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I.

EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY



Autonomy A Shorter Working Week in Government 5

 
Executive Summary

•	 This is a report on the findings of an 
intensive consultation process involving 
staff from across the Scottish Government. 

•	 The consultation process involved working 
with the PCS Scotland trade union, and 
speaking to PCS, Prospect and FDA trade 
union members as well as non-union 
members. 

•	 The report’s findings suggest that 
many business areas within the Scottish 
Government could move to a shorter 
working week without having to employ 
new staff. The report also reveals that in 
some roles the move to a shorter work 
week will be more complex than others 
and would therefore involve new hires. 

•	 Staff feedback suggests any 
implementation of a shorter working 
week should include the whole Scottish 
Government and be done in such a way 
as to not undermine future negotiations 
over pay and conditions. 
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•	 A poll of a sample of over 2000 
employees from cross Scottish 
Government revealed large support for 
the idea. 87% agreed that the employer 
should pilot a four-day working week from 
across all areas of Scottish Government.  

•	 All three modes of engagement 
demonstrated how valued flexible working 
is within the Scottish Government, with 
84% agreeing that they have sufficient 
flexibility within their job. 

•	 A large majority of staff (84%) also 
believed that they could adapt their 
work processes in order to suit a shorter 
working week.  

•	 The report demonstrates clear, perceived 
benefits for the employer. These include: 
retention and recruitment of staff; 
being seen as a pioneer in setting new 
working time standards for the Scottish 
economy; and having a happier/ healthier 
workforce. 
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II.

CONTEXT 
AND
INTRODUCTION
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Introduction

What do we mean by a shorter 
working week?
A shorter working week is a reduction of weekly 
hours spent working, with no associated loss in pay. 
It operates on the principle that people should be 
able to spend less time doing what they have to 
do to get by and have more time for other pursuits 
- be they shared family responsibilities, unpaid 
volunteer work, or simply pursuing one’s own desires. 
In the early and mid-twentieth century, this goal 
was advanced by collective bargaining, productivity 
growth and progressive legislation, but as the hours 
of workers across the UK continued to rise in recent 
decades, we saw the reversal of this goal, with all 
of the associated negative outcomes of overwork, 
reduced leisure time and poor mental health.

Over the last decade, however, we have witnessed 
the re-emergence of reduced working hours as a 
key policy objective. Its implementation is often 
articulated as a four-day week (reducing weekly 
hours, for example, down from around 37 to 32-
28), and an increasing number of feasibility studies 
and trials highlight that a notable reduction in 
working hours provides a range of tangible benefits 
for both employees and employers. For example, 
staff experience more time for leisure, socialising 
and community activities, as well as enhanced 
mental and physical health. Employers, on the other 
hand, see significant increases in productivity, less 
absenteeism and positive outcomes with regards to 
retaining and recruiting staff. 
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From the German manufacturing sector and the 
UK postal service to large corporations such as 
Microsoft and Unilever, reduced working hours has 
reappeared as a key objective for the twenty-first 
century workplace, called for by unions, employers 
and political parties alike.

A reduction in hours with no loss in pay has been 
embraced and forwarded as a key demand for the 
PCS trade union and its members. Over the last 
few years the PCS Scotland Pay Claim for Scottish 
Government has been for ‘A reduction in the 
working week to 4 days, 28 hours with no loss of pay 
or terms and conditions’. In addition, large parts of 
the Scottish Government switching to home working 
overnight due to the pandemic has illustrated what 
was once conceived of as ‘radical’ changes to the 
conditions of work are in fact feasible, if there is a 
collective willingness to do so. 

It is against this backdrop that the scoping project 
between PCS and Autonomy took place. Autonomy 
engaged with PCS members and non-members to 
explore the potential for implementing a four-day 
week across the Scottish Government (SG). This 
involved consulting with workers through three 
modes of engagement (workshops, interviews and 
surveys) in order to capture and evaluate both the 
practicalities and potential benefits of implementing 
a work time reduction initiative across different 
departments and job roles. We also carried out a 
poll with a large sample of the workforce, asking for 
their views on the issue.
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What did the exercise aim to achieve? 
The expressed intentions behind this scoping exercise 
are the following:

•	 (A1) To ascertain from SG workers both the 
desirability and feasibility of implementing a work 
time reduction scheme, defined as a 28-32-hour, or 
four-day, week without a reduction in pay. Factors 
of desirability include the levels of support (both 
quantitatively and qualitatively) for a 28-32-hour 
4-day week. Factors defined under the remit of 
feasibility will assess the degree to which different 
job roles/departments across the SG could 
successfully enact, and adapt to, a shorter working 
week schedule.

•	 (A2) To offer a broad but highly inclusive record 
of the potential impact that working less could 
have on SG workers’ lives, both inside and outside 
of the workplace. For example, do they feel that 
they would benefit from working shorter hours, with 
regards to their well-being, mental health, personal 
autonomy and work-life balance? Do they think 
that working time reduction would improve the 
quality of their work?

•	 (A3) To inform and empower PCS reps through 
their participation in the process of helping to 
coordinate, organise and participate in workshops 
and interviews.  
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We aimed to capture the testimony and experience of 
many - but not all - workers in the Scottish Government. 
Considerable effort was made to conduct workshops 
and interviews representing a diverse range of working 
experiences. Thus, we wanted to understand and 
capture the ways in which certain factors influenced 
workers’ views on the prospect of a shorter working 
week. The factors that are of particular interest include 
the following: job role, work setting, disability, full or 
part-time working and caring responsibilities.  

We worked closely with senior PCS staff and reps in 
both the design and implementation of the project (A3). 
For example, regular feedback was sought from PCS 
in making sure our methodological approach was in 
consonance with both the aims of the project and the 
context we would be working within, e.g.  the constraints 
or limitations we would face in being able to obtain the 
testimonies and experiences set out above. In addition, 
PCS reps were actively encouraged to attend and guide 
discussion within the workshops.  
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I.

METHODS
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Methods

We implemented a mixed method approach utilising 
the modes of engagement outlined above (workshops, 
interviews and surveys). Our methodological approach 
is based on capturing detailed qualitative data in a 
way that can inform any further initiatives on working 
time. In this way, the scoping exercise performed can 
be viewed as a useful tool for getting a handle on the 
feasibility of working time reduction, in lieu of an actual 
pilot scheme or full implementation.

The surveys utilise ‘closed’ questions (questions that 
require the selection of clearly defined, prepared 
answers) to gather quantitative assessments of worker 
sentiment about the notion of working time reduction 
and surrounding issues. This allows us to infer certain 
conclusions from staff responses and perceive general 
tendencies that can be further explored via group 
(workshops) and individual (interview) qualitative 
settings. 

One on one interviews were semi-structured in design. 
This channel of engagement dovetails with the staff 
surveys, insofar as they provide the nuanced and 
subjective ‘open space’ to expand upon the narrowly-
defined questions found in the survey. The surveys and 
interviews therefore represent the main channels for 
evaluating individual staff knowledge and experience.
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The workshops provide the opportunity to engage 
with a wide sample of workers from the multiple 
departments and delivery bodies that make up the 
Scottish Government. It also provides an opportunity to 
discuss, debate and collect feedback constructed in a 
collective rather than individual setting. These sessions 
will capture collective data in relation to the aims of the 
project set out above (A1+A2). 
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IV.

INTERVIEWS
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Interviews
Summary findings 

•	 There is a high degree of collective support 
and buy-in for a shorter working week within 
the SG 

•	 Its perceived desirability related to staff having 
more time to carry out caring responsibilities, 
activities associated with personal development 
and hobbies 

•	 No major concerns were expressed by staff 
regarding the Scottish Government exploring 
the introduction of a shorter working week 

•	 Staffing numbers, access to sufficient 
technological resources, management buy-
in and reducing/making meetings more 
productive, were identified as essential 
requirements for enabling the successful 
implementation of a shorter working week 

•	 The interviews identified flexible working as 
being a highly valued condition of employment 
within the Scottish Government 

•	 Testimonies captured from the interviews 
suggest that any shorter working week 
scheme needs to engage with and expand the 
concept of flexible working within the Scottish 
Government 
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Context and Covid working
The one-on-one interviews were semi-structured in 
design. This provided the space in which to capture 
personal testimonies on both the desirability and 
feasibility of implementing a shorter working week 
in their place of work. In addition, the interviewees 
reflected attempts made to provide a representative 
sample of both the diversity of jobs roles and lived 
experiences that make up the Scottish Government. 
Interviews were conducted over a three-week period 
with thirty two separate interviews being carried out 
in total. 

It is important to note that the interviews took place 
against the backdrop of SG workers having been, in 
the main, working from home for an unprecedented 
period of time due to the Covid-19 pandemic. We 
therefore wanted to understand how home working 
had impacted issues relating to working time and 
how these changes influenced workers’ comparisons 
of working life pre-and-post pandemic.

Before commencing the interviews, particular 
attention was given to contextualising what was 
meant by a shorter or a four-day week in order 
to avoid any ambiguity or misinterpretations. 
Among the workers we interviewed however, 
existing awareness of the shorter working week 
as a policy objective was strong with the majority 
of workers commenting that they had read about 
companies, whether in the UK or abroad, adopting 
such an approach in order to increase productivity 
or the overall health of workers. This provided a 
moderately well-informed background in which 
questions of aspiration were answered. 
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The questions asked related to the following 
categories: 

Aspirations - in what ways would a shorter 
working week improve or impact on their lives

Apprehensions - what are the main worries 
or concerns about the Scottish Government 
implementing a shorter working week in either 
their individual work setting or across the 
Scottish Government more broadly

Ideal modes of implementation - for 
example, For full-time staff, would they prefer 
shorter hours across five days or a four-day 
week with a universal day off? For part-time 
workers, would they prefer a pro-rata reduction 
in hours or an uplift in pay?

Flexibility & home working - How, and in 
what ways, does the shorter working week 
connect with desires and aspirations to work 
differently post-pandemic?

Overcoming obstacles - suggestions and 
recommendations for overcoming potential 
impediments for implementation
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Aspirations
The overwhelming tendency that emerged from 
the interviews concerned how a shorter working 
week would provide greater autonomy to pursue 
activities of personal or social responsibility (i.e. 
care or voluntary work), or to take more time for 
personal development or hobbies. In addition, 
workers also were able to comment and speak from 
not only a personal perspective but from what they 
perceived to be the benefits for the overall team 
or organisation. Many people commented on their 
teams consisting of either a high proportion of part-
time workers or staff with caring responsibilities who 
would benefit from having extra time to manage 
domestic workloads. The quotes below are a sample 
that reflect these tendencies:

Benefits for part-time staff

“We have a lot of part time staff and parents who 
work part-time so that they pay less for childcare, 
etc. So from that point of view, a shorter working 
week would be absolutely fantastic for them 
because their pay would go up. From an agency 
point of view, from a staff point of view, it would be 
great”.

Making time for personal development 

“I think I would do something for personal 
development. Learn a new language, or a new 
subject.”
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“I think a four-day week would benefit me in lots of 
ways. Pre-Covid, there were things that I regularly 
do that I found myself missing because I felt the 
pressure of, you know, doing an extra half hour (of 
work), so I felt like I was constantly missing out. 
And there’s training outside of work which I do for 
personal development. It would give me more time 
to focus on that rather than waiting till the evening 
where I’m absolutely knackered. And the final thing 
is my mother., My mother is quite elderly and her 
health is starting to fail. And that’s something that, 
you know, regardless of whether it was a four-day 
week, is something I need to consider in terms of full 
time working”. 

“Yeah, I have come across the idea [of the four-day 
week]. I really, really like the concept. I feel like a 
lot of the time I don’t have time for my hobbies, like 
volunteering. I started volunteering at a community 
farm but realised pretty quickly that I would have 
been working every single Saturday, meaning I 
would only have one day off a week. If that day 
was freed up, I’d certainly like to get back into 
volunteering again”.

“I come from a position where I can see a real 
advantage of reducing the working week to four-
days. So I think some of the discussions around 
productivity have shifted, certainly in the last five 
years or so anyway, in that there is a much more 
holistic view that workers’ well-being is part of 
that picture as well. So I see the four-day working 
week as a transition progression, a natural step to 
recognise that productivity can be measured in lots 
of different ways and someone’s health and well-
being is really important”.
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Game changer 

“It would [make] a massive difference. Even just 
picking [the kids] up from schools a couple of days 
a week, would be really good. It would be a bit of a 
game-changer I think.”

Apprehensions
Our second set of questions wanted to capture 
whether there were any overarching concerns or 
problems that people had regarding the Scottish
Government pursuing a shorter working week 
initiative. Whilst none of the interviewees had any 
major concerns (i.e. issues that were viewed as being 
either insurmountable or having a detrimental 
impact on working life), some common themes did 
emerge.

The first concerned how a shorter working week 
would impact the amount of contact time people 
had with the whole team and difficulties it might 
create in either managing a team or keeping on top 
of workloads in a reduced timeframe; the second 
questioned whether there would be the resources 
in place to recruit the extra staff where that was 
needed; and the last centred on how a shorter 
working week would function for workers who were 
either public facing (i.e. the service they provide 
needs to be available 5/7 days a week), or working 
non-standard shift patterns. The quotes below are a 
sample that reflect these tendencies: 
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Problems with shift work

“It’s going to prove quite interesting trying to 
implement it within Food Standards Scotland, 
because we are all paid by the meat industry. 
Any extra cost would have to be either met out of 
Scottish Government funds or through some kind of 
grant. Or, alternatively, the meat industry will have 
to pay for it, so it might be slightly problematic from 
that perspective. However, it would also bring more 
people into the business as well. We need extra meat 
inspectors, because the meat plants will operate on 
those days that we are not working. 

“It would mean more job creation, so it would be a 
selling point as well, probably”

“I personally don’t think four-days would work. I 
can’t see how a fishery office could work on a four-
day rota unless we had the money to invest in more 
staff to allow more teams so that way the shifts are 
always covered. I could see five days with less hours, 
but again you would still need the staff and extra 
resources in place”.

Lack of contact time

“My concern would be that If you’re trying to 
manage a team, and you’re off one day and 
someone on your team is off another day, then 
you’re only in contact for three days at the same 
time per week, which I think could cause problems”.
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Work intensification 

“I would be slightly worried that there would be an 
expectation that productivity is going to increase 
and that would necessarily be an organic process. 
From me, as a member of staff, I would worry that 
there would be a sense of ``you’re only working four-
days but you need to do extra work”.

Ideal modes of implementation
The next set of questions wanted to gauge workers’ 
opinions on how a shorter working week would be 
best implemented. These questions took into account 
perspectives from both part and full-time perspectives. 
From a full-time point of view, there was an 
overwhelming preference for a four-day week, rather 
than five shorter working days. The justification for this 
was based on a perception that people would likely 
end up working over their new hours on each day, 
defeating the purpose of the change. In addition, two 
workers who were coming up to retirement commented 
on how a four-day week without a loss in pay would be 
a significant factor in delaying retirement. 

In terms of part-time workers, no clear consensus was 
found regarding an ideal mode of implementation, 
with a near fifty fifty split in interviewees favouring 
either a raise in salary or a pro-rata reduction in 
hours that was in line with their full-time colleagues. 
However, nearly everyone interviewed emphasised 
the importance of making sure any implementation 
was malleable enough to allow for greater flexibility 
and personal choice (see flexibility and home working 
section below for an expansion on these themes). 
The quotes below are a sample that reflect these 
tendencies:
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The benefits of a four-day week

“So personally, I think it would be easier for people 
to take time off by just cutting off Fridays, so just 
remove Fridays from the working week. Because 
what happens is you get sucked into working. I’ll say 
to my partner, I’ll be finished by half five today or 
I’ll be finished by 6:30 and I’m still sitting there at 
7. And it’s because I enjoy what I do and I’m in my 
flow. Giving people a universal day off like Friday 
would recognise and reward people for the above 
and beyond culture people work within the SG, 
whilst hopefully preventing people burning out at 
the same time”

“I think, based on past experience, I would definitely 
prefer to work less days rather than shorter days. I 
have done both and when I was part time I wasn’t 
disciplined enough doing shorter days and would, 
more often than not, just end up working till 5 or 
6. So that would be my concern if I was working 
five short days - I don’t think I would get any of the 
perceived benefits”.

Delaying retirement 

“The few guys that have talked about this think it’s 
an absolutely brilliant idea [the shorter working 
week proposal] because we’re quite an ageing 
workforce. Recently there’s been a few younger guys, 
but on the whole a lot of guys are 59 or 60  and 
we’re looking at either retirement or reducing our 
hours. So a four-day week, or the chance to reduce 
further, could definitely help in prolonging my 
career as such, because it is a fairly demanding role 
physically. So lots of lots of people are quite keen on 
trying to do this (reduce hours) so a shorter working 
week could help with turnover and retention”.
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Giving part-time workers the choice 

“So I think it’d be good to have an option where 
you could say that I would like a few less hours. I do 
twenty hours a week at the moment and having the 
option to do say four less would be very appealing, 
due to my mental health issues. I would feel more 
on top of things and there would be less chance of 
me getting ill and having to take time off work due 
to the stress work has on my condition. So having 
the flexibility to work less as a part-time member of 
staff would be really beneficial to me”.

Flexibility and home working 

Questions on flexibility and home working were 
designed to gauge how people experienced working 
life during the pandemic and, in turn, how these 
experiences correspond with implementing a shorter 
working week. When asked about the benefits of 
home working during the pandemic, the majority 
of workers commented on how this form of working 
had a positive impact on productivity and being 
able to spend more time helping out with caring 
responsibilities. This was due to the significant 
amount of time saved by either not having to 
commute/travel to meetings, or due to being able 
to work at a time that was more amenable to them 
(for example, having the flexibility to complete 
contracted hours in a way that home working 
affords over a fixed setting). 

Some of the workers interviewed felt that if home 
working was to continue in some form for the 
foreseeable future that the productivity gains and 
the costs saved by the SG (for example, not having 
to rent large office spaces) should be passed back 
to the workforce in the form of shorter working 
hours. 
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In addition, there was an overwhelming consensus 
that the flexi-system currently in place and used by 
the majority of SG workers interviewed, is both a 
highly valued condition of work and an important 
tool for implementing a shorter working week 
scheme. This is due to the flexible working culture 
already in place in the SG, whereby people feel able 
to bank and reclaim the extra hours they work in 
the form of annual leave. Thus, many interviewees 
felt the flexi-system already in place (combined 
with many people in the SG working part-time) 
had created the conditions in which people could 
successfully adapt to the implementation of a 
shorter working week. It must be stated, however, 
not everyone interviewed had access to the flexi-
system and that people were conscious of the need 
for extra staff numbers if the working week was to 
be reduced.  The quotes below are a sample that 
reflect these tendencies:

Improving work-life balance 

“It took a bit of getting used to working from home, 
I must admit, but I actually like it now. I find my 
Flexi isn’t under nearly as much pressure of being 
over the limit that it was because if I was in the 
office, the temptation was to take half an hour at 
lunchtime and just push on. Now, being at home, I 
tend to take an hour for my lunch and by about half 
past five quarter six, I’m thinking I’ve had enough 
and shutting the computer down. So it’s probably 
helped my work life balance working from home”.
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Sharing caring responsibilities 

“Home working has enabled me to nip out and help 
with childcare, which is something that I wouldn’t 
really have done previously in my role. My wife 
would have done most of the childcare, but she 
works as well. So it’s been very easy to say, “I’ll 
collect them from school or drop them off in the 
morning” and that kind of thing. These are things I 
would almost never have been able to have access 
to previously”.

Benefiting from increased productivity 

“We’re saving so much time not having to travel 
for meetings. Using video calls is something we 
should have utilised years ago if I’m being honest, 
because it really has been incredibly useful not only 
in terms of productivity and cost saving, but also in 
terms of inclusivity - having a video call is way more 
accessible for people with disabilities or who have 
caring responsibilities. It would be great to get a 
wee bit of that time back by working shorter hours, 
for sure”. 

“Meeting attendance has gone up, that’s my 
experience anyway. I used to go to meetings in 
Motherwell, meetings in Glasgow, and, you know, 
we’d literally get up, drive an hour and a half to 
Glasgow, be in a meeting for an hour and then drive 
an hour and a half back and your day is pretty much 
done. There would always be people that didn’t make 
it because it had something else. But now, meeting 
attendance has shot up because everybody can 
pretty much be at everything. So again, we are way 
more productive as a team and I feel we need to 
think about how this productivity gain can, moving 
forward, be given back to us in some way. So working 
shorter hours could definitely be an option”. 
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Utilising the flexi-system 

“The flexi system is great and something I really 
value. I think it would enable a smooth transition 
to a four-day week, as the system allows people to 
build up time and take it off when it suits them. It 
would just require that we had the resources in place 
to be able to pay for extra staff and to make sure 
people didn’t all take the same day off and leave 
us short staffed on certain days. But, like I say, we 
already have those processes in place”.  

Overcoming obstacles

The last set of questions attempted to capture the 
ways in which potential barriers to implementing 
a shorter working week could be overcome. Three 
common themes emerged: the need to invest in not 
only more staff, but also labour saving technology; 
to put processes in place to reduce the amount of 
meetings scheduled within the working day; the 
need for management to embrace and promote a 
shorter working week culture. 

With regards to technology, many interviewees 
commented on how a lot of their working time is 
taken up by tasks that are labour intensive and 
could be reduced if they had greater access to 
more up-to-date technology - either in the form of 
automating or project management software. These 
sentiments were also repeatedly expressed in the 
workshops as well. 

The amount and length of meetings was also seen 
as a potential barrier to implementing a shorter 
working week. A number of workers expressed the 
need to put processes in place that either reduce 
the number of meetings scheduled throughout the 
day, or the amount of time it lasts. 
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And finally, in order for a shorter working week to 
be successful, a number of interviewees commented 
on the important role senior management would 
need to play in making it a success. Suggestions 
included management setting an example by: 
embracing and promoting its benefits; reducing 
part-time stigma; and allowing staff the flexibility in 
where they choose to work from (i.e. from home or 
in the office). The quotes below are a sample that 
reflect these tendencies:

Utilising technology 

“We will need to change the way we work. I think the 
pandemic has shown how when you’re forced into 
using new technology it can be incredibly useful 
and efficient. Let’s look at all the incredibly dull and 
labour intensive work we do and see if we can use 
technology in a way that helps us to reduce hours 
and allows us to do the parts of our job we enjoy 
doing the most”. 

“I come from an innovation background so one 
of the biggest frustrations I find in working for 
the Scottish Government is an inability to utilise 
technology and to embrace new ways of doing 
things.  It’s something I’ve argued for years, I’m like 
why are we still using a system like this? Why can’t 
it be automated? There are systems that we could 
use and adapt that would save us so much time 
and money. So if we are to work less hours we need 
a complete change in approach in how we utilise 
technology”. 



Autonomy A Shorter Working Week in Government 30

A change in working culture 

“Not that long ago I had twelve meetings scheduled 
in a day. I literally had back to back meetings all 
day and there was barely time to go to the toilet or 
grab a coffee let alone stop for lunch. Things have 
eased off a bit, but I do find that meetings can be 
an incredibly inefficient use of people’s time. We 
need to change the whole working culture around 
meetings - it would free up so much time”. 

“Management needs to lead on this (the 
implementation of a shorter working week). It’s no 
good doing this if there is still a culture in which 
management are pinging emails off at ten o’clock 
at night and encouraging staff to work ‘above and 
beyond’”. 

“In my opinion, there needs to be more of an effort 
made by management to change the stigma around 
part-time working. I’ve felt on the outside ever since 
I went part-time and I know many other part-time 
staff who feel the same. Maybe a shorter working 
week would help, but I feel like it (the stigma of 
part-time working) is something that needs to be 
addressed first if it is ever going to be introduced”. 
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V.

WORKSHOPS
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Workshops 

Summary findings 

•	 High degree of collective support and buy-in 
for a shorter working week 

•	 The main benefits of a shorter working week 
were identified as: supporting part-time and 
disabled workers; empowering SG workers to 
contribute more to local economies/society; and 
the public sector being seen as a pioneering 
employer  

•	 Concerns around resources and staffing, 
work intensification and a shorter working 
week’s impact on future pay & conditions 
were identified by staff as potential issues 
that would need to be addressed prior to its 
implementation 

•	 Main obstacles that needed to be overcome 
were identified as being the following: the 
development of a more efficient and inclusive 
working culture; utilising labour saving 
technologies; gaining collective buy-in for the 
initiative from all business areas within the 
Scottish Government; and maximising the 
benefits a shorter working week would have on 
recruiting and retaining staff 

•	 Ideal modes of implementation were identified 
as needing to be underpinned by the following 
principles: speed, universality, flexibility, 
inclusivity and personal choice 
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Design
The aim of the workshops was to facilitate multiple 
collective discussions corresponding with the 
core aims of the project (see A1, A2, A3 in the 
introduction). In collaboration with senior PCS reps 
and staff, the workshops were designed in such 
a way as to provide an accurate sample of the 
multifaceted nature of work and services that make 
up the Scottish Government. Thus, the workshops 
were attended by workers from the following 
branches: West & Central, Leith, Edinburgh Central, 
Saughton, Grampian and Tayside and Marine 
Scotland. Eight workshops were conducted over a 
three-week period, with each lasting for two hours. 
Attendance for each workshop varied between 9-12 
people. The content of the workshop comprised of 
the following format: 

Context setting - making clear what the aims of the 
project are; to define and communicate the concept 
of a shorter working week; outline where shorter 
working week practices are currently in operation.  

Breakout room 1 -  The first breakout activity 
provoked a general discussion on the Aspirations 
and Apprehensions concerning the implementation 
of a shorter working week. 

Breakout room 2 - The second breakout discussion 
focused on identifying and overcoming obstacles 
for the successful implementation of a shorter 
working week within the SG.

Group discussion - The workshop ended with a 
group discussion on what would be the ideal modes 
of implementation.    
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Aspirations

The first breakout room provided an opportunity 
for staff to identify what they considered to be 
the positive effects and potential benefits of the 
SG implementing a shorter working week. Whilst 
common individual benefits associated with a 
shorter working week were expressed  (for example, 
reducing stress associated with overwork and 
offering the opportunity for a better work/life 
balance), the common themes to emerge from the 
workshops concerned the positive impact it would 
have on colleagues, the Scottish Government and 
society. The quotes below are a sample that reflect 
these tendencies: 

Positive impact on part-time and 
disabled workers 

“From the level playing field perspective, we said 
that it would be an almost overnight pay rise for 
part-time workers. You know, we’re talking about 
full time workers receiving the same wage for a 
reduction in hours, which means that for part time 
workers who are working reduced hours, the hourly 
rate would go up. That would kind of equalise 
everything out as well”

“Part-timers who are already working part time, if 
we do this [a shorter working week], it means we 
will effectively get a pay rise, which would make 
a big difference to many people’s lives, especially 
women who have caring responsibilities, because 
they generally do the majority of this kind of work. 
So a lot of women would benefit from this [a shorter 
working week]”.
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“It could remove some of the direct discrimination 
that part-time workers sometimes feel. There was 
just some chat about perhaps some negative 
behaviours towards colleagues who work part 
time so that they’re not contributing as much as 
people who are working full time. For example, 
being referred to as the ‘others’ whereas full-time 
colleagues being classed as ‘the team’. So we 
thought a shorter working week would be a positive 
in that regard”. 

“I think a policy like this would demonstrate the 
Scottish Government being bold and brave in 
saying part-time work is valued and that we want to 
support women in the workplace”. 

“For those who are disabled, if you’re having to work 
less hours per day, that gives you the opportunity to 
clock out and to deal with the things that you have 
to do for your disability without feeling pressured. 
For example, I have ME so I could potentially clock 
out and have a wee 40 minutes sleep twice a day. So 
yeah, it could really benefit disabled workers”. 

Health and social impacts 

“We touched on the benefits for employers in having 
a healthier workforce. People having more time for 
themselves, particularly people with health problems 
and things like that, working a shorter working 
week could help them recover, rest and rejuvenate 
themselves”.
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“There’s all this home admin that you spend pretty 
much all of your time doing outside of work, so 
you’ve only got a small amount of time to do what 
you actually enjoy doing. For example, a couple of 
years ago I wanted to start volunteering regularly. 
But I found it really difficult to fit that in with 
everything else I had in my life, plus working full 
time. So I was actually considering dropping down 
to part time work so that I could do volunteering, 
so obviously if this shorter working week was 
implemented, that would be something that, you 
know, I could actually do”.

“it would also give you a chance to contribute more 
to society and not to be defined by your job. If we 
are working less but doing more outside of work 
such as volunteering etc., you can see how a four-
day week could help break down your identity not 
being defined by your job”. 

“Having that extra time off makes a world of 
difference. I think you can feel that when you use 
your flexi or you have a day off and you manage 
your workload around that. So you know it would be 
similar, but on a permanent basis, if we were doing 
a four- day week. The benefits to work life balance, 
your own sort of personal energy, your self care, 
things like that, I think it would be massive. I think 
it would be beneficial for the economy as, because 
you’d get an extra day off you would be spending 
more time and money in your local area. So yeah, I 
think there’s so many benefits for the individual and 
society”.
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Recruitment and retention of staff

“we also talked a wee bit about how it could be more 
sustainable for enabling people to work longer. As 
we are now having to work to an old age, it could 
be a system [a shorter working week] where we’re 
supporting people to work reduced hours as they get 
older, as opposed to retiring earlier”.

“We really struggle to get the skills in that we need. 
So yeah, it might [a shorter working week] actually 
be an additional incentive to join the public sector”.

“The point came up around how this is linked to later 
retirement age now. So older people, probably, need 
more time to recharge. And with the later retirement 
age, this would be a great benefit. It would also be 
a great benefit for people with medical conditions 
or caring responsibilities, you know, that extra time 
would be incredibly beneficial”. 

“It goes without saying that we would probably 
be able to retain and recruit staff better if we 
shortened our week because we’d have better pay, 
terms and conditions”.

“So a lot of us who have been asked to work longer 
retirement dates. So having a shortened working 
week would enable us to fully participate and 
not have to reduce our hours and work part-time 
because we’re basically old and knackered. So that 
would help greatly”. 

“We’ve definitely found it really challenging within 
my team to actually attract talent. And it has 
been mostly in project management roles where 
salaries are typically higher in the private sector. A 
shorter working week policy could definitely help in 
attracting talent from a recruitment point of view”.  
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Scottish government as pioneer/living its 
values 

“I mean, if there was ever a time to make a move 
to a shorter working week it’s now. People are 
reassessing what’s really important in their lives and 
sometimes it’s not living in a big house and having 
a two hour commute and working six days a week 
and having one day off. So, yeah, the pandemic 
has made people reassess things. So I think a lot of 
people might look towards the public sector if they 
had that shorter working week and think that it can 
offer the work-life balance that they are looking for.” 

“So with a little bit of a romantic Scottish 
Government national performance framework hat 
on, I think a policy like this speaks to our values 
in trying to create a kind society. It could have 
such a positive impact on us as individuals and in 
turn our communities and I don’t think that can be 
underestimated”. 

“I’ve had few conversations with workforces, and 
they’re looking towards the Scottish Government 
to lead the way and potentially be an exemplar 
employer. So they’re sort of looking and waiting 
to see what’s going to be happening on this front  
after the pandemic regarding the shorter working 
week. It’s a big opportunity for us [the Scottish 
Government] to take the lead”. 
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Apprehensions

In addition to identifying the benefits of a shorter 
working week, the first breakout room also offered 
the opportunity to identify apprehensions and 
concerns regarding its potential implementation.  
The main themes to emerge across the eight 
workshops concerned the negative impacts it 
could have on negotiating improvements to pay & 
conditions in the future; its potential to intensify 
work; whether there would be the additional 
resources in place to ensure adequate contact time 
between staff was maintained; and the potential 
impact it would have on the perception of public 
sector workers. The quotes below are a sample that 
reflect these tendencies:

The public perception of the Scottish 
Government 

“Are we ever going to be looked at as ‘oh here we 
go again, the Scottish Government gets reduced 
hours, they get paid a fortune, they get great 
pensions etc.? So there is a worry about the public 
perception of government employees getting money 
for nothing, basically”.

“We’ve spoken about public perception, but there’s 
also an expectation that the public needs to be 
able to access our services in exactly the same way 
as they always have done. So as an organisation 
we might want to try and be more flexible with 
the workforce, but we also have an obligation to 
maintain the public service that they’ve promised to 
deliver, so there needs to be balance”.
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Workloads and intensification 

“I think the workload concerns was the first thing 
to come out of the discussion. You know, how do we 
balance the need to get the work done with people 
having less time to actually do it?”.

“So a negative that we had was, and I’m sure it’s 
not uncommon, was to do with workload, essentially 
cramming a full 37 hours into 30. So for us it’s about 
making sure that there’s a consistent approach in 
terms of resource allocation, people’s productivity 
and acknowledging existing work patterns”.

“Would there be an expectation to sort of cram five 
days of work in as default? Because you know, we 
are busy, there are high demands at present - we’re 
working flat out at the moment. If we need to deliver 
that same work within a shorter period of time, how 
would that happen”?

“So there was a concern about whether we would 
just simply compress our current workload into  the 
four-day week instead. So, actually, you’d be having 
to work even harder in a shorter period of time”.

“On the negative side, the potential for increased 
stress as you try and balance that shorter working 
week with the expectations of the business. So you’re 
still trying to do your 37 hours and 30 - that could 
make work a lot more stressful”. 
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Pay and conditions 

“If a scheme like this were to be introduced, there’s a 
real need to clearly articulate that pay would not be 
reduced and that we’re not going to lose flexibility”.

“A potential negative that we had was regarding 
what would be the impact on people’s terms and 
conditions, in terms of their contract. So we were 
thinking that, yeah, a shorter working week would 
be great, but with that, would it perhaps lead us to 
become a seven days a week organisation because 
we are ultimately a customer service organisation so 
we need to be here to serve our clients. And would 
a reduction of hours and the availability of staff 
require weekend working and changing people’s 
contracts and that kind of thing?”.

“The idea of reducing the working week without a 
reduction in pay, great,  but what happens next 
year, during pay negotiations, what happens when 
new costs are created? Is that going to create a 
downward pressure on salaries, or possibly on other 
conditions?” 

“The last one that was flagged up is that there’s a 
current disparity in the agency between the terms 
and conditions that temps get versus permanent 
stuff. And would that be exacerbated? Would we 
expect our temps to continue to work 37 hours? 
Or would they be brought in and aligned with 
permanent members of staff”?

“Other expectations maybe from the organisation: 
would it mean that there’d be less flexibility in 
working patterns? I wouldn’t want to lose that 
flexibility because it’s a really advantageous way to 
work. So we do want to ensure that employees have 
an active voice in how this is implemented”.
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“Little bit of concern over pay, not so much initially, 
but more to do with longer term pay prospects. So 
you could argue it’s equivalent to getting a 20% pay 
rise. What’s that gonna do to pay prospects over the 
preceding years? And for how long?”

Contact time and available resources 

“If you’re not in the office or interacting with your 
colleagues as much, there is the potential for a lack 
of visibility and contact time with your colleagues”.

“Our discussion was primarily about manpower, you 
know, getting people in and up to speed. Like the 
area that I work in, for example, is pretty fast paced. 
And there’s a lot of political expectation on the work 
that we deliver. So my concern is that sometimes it 
feels like five days a week is not enough to do the 
work that we are doing, so cutting down to four-days 
a week? I think in an environment like that it would 
be quite challenging”.

“If we’re reducing our hours, how would that work 
across the organisation? In my case, I don’t work 
Wednesdays, which was easy to accommodate 
because there’s only one other person that was part-
time. But what happens when everyone is on reduced 
hours? Do we essentially become a seven day 
organisation instead of a five day organisation? Will 
expectations change? At the moment, we’re working 
remotely. We’re in meetings all the time. And the 
reduction in hours itself won’t change the stress 
that’s generated by that, so some of the things that 
need to change are also how we work, not only the 
amount”. 
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“Would we actually get the resources to take on 
extra colleagues? Or would it be a case of dumping 
what we have to do and not deliver? So there’s a 
real fear about not delivering the services that we 
are currently expected to”.

Overcoming obstacles

The second breakout activity involved groups 
sourcing solutions to the main barriers that would 
prevent the successful implementation of a shorter 
working week within the Scottish Government. The 
four main obstacles identified were recruiting and 
retaining enough staff; obtaining collective buy-
in from all levels within the Scottish Government; 
having access to up-to-date IT and labour saving 
technologies; and developing a new and more 
efficient working culture. Some of the solutions for 
overcoming the identified obstacles are outlined in 
the testimonies below: 

Recruitment & retention 

“Certainly, from the sort of professions perspective, 
there’s maybe something internally there that we 
need to address in terms of home growing a lot 
of these professions instead of repeatedly looking 
outward. It wouldn’t be excluding externals, but it’s 
almost like it drains time and resources, in some 
instances. 

“We already discussed the problems with recruitment 
and the amount of time it takes to get a job on the 
system, but also how difficult it is for some posts to 
even just be attractive to applicants. Anything that 
would help attract staff would be great. So if a four-
day working week would help tip the balance then, 
from a managerial perspective, we need to think about 
the benefits it would have in attracting top level staff”.
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“I wanted to give an operations perspective, because 
one of those things that’s been bothering me 
already, before we even can talk about a four-day 
working week, is how that at the client advisor level 
and team manager level, we’re continually being 
asked to do more with less. And we would really 
need some more resources if we were to implement 
something as big as, you know, reducing everyone’s 
hours by 20%. We would really need to look at 
the management of that, and how managers are 
approaching it”.

“There’s a need to be a kind of thought leader 
on this [the shorter working week] - It’s a way of 
making the civil service really attractive again”.

“I think a shorter working week could really help 
us to retain skills and experience by people not 
retiring as early. Just because I don’t want to go 
from five to zero, or five to three to two, etc. And 
therefore, you’re still getting the benefit of other 
people’s experience. So they could be retaining that 
knowledge and skill. I think it a good idea and would 
help counterbalance some of the initial anxieties 
management might have around cost”. 

Obtaining collective buy-in

“A major issue we talked about,  if this was to go 
ahead [a shorter working week], we would have to 
get buy-in, and not just from senior managers, but 
from ministers as well. Ministers would need to not 
only fully endorse this new way of working, but also 
demonstrate it as well by leading from the front”. 

“But I think the big thing is that if it does go ahead, 
then everybody needs to be on board with it from 
top to bottom. From the bottom upwards, everybody 
needs to buy into it”.
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“If everybody feels like they’re involved [in the 
implementation process] and that it will benefit 
them, then it has every chance of being a success”. 

Use technology to reduce workloads

“A big part of my job is inputting information and 
updating spreadsheets. So we do that in our team 
because we don’t have an automated process. We’ve 
looked at it, but we haven’t been able to justify it 
so far, for one reason or another. In order to reduce 
workloads, we would need to automate and code all 
this information. Otherwise, we wouldn’t be working 
four-days a week, it just wouldn’t work”. 

“I think we need to be more efficient in the way we 
work. So for instance,  automation can reduce some 
of the admin work that takes up a lot of our time. 
So I think it’s like a balance between probably some 
increased costs, but also looking at ways we can 
be more efficient in certain roles and the ways we 
can use our time more productively on a day to day 
basis”. 

Develop a new working culture

“I wonder if there is a skills problem with regards 
to the organisation having adequate project 
management skills, for example. You know, to be 
able to push forward and work stream efficiently. I 
think that would be helpful in terms of cutting down 
meetings. But we would need a change in culture 
first”. 
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“In some areas we can think about how we work. 
We’ve obviously had the improvements because of 
COVID, which has been a big help, having things 
like Teams [Microsoft], for example. But we are still 
doing things that we don’t need to do anymore. How 
can things be more streamlined? We touched upon 
too many meetings, too many long meetings, not 
productive meetings. A change in working culture 
would be needed alongside a four-day week”.

“We discussed the meeting hamster cycle and how 
something needs to be done to address it. Meeting 
free days and things like that are needed, because 
we didn’t feel that meetings are a particularly 
productive way of working”.

“We talked about meetings as well. It made me think 
of a particular example in my workplace. We used 
to have a working group that met for two hours to 
discuss the topic in question. And when we went into 
lockdown, everybody had to do it over zoom, and 
I was arranging it, so I reduced it to an hour. And 
actually it has been more productive. Having that 
meeting last thing, people have been more focused. 
Also, not having it face to face where people had to 
travel from Shetland and Orkney and other places. 
It’s been a real eye opener. So it just goes to show: 
meetings don’t need to be long. And some of these 
meetings don’t need to happen at all”.
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“I’ll chuck something in from a more corporate 
services perspective, which is probably where 
most of my expertise lies. So I think in that project 
management space, and putting a  four-day working 
week aside for a moment, I’m already encountering 
some challenges. So very often, people ask me to 
be in four places at once, which is not practical or 
physically possible. But it does strike me as bizarre 
that when I’m off every second Friday, when I do 
take that as a non working day, then I’m actually 
not needed and the organisation doesn’t crumble. 
So there’s definitely something about efficiency and 
who needs to be involved. For me,  that comes with 
building confident teams and upskilling your teams 
and empowering your teams, which takes time”. 

Ideal modes of implementation 

For the last section of the workshop, we wanted 
to capture how staff felt about ideal modes of 
implementation in two ways:

Part 1 - we wanted to gauge what staff felt was the 
ideal design that would best suit their working lives. 
For example, is a four-day week with a universal 
day off preferable to working five shorter days? If 
part-time, would a relative reduction in work-time be 
preferable to a relative pay rise? The main theme 
to emerge across the workshops concerned the 
importance of individual choice and making sure 
the implementation of a shorter working week didn’t 
undermine flexible working. 
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Part 2 - attempted to ascertain what staff felt was the 
best way for the Scottish Government to implement 
a shorter working week on an organisational level. 
For this discussion we provided three different models 
we’ve encountered within our roles as shorter working 
week consultants. The first referred to an incremental 
reduction. This approach involves gradually reducing 
hours over a specified number of years in order to 
reach a targeted number within the time period 
agreed. The second refers to a trial or a feasibility pilot. 
This particular form of implementation would require 
monitoring and evaluating the effects of a shorter 
working week across specified departments in order 
to test its applicability for an organisational role out. 
The last scenario is what we referred to as the big 
bang method. This approach would designate a 
date for when the scheme would go live across the 
organisation. The onus would then be placed back 
on departments to adjust to the new working time 
arrangement in due process. 

The most popular implementation method was the 
big bang approach, due to its perceived speed, 
universality and the way in which it would maximise 
the beneficial properties associated with working 
a shorter working week (both in an organisational 
and individual sense). However, whilst the big bang 
approach was the most popular option, other central 
themes to emerge concerning its implementation 
concerned making sure staff are widely consulted 
in the design process, a realisation that a level of 
pragmatism might be required in order to achieve 
an organisational role out of a shorter working week 
and that the momentum gained from the increases 
in flexible forms of working (due to the pandemic) 
should be maintained by pursuing a shorter working 
week. The quotes below are a sample that reflect 
these tendencies: 



Autonomy A Shorter Working Week in Government 49

Part 1
Flexibility and personal choice is key

“With regards to whether there was a preference 
for a full day off or shorter days over five, within 
the group there wasn’t an outright preference, it 
really does depend on individual circumstances. So 
if we retain a flexible working hours system, even 
with a shorter working week, that might improve the 
number of options that are available. I mean, the 
key message is flexibility”.

“We ultimately came to the conclusion that actually 
reducing people’s contracted hours down to, I 
don’t know, say 32 for example, gives people that 
flexibility to decide whether they want to have 
shorter days, or whether they want do drop a day 
altogether, taking into account  the business needs 
in the area that they work in”.

“So I think having the flexibility there to make 
sure that people who want to retain what they’ve 
currently got within their teams still have that option 
to do so”.

“As a part-time worker, I would take the pay 
increase. However, I think it’s more important to 
have the choice as I know others would want to drop 
their hours further instead”. 

“It’s all about giving people the opportunity to 
decide rather than imposing a one size fits all 
model. Obviously business and the needs of the 
team would need to be taken into consideration, 
but we work flexibly now. it would be a case of just 
adjusting the flexi system to operate at 32 hours for 
full-time staff rather than 37”.   
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“There’s also something around how much choice 
people will have, in terms of deciding how this 
reduction in the working week could work for them. 
For example, if something’s going to be imposed 
from above, it may actually cause more harm than 
good, potentially. And that probably ties into the 
workplace balance again - how do we make sure 
that everybody benefits from something like this, 
given that people have such a variety of personal 
circumstances”.

Part 2
Covid and the new world of work

“I think some of the things that we’ve done as an 
organisation over the last year would have been things 
that as an organisation we would have said, ‘Oh, we 
can’t do that’. And I think the last year has shown we 
can do it. And Leslie Evans herself said last week in 
the salter article was that we need to reinvent the 
Scottish Government and this is an ideal opportunity 
to do that”.

“But what’s interesting is that we’re talking about 
models out there in the real world. Now, there is a 
model, we’ve just gone through it as an organisation. 
The Civil Service has become a virtual organisation 
almost overnight in the face of the threat of COVID. 
Change is absolutely possible. We need to be 
ambitious, we need a big bang theory, we need a big 
bang element to it. That’s my opinion. Otherwise, it 
will just wash away. Now is the opportunity to push 
for this very hard. Now of course we need to set the 
groundwork. Yes, we need to get buy-in from the 
government, from departments and from agencies. 
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But there’s never been a better time because we’ve 
shown, this civil service itself has shown, that as an 
entity, it can change. And we need that affirmative 
attitude to make this happen. Otherwise, my worry 
is that it’ll get drizzled away, and kind of never 
happened. And it’s possible, I believe in it, I think we 
should really push hard. And for that reason, I believe 
in a big bang approach to it. Let’s set a date. Let’s 
work towards it”.

Momentum is key

“I noticed over my time in the civil service that people 
who want to resist change, it’s quite easy to just do 
nothing, or do what they’re asked to do very, very 
slowly. And the momentum of the change then just 
dies away and goes out of the window. I think this is so 
revolutionary, that it’s going to affect everybody who 
works in both core SG and the various agencies. So 
there has to be a lot of planning before it. And people 
have to understand what is going to happen. But I still 
believe as someone said, there should be a date that 
we aim for. We get all the communication out before 
that date, so that everybody knows exactly what’s 
going to happen. We actually go for it”.
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“It has to be a big bang because it recognizes the fact 
that we need to do something about how we manage 
workloads and the only way to do that in the SG is to 
move quickly I guess a good example for me of that 
has been video conferencing. When we were in the 
office, we would go to a location in a neutral division. 
Being able to connect with people in other offices was 
awful, the video conferencing very rarely worked.  I can 
now work from home because so much effort has been 
put into tackling that because we had to tackle it. I can 
communicate far better with colleagues with a camera 
than I was ever able to do from an office in Glasgow. 
And so I think that shows the value in just doing it and 
allowing yourself to tackle those issues as you go”.

Concerns about a trial or an incremental 
reduction

“Just thinking that a gradual rollout or a pilot probably 
wouldn’t be the best way to introduce a shorter 
working week. I’m not sure what would be a really 
good way, but I don’t think those two would be a 
good way [incremental or a trial] - they wouldn’t be 
representative or inclusive”. 

“I would be concerned that pilots could become the 
enemy. You might be aware that when it was still 
called Scottish Natural Heritage, there was a pilot 
moving from 37 to 35 hours. By all cases it was a 
tremendous success, such a success that nobody’s 
ever seen the results from it! Most likely because it 
demonstrates that people were even more productive. 
But what was the outcome? Everyone just got pushed 
back up to 37 -  so that was the pilot for you! So I 
would prefer to see it implemented on either a phased 
basis or a big bang”.
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“It’s not me releasing a software or a new service where 
you want to test it to check it works, improve it before 
everybody uses it. It’s completely different. It’s about 
our culture, it’s about our well-being. You don’t do it [a 
shorter working week] in the hope you’re gonna get a 
little bit better as you go along, you do it to improve 
the lives of people working in the organisation. I think 
there’s lots of examples, real life examples everywhere 
in the world of people doing it. I mean, I was in 
France, when they introduced the 35 hour week, 20 
years ago. And that was done on a big bang. And the 
increase in productivity was immediate. Doing a pilot 
on something like that has got a danger of creating 
dual speeds across the civil service about how you 
do it, or pretending to hide it behind the gradual 
implementation, which is actually not going to really 
get an increase of a better work life balance.
My fear with a pilot approach is that the kinds of 
barriers that you might hit up against, will just be a 
reason why it couldn’t work. So I think a pilot would 
be the biggest barrier to it happening, rather than its 
enabler”.

“If we’re talking about a shorter working week 
positively impacting recruitment, retention and 
equality, then we would need to do it sooner rather 
than later. For that reason I don’t see a trial or an 
incremental reduction working, it would take too long”.

Evaluate first

“As an evaluation person, I would, of course, highly 
recommend running a pilot, evaluating it, and then 
taking it from there. That is definitely the best way 
of doing things. That’s how we should do things in 
government and beyond government as well. So yes, 
100%, run a pilot, see how it goes, gather views? And 
then think about applying it”.
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“Whatever the approach, It’s so important that 
some form of a department analysis is done in 
advance. You could have some kind of traffic light 
measurement that indicates which departments 
would need more resources and support in order to 
successfully transition to a shorter working week”. 

Clarity and planning required

“The first part of an implementation of this would 
be to really test this with ministers and with the 
organisation’s official level and make sure that this 
is something that they would do, in a way that we’ve 
discussed today. You know, make sure it properly 
works to avoid a situation where maybe you get 
something undesirable or something that we don’t 
actually want”.

“Need to ensure that it’s really, really clear on 
what’s being offered. Because the last thing you’d 
want is someone turning and saying we’re giving 
you a shorter working week, but in return you end 
up working longer days, and you  end up with less 
flexibility. So a lot of clarity and just being really 
open about what it is you’re actually offering before 
getting buy-in from staff as well”. 
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The pragmatic case for an incremental 
reduction 

“Yeah, I think from from my perspective, just my own 
personal view is that doing it year on year, going 
down quite gradually feels like the best option, and 
feels like the easiest one to get people in a place 
where the end product is something that works for 
them in terms of expectations and the work that is 
expected of them, I think. It feels more achievable 
and would more likely get buy-in from management”. 

“I would like to see the big bang approach but 
fully realise that the most likely route is through 
some sort of gradual reduction, even if it’s on a 
negotiated year-by-year basis”.
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VI.

SURVEYS
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Survey 

Summary findings 

•	 87% of respondents agreed that they would be 
in favour of the Scottish Government exploring 
its introduction 

•	 84% of respondents felt confident in adapting 
their work processes to fit the demands of a 
four-day week 

•	 84% agreed that they have sufficient flexibility 
within their job 

•	 Over half of respondents (52%) expressed 
dissatisfaction with the amount of free time 
they currently have 

•	 Majority of staff communicated that they 
have insufficient time to carry out caring 
responsibilities for family members or for their 
community (63%) 

•	 70% of staff reported working regularly over 
their contract hours   
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Context

As outlined in the introduction, The surveys utilised 
‘closed’ questions (questions that require the 
selection of clearly defined, prepared answers) to 
gather quantitative assessments of worker sentiment 
about the notion of working time reduction and 
surrounding issues. The survey thus represented the 
best way to engage with and capture sentiments 
from a large section of staff working within the 
Scottish Government. The survey was posted on 
the staff intranet throughout the duration of 
the engagement process of the scoping exercise, 
spanning a three-week period. All together the 
survey was completed by 2,090 staff across the 
Scottish Government, representing a key sample size 
from which to compare and contrast core themes 
and testimonies that emerged from the interview 
and workshop settings. 

76% of staff who completed the survey were full-
time members of staff working 37 ½ hours over 5 
days. In addition, there was a near 60%-40% split 
between female and male respondents and 72% 
of people who completed the survey identified 
themselves as being a PCS member. 

Key findings & emergent messages 

In this section we have included the most pertinent 
and/or revealing survey responses that correspond 
with the core aims of the project. See the appendix 
for survey results in full. 
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Overwhelming support

Some people have recently suggested that a four-day 
working week could help us recover from the pandemic by 
sharing work more equally and creating more jobs. To what 
extent would you support or oppose the Scottish Government 
exploring the introduction of a four-day working week?

 

The question above demonstrates the overwhelming 
support among respondents regarding the Scottish 
Government exploring the introduction of a four-day 
working week, with 87% of people in support. The 
feedback verifies the testimonies and discussions 
captured in the interviews and workshops regarding 
the perceived desirability of a shorter working week. 

Strongly support
62%

Support25%

Oppose
2%

Strongly oppose

2%

Don't know

9%
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Confidence in adapting 

If trialled, I am confident that I can adapt my work 
processes to suit a four-day week

This question prompted respondents to consider 
the feasibility of a four-day week within their 
business area. Again, support was strong with 84% 
affirmatively agreeing that they would be able to 
adapt their work processes in order to accommodate 
the demands of working shorter hours.  

re

Strongly agree 57%
Agree

27%

Neither agree nor disag e
9%

Disagree

5%

Strongly disagree

2%
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Flexibility is key 

I am able to work flexibly in my current work

This question corroborated the feedback generated 
from the workshop groups and interviews regarding 
the value of flexible working within the Scottish 
Government, with 84% agreeing that they have 
sufficient flexibility within their current role. The 
testimonies from both the interviews and workshops 
demonstrate not only the importance of the flexi-
time system and home working, it also highlights 
the way in which any shorter working week initiative 
needs to expand upon its meaning to include not 
only when we work but also how much as well.

Strongly agree

20%

Agree

64%

Neither agree nor disagree

9%

Disagree

6%

Strongly disagree

2%
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Meaningful work 

My job is meaningful and makes good use of my
skills and talent.

This question attempted to gauge how much staff 
valued their job and its fit for them. In previous 
studies conducted on shorter working week pilots, 
the greater staff valued their job and found it 
meaningful, correlated with increases in productivity 
and performance during the trial process. 74% of 
respondents from SG agreeing that their job is 
meaningful and that it makes good use of their 
skills indicates a good working culture; a factor that 
has been instrumental in facilitating new ways of 
working elsewhere.

Strongly agree

17%

Agree

57%

Neither agree nor disagree
15%

Disagree

9%

Strongly disagree

2%
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More time to care

My current working hours allows me sufficient time to carry 
out caring responsibilities for family, friends or people within 
my community.

This question wanted to explore whether staff 
felt they had adequate time to carry out caring 
responsibilities. 63% of people surveyed felt that 
they didn’t have sufficient time. These sentiments 
were captured and explored within the workshop 
and interview settings, with staff expressing the 
difficult position colleagues find themselves in by 
having to often work part-time out of the necessity 
to care for loved ones within their family. The 
workshops and interviews also captured the desires 
of staff to contribute more to their communities in 
the form of volunteer work, but being unable to due 
to the demands of current full-time working. 

5%

27%

16%

42%

10%
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The desire for more free time 

How satisfied are you with the amount of free time
you have outside of work?

This question assessed staff sentiments on free time 
outside of work. Just over half of all respondents 
(52%) felt dissatisfied with the amount of free time 
they had. Once more, in accordance with aspirations 
to volunteer, staff testimonies from the interviews 
demonstrated a desire to utilise a shorter working 
week in order to pursue activities associated with 
personal development or to engage with new or 
existing hobbies.  

Strongly agree

3%

Agree
25%

Neither agree nor disagree

27%

Disagree36%

Strongly disagree

8%
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Working above and beyond 

In the last 12 months I have regularly worked over
my contractually agreed hours

This question engaged staff on the issue of overtime. 
70% of respondents perceived that they regularly 
work over their contractually agreed hours. Staff’s 
willingness to work above and beyond (especially 
during the pandemic) highlights sentiments shared 
in the workshops and interviews regarding how a 
shorter working week would benefit the employer by 
reducing staff burnout, work-related stress and aid 
the retention of staff by increasing the chances of 
staff working beyond their designated retirement 
age. 

Strongly agree
33%

Agree

37%

Neither agree nor disagree12%

Disagree

14%

Strongly disagree

3%
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VII.

CONCLUSIONS 
AND
RECOMMENDATIONS
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Conclusions 
There are a number of conclusions that can be 
drawn from this scoping exercise. These are outlined 
and summarised below in accordance with the 
project’s aims, set out in the introduction:

Desirability 

Each mode of engagement (interviews, workshops 
& survey) recorded a high degree of support 
and enthusiasm for the introduction of a shorter 
working week within the Scottish Government. 
The survey verified the general enthusiasm and 
positive engagement captured in the interview 
and workshop settings, with 87% of respondents 
expressing support for the Scottish Government 
exploring its introduction. The underlying reasons 
for supporting a shorter working week centred on 
issues surrounding lack of free time outside of work, 
a desire to engage with activities associated with 
personal development, the intensification of work 
during the pandemic and the demands of caring 
responsibilities placed on time outside of working 
hours. Again, the survey verified these testimonies 
with 52% of respondents feeling dissatisfied with 
the amount of free time they have, 70% reporting 
working regularly over their contracted hours and 
63% feeling that they insufficient time to carry out 
caring responsibilities for family members or their 
community.   
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Feasibility

The three modes of engagement also revealed the 
shorter working week to be a feasible scheme to 
implement within the Scottish Government. The 
workshops and interviews highlighted how the 
flexi-system and the successful implementation of 
home working demonstrated both the resilience of 
the organisation, but also its ability to adapt and 
champion a wide range of life experiences within its 
workforce. These testimonies were verified via the 
survey, with 84% of respondents feeling confident 
in adapting their work processes to fit the demands 
of a four-day week. In addition, 84% of staff agreed 
that they have sufficient flexibility within their job 
role. 

However, in order for any shorter working week 
scheme to be successful, obstacles pertaining to 
staffing numbers (making sure enough staff are 
recruited to accommodate the drop in workforce 
hours), resources (sufficient investment is made in 
IT support and labour saving technologies) and 
changes to the current working culture (cultivating 
a more productive and inclusive working culture) 
would need to be addressed.   
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Impact  

The interviews and the workshops were the main 
modes of engagement for capturing the potential 
impact of a shorter working week, due to the 
context needed and the subjective (open) format 
in which to address the subject.  The testimonies 
from the interviews and workshops highlighted 
the multifaceted  ways in which staff perceived a 
shorter working week would be impactful.  From 
the personal benefits working fewer hours would 
have on an individual level (positive impact on 
health, well-being and work-life balance), to its 
wider impact on colleagues (particularly part-
time employees, and staff who either have caring 
responsibilities or a disability), also the employer 
(healthier workforce, benefits to recruiting and 
retaining staff, the public sector being seen as a 
pioneer on working time reduction) and finally 
society (staff wanting to volunteer and contribute 
more to their local environment/economies). 
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Recommendations 
Based on the conclusions drawn from the project, 
and our experience of overseeing and evaluating a 
number of shorter working week trials and studies, 
we have provided a series of recommendations 
below for PCS to consider if they decide to proceed 
with attempts to negotiate a shorter working week 
on behalf of its members.   

Evaluate 

Staff engagement highlighted anxieties within 
certain teams and departments regarding whether 
or not there would be sufficient staff or resources 
available in order to successfully implement 
a shorter working week without it having a 
detrimental impact on services, service users and the 
working environment for staff. In order to reassure 
staff and management working within what was 
referred to as ‘high stress areas’, a departmental 
evaluation of current staffing levels and working 
contracts (i.e. the ratio to permanent, agency staff 
and part-time & full-time) should be carried out. 
This would provide sufficient data and analysis 
regarding both the staffing numbers and time 
it would take to sufficiently cover areas of the 
organisation that could be exposed to a drop in 
service and performance with the implementation of 
a shorter working week.    
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Define

As communicated throughout the interviews and 
workshops to staff, there is no one-size-fits-all 
approach for implementing a shorter working 
week. It is important that the focus is placed on the 
reduction of hours rather than on the days full-time 
staff might work, for example a four-day week. Not 
only is this approach more inclusive (for example, to 
part-time workers), it also ties in with the desires of 
workers expressed throughout the project regarding 
maintaining flexibility and personal choice when 
carrying out their contractually agreed hours. 

Thus, it is important to communicate and design 
a shorter working week scheme as an expansion 
of flexible working rather than an impediment to 
it. In addition, defining not only what it is but also 
what it is not will be important. Staff expressed 
a degree of concern that any attempt to pursue 
a shorter working week might undermine future 
negotiations on pay and conditions. Therefore 
careful consideration will be required in defining 
how a reduction in working time can be handled in 
future pay negotiations.  
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Trial 

The feedback from the workshops demonstrated a 
hesitancy towards implementing a shorter working 
week within the SG via a trial. Instead, the prefered 
option was a big bang approach - naming a date 
and working towards it. However, whilst there was 
a lack of appetite for a trial focused on only a 
handpicked number of departments, there was an 
acknowledgment that some degree of pragmatism 
would be needed in order for it to come to fruition. 

Therefore, one potential route to pursue concerns 
a long-term feasibility study that incorporates the 
whole of the Scottish Government over a defined 
number of years. This is the approach taken in 
the successful public sector trial in Iceland. 2,500 
public sector workers (making up 1% of its entire 
workforce) took part in a shorter working week 
study over four years between 2015-2019. This 
approach would quell staff fears around inclusivity, 
transparency and speed of implementation, 
whilst also providing management with a fair and 
appropriate timescale in which to assess its impact 
across the organisation as a whole. 

https://autonomy.work/portfolio/icelandsww/
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Embrace 

The interviews and workshops highlighted staff’s 
appreciation of not only the benefits a shorter 
working week could bring to them as individuals and 
their colleagues, but also to the Scottish Government 
as a leading employer. Rather than simply focusing 
on the challenges and initial costs of the scheme, 
It is important that management and ministers 
within the Scottish Government recognise the clear 
benefits it would have, from both a reputational and 
organisational performance perspective. 

A number of testimonies captured within the 
workshops and interviews highlighted how the 
implementation of a shorter working week could 
be the catalyst within Scotland for the adoption 
of healthier and more sustainable working time 
practices. In addition, the momentum generated from 
the pandemic in disrupting conventions around work 
provide the ideal opportunity in which to implement 
new and bold initiatives. Therefore it is important to 
both seize the momentum generated by the pandemic 
whilst also making sure that any shorter working 
week policy is framed in such a way as to highlight its 
multi-dividend effects - it benefits workers, employers 
and society. 
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VIII.

APPENDIX I
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Appendix I: full survey results

Question 1

How would you gauge your current levels of work related 

stress on a day-to-day basis?

Very stressed

7%

Stressed
49%

Not stressed
22%

Not stressed at all
4%

Neither stressed nor not stressed

18%
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Question 2

My current working hours allows me enough time to do my 
job to the best of my ability

Strongly agree

8%

Agree
49%

Neither agree nor disagree
17%

Disagree
23%

Strongly disagree

4%
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Question 3

How satisfied are you with the amount of free time you have 

outside of work?

5%

27%

16%

42%

10%
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Question 4

My current working hours allow me enough time to

pursue personal interests and hobbies

Strongly agree

4%

Agree
29%

Neither agree nor disagree

16%

Disagree
43%

Strongly disagree

8%



Autonomy A Shorter Working Week in Government 79

Question 5 

My current working hours allows me sufficient time
to carry out caringresponsibilities for family, friends
or people within my community.

Strongly agree

3%

Agree
25%

Neither agree nor disagree

27%

Disagree36%

Strongly disagree

8%
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Question 6

In the last 12 months I have regularly worked over
my contractually agreed hours

Strongly agree
33%

Agree

37%

Neither agree nor disagree12%

Disagree

14%

Strongly disagree

3%
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Question 7

My job is meaningful and makes good use of my
skills and talent.

Strongly agree

17%

Agree

57%

Neither agree nor disagree
15%

Disagree

9%

Strongly disagree

2%
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Question 8

I am able to work flexibly in my current role.

Strongly agree

20%

Agree

64%

Neither agree nor disagree
9%

Disagree

6%

Strongly disagree

2%
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Question 9

I am able to take sufficient long breaks from work using 
annual leave or flexibility time

Strongly agree

11%

Agree

54%

Neither agree nor disagree15%

Disagree

16%

Strongly disagree

4%
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Question 10

Some people have recently suggested that a four-day 
working week could help us recover from the pandemic by 
sharing work more equally and creating more jobs. To what 
extent would you support or oppose the Scottish Government 
exploring the introduction of a four-day working week?

Strongly support
62%

Support25%

Oppose
2%

Strongly oppose

2%

Don't know

9%
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Question 11

If trialled, I am confident that I can adapt my work
processes to suit a four-day week

Strongly agree 57%
Agree

27%

Neither agree nor disagree
9%

Disagree

5%

Strongly disagree

2%
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Question 12

Are you:

Male
37%

Female
61%

Non-binary/agender
0%

Prefer not to say

2%
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Question 13

Would you describe yourself as disabled?

Yes

11%

No

86%

Prefer not to say

3%
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Question 14 

Do you work:

76%

7%

Less than 37 hours per week

15%
2%

37 hours per week over 5 
days

37 hours per week over 
less than 5 days
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Question 15 
 
Are you a trade union member:

Yes - PCS

73%

Yes – Prospect3%
Yes – FDA1%
Yes – other union0%

No

23%
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IX.

APPENDIX II
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Appendix 2: what would the 
cost of a four-day working 
week be in the Scottish public 
sector?1

This appendix gives estimates on the cost of a four-
day week in the Scottish public sector as a whole 
(and not just the Scottish Government). It presumes 
that all roles within the public sector will need 
augmenting with extra labour and has priced this 
new labour in accordingly. 

We know that this is a false assumption to make, 
as many pilots - including the Iceland trial (see 
References) - demonstrate that many roles can 
withstand a shorter working day/week and still 
maintain output. Further, as we have also learned 
from SG staff, many such roles exist within the SG 
too. However, these numbers do provide us with a 
conservative estimate to work with. 

1	 See Jump and Stronge (2020) A Scottish Four Day Week 
in References.
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Key numbers: 

•	 A four day week in the Scottish public sector 
would cost between £1.4bn and £2bn.

•	 This constitutes 3% of the public sector pay bill 
in Scotland (and 2% of Scottish public spending 
overall).

•	 These figures do not take into account the 
reduced costs to the healthcare system that 
having a healthier workforce would bring.

•	 Such a scheme would create between 45,000 and 
59,000 new job opportunities in the sector.

•	 Scotland has a high rate of public sector 
employment when compared to the rest of the UK. 

•	 A four day week in the Scottish public sector 
would be a high-impact, low cost policy that could 
pioneer better work-life balance for workers across 
the UK. 
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Method

The calculations use the following figures from the 
2020 Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings tables: 

1.	 There were 524,000 full-time public sector 
employees in Scotland in 2020 

2.	The average full-time public sector employee in 
Scotland had a basic work-week of 36.5 hours 

3.	The average full-time public sector employee in 
Scotland had gross annual earnings of £37,442 

We are using basic working hours, i.e., working hours 
excluding overtime, alongside gross earnings, i.e., 
earnings including overtime. Thus, the exercise is 
predicated on a reduction of the normal working-
week to 32 hours, as some public sector workers 
have to work overtime, including doctors, nurses, 
midwives, the police, the fire brigade, paramedics, 
and this will continue if a four-day week model is 
adopted.
 
Given these figures, the basic person-hours of full-
time public sector employees in an average week in 
2020 was 19,126,000 (i.e., 36.5 × 524,000).
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Gross cost with no productivity gains

To maintain the same basic person hours if the 
average full-time employee worked a 32 hour basic 
week rather than a 36.5 hour week, and assuming 
no increase in productivity, the public sector in 
Scotland would require 597,688 employees (i.e., 
19,126,000 ÷ 32). This would require 73,688 extra 
full-time employees, at a gross annual cost of £2.8 
billion.

Gross cost with productivity gains

However, it is unrealistic to expect no productivity 
gain whatsoever from a shorter working week, 
given the available evidence and successful 
implementations (see Henley Business School, 219). 
We therefore consider two potential productivity 
increases as a result of moving to a four day week: 
2.5% and 5%. Initially, with no productivity gain, 
the 32 hour basic week requires 597,688 employees 
to achieve a fixed public sector weekly output. The 
formula linking this output with labour input is given 
by, 

597,688 × 32 × A = Q,

where A denotes hourly labour productivity 
(output per hour) and Q denotes output. Now, let 
us suppose that productivity increases by some 
multiple (1+a) and that the number of employees 
adjusts to keep output and hours constant. Thus, we 
have,

E × 32 × (1+a)A = Q,

where E denotes the new number of full-time 
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employees. Combining these two equations yields, 
597,688 × 32 × A = E × 32 × (1+a)A
and thus, 

E = 597,688 ÷ (1+a)

So a 2.5% productivity gain would require 583,110 
full-time employees (i.e., 597,688 ÷ 1.025). This would 
require 59,110 extra full-time employees, at a gross 
annual cost of £2.2 billion.

Alternatively, a 5% productivity gain would require 
569,226 full-time public sector employees (i.e., 
597,688 ÷ 1.05). This would require 45,226 extra 
full-time employees, at a gross annual cost of £1.7 
billion.
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Net cost with productivity gains: how 
much does a public sector employee 
cost?

According to the www.scotfact.com and www.gov.uk 
income tax calculators, an individual earning £37,442 
per year in Scotland would pay around £5,090 in 
income tax, which is just over £100 more per year 
than the same individual would pay in the rest of 
the UK. Adding £3,353 in national insurance leaves a 
disposable income of approximately £29,000. This is 
a headline tax rate of around 22.5%.

Calculating how much indirect tax net of benefits 
paid by individuals is difficult, as a lot of benefits 
and expenditure taxes are determined by household 
income, rather than personal income. However, 
according to the Effects of Taxes and Benefits on 
Household Income, UK, 2018/19 reference tables, 
an individual living in an average household pays 
£5,909 per year in indirect taxes gross of benefits, 
excluding intermediate taxes and excluding property 
taxes. A conservative ballpark for indirect taxation 
is therefore £6,000, yielding a conservative post-tax 
income of £23,000. This is an effective overall tax 
rate of just under 40%.
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Accounting for lost tax income from 
private sector employees
 
If a newly arrived immigrant or school-leaver were 
employed as a full-time public sector employee 
at the average wage, an effective tax rate of 
40% would imply a net wage cost to the public 
sector of 60% of £37,442, or £22,465. However, 
some new public sector employees will move from 
existing private sector jobs. The tax income from 
these employees net of lost taxes from previous 
employment would therefore be lower than 40%, 
and could even be negative if the employee 
transferred from a higher paying private sector job. 
Unfortunately, this is impossible to estimate with 
any precision, but is likely to be somewhat less than 
40%.

Given the above, we consider two conservative 
effective tax rates, net of lost tax income from 
previous employment: 20% and 10%. Combining 
these two effective tax rate scenarios with our two 
productivity scenarios gives four potential costs to 
the public sector of a four day, or 32-hour week:

High prod Low tax
High tax 1.4 £ 1.8 £
Low tax 1.5 £ 2.0 £

 
 



Autonomy A Shorter Working Week in Government 98

Key:

High tax rate = 20%; 
Low tax rate = 10%
High productivity gain = 5%; 
Low productivity
Gain = 2.5%

Thus, the total annual cost of moving Scottish public 
sector workers to a four day week is likely to be 
in the region of  £1.4 billion to £2 billion. It is also 
worth noting that this does not take into account 
savings on costs resulting from overwork (e.g. by 
reducing sick absences). The average cost of the 
four scenarios, 1.7 billion £, is in the region of 3% 
of the total public sector salary bill in Scotland, or 
around 2% of Scottish public sector spending.
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