourage higher birth rates and facilitate the advancement
of women into leadership roles [43].

Overall, when questioned about the environmental, social, and economic impacts of
WTR, the participants—including both managers and employees—expressed optimism re-
garding the positive effects of reduced working hours. Consequently, this work-related mea-
sure emerges as a potential contributor to addressing global sustainability challenges [44].
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4.2. Theoretical Implications

This study highlights workers’ expectations and experiences regarding the economic
impacts of WTR, particularly in terms of productivity and competitiveness. While some
economic studies raise concerns that reduced hours could lower productivity or increase
operational costs [45], our findings suggest that workers who have experienced reduced
working hours often view WTR positively in terms of productivity and competitiveness
gains. This may indicate that WTR, when implemented with organizational efficiency mea-
sures such as technology integration and process optimization, can support productivity
and competitiveness gains [7]. Furthermore, questions about the sources of productivity
improvements can be raised, such as whether they arise primarily from technology and au-
tomation or from genuine increases in labor productivity driven by heightened motivation
and job satisfaction [12].

While WTR offers potential environmental benefits, this study brings attention to an
important consideration: the environmental impact of WTR may vary significantly depend-
ing on how individuals use their increased free time. Our findings reveal that although
participants generally anticipated that WTR would not lead to higher consumption, those
who actually experienced reduced working hours reported an increase in consumption,
suggesting that shifts in free time can drive changes in consumption patterns. This aligns
with Pullinger’s [28] observation that the composition of consumption shifts alongside
changes in workers’ behaviors, leading to uncertain environmental impacts arising from
evolving consumption patterns. These findings underscore the importance of further
research into behavioral changes in consumption associated with lifestyle adjustments
under WTR.

The study has a focus on the social effects of WTR, particularly around stress, work–
family balance, household responsibilities, gender equity, and workers’ claim capacity.
Findings indicate positive expectations and experiences regarding stress reduction, im-
proved work–family balance, the reallocation of household responsibilities, and the hiring
of women. However, employees expressed concerns about “claim capacity”, potentially
fearing a reduction in their perceived value due to WTR. Furthermore, the general ex-
pectation of a positive impact on gender equity, particularly in terms of increased female
workforce participation, alongside anticipated improvements in the equitable distribution
of household responsibilities, suggests that WTR may support social equality objectives by
fostering more balanced domestic and professional roles.

The findings from this study support the notion that WTR can serve as a valuable
management tool for businesses aiming to invest in their workforce. Investment in human
capital enhances business competitiveness, work engagement, organizational performance,
and employee satisfaction [33,36,37,46]. By reducing employees’ working hours, WTR seeks
to improve workers’ overall well-being. As a strategy of SR-HRM, WTR can significantly
contribute to both employee satisfaction and organizational performance, establishing it as
a legitimate and effective management practice. In this context, the reduction of working
time stands out as a legitimate and effective management tool [7].

4.3. Limitations and Future Directions

This study explores the potential impacts, expectations, and experiences of WTR
in more than one sustainability dimension. Despite being limited to one country with
a small sample size, this study offers fundamental insights crucial for decision-making
processes regarding WTR. Its significance lies in its relevance to a European country
where discussions surrounding WTR, particularly the 4-day week, have persisted among
politicians, media, and businesses for more than two years. The inclusion of this topic in
the electoral agendas of two political parties (in 2022 and 2024), alongside the publication of
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numerous articles in mainstream newspapers [47–49] and a pilot experiment organized by
the Ministry of Labour, Solidarity, and Social Security in 2023 involving 41 companies and
over 1000 workers [50], further underscores its importance. This suggests that the results
should be understood in a context where it is considered important enough to be on the
political agenda, there is public and organizational interest, and there are implementation
experiences. Even within such a context, there may be misconceptions that warrant further
understanding to maximize its sustainable implementation.

Future research could include in-depth interviews with participants who have experi-
enced working time reductions, especially those who reported increased consumption, to
gain further insight into this impactful finding, which may carry important environmental
implications. As mentioned earlier, it would also be interesting to find out the sources of
productivity improvements, if they stem from technology use and automation, genuine
enhancements in labor productivity result of motivation, or others.
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