
Working time is one of the key dimensions of working
conditions, a dimension which lies at the heart of the
employment relationship and which has an impact well
beyond work. This means that working time is not only a
key determinant of the conditions of work, but also of the
conditions of employment. The length, scheduling and
organisation of working hours are important determinants
of the quality of work. Beyond the workplace, working time
is obviously a crucial element in linking and balancing work
and life: the organisation of time at work has a huge impact
on the organisation of time outside work.

The fourth European Working Conditions Survey covers
various aspects of working time, highlighting the different
systems of working time organisation in different EU
countries. The data serve to support the discussion of key
issues, such as the impact of long working hours on working
conditions, the relationship between paid and unpaid work
and gender differences in relation to use of time. This
chapter gives an overview of working hours in Europe,
looking at time schedules in European workplaces and the
different systems of working time organisation, with a
special focus on their flexibility. It also explores working
time outside the main job: time spent in second jobs,
commuting times and unpaid working hours.

Length of working time

Weekly working hours

Since 1991, there has been a clear and consistent trend in
the EU towards a reduction in paid working hours, a trend
which only slowed in 2005 due to the impact of EU
enlargement in 2004, the new Member States having longer
average working hours. However, even in the NMS, the
proportion of people working more than 41 hours per week
has decreased considerably since 2001, while the
proportion of people working shorter hours is gradually
increasing. 

Figure 2.2 shows average working hours (for both
employees and self-employed) in 2005 in all the 31

countries covered in the survey. The differences are
substantial, both in the average length of working hours and
in the range of working time in each country. The thick
green vertical line represents the average working time, the
box around it represents the interquartile range (i.e. 50% of
the workers fall within the categories of working hours
defined by the box) and the longer lines represent the 5th
and 95th percentiles. In the Netherlands, for example, the
average weekly working hours are 33; 50% of Dutch
workers work between 24 and 40 hours (the limits of the
box); 5% work more than 50 hours and 5% less than 10
hours (the extremes of the outward lines). Turkey has the
longest working hours and is also among the countries with
the greatest variation in hours worked. In most countries,
the average working hours are around the standard 40
hours per week with most workers following this pattern.

However, there are variations between countries, which
tend to follow a geographical pattern: eastern and southern
European countries have the longest hours, while central
and northern European countries (including Ireland and the
United Kingdom) have the shortest hours. The Netherlands,
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with its very high incidence of part-time work (reflected in
Figure 2.2 by the large variation in working hours) has the
shortest average working hours.

Figure 2.3 shows the number of days worked per week in all
31 European countries (ranked by the percentage of people
working seven days a week). Turkey has a longer working
week than most other countries: almost 50% of Turkish
workers report working seven days a week, and almost 75%
work six or seven days. These figures probably reflect the
differences in sectoral composition of the Turkish economy
compared to the rest of Europe, with a much higher
proportion of workers in agriculture where working hours
are very long. The differences between countries are very
similar to the differences found in weekly working hours: a
higher incidence of long working weeks in southern and
eastern Europe and of short working weeks in northern and
central European countries.

But even if there are clear differences between countries, it
should be noted that there is a remarkable concentration of

working times around what we can call the ‘standard time
norm’ (40 hours and five days a week). With the exception
of Turkey and probably the Netherlands at the two
extremes, a substantial majority of workers in most
countries work around 40 hours and five days a week.

Long working hours

Figure 2.4 shows the proportion of people working more
than 48 hours a day in different countries (the reference for
long working hours in the fourth European Working
Conditions Survey is 48 hours or more). The country
differences follow the same trends as the figures for average
working hours, with the possible exception of Ireland,
which in terms of average working hours did not stand out
(it was one of the countries with shortest average hours) but
which has a sizeable proportion of people working very long
hours (almost 17% of the total working population).
Surprisingly, considering the importance of this debate in
the British context, the UK’s working hours are about
average. In fact, the UK stands out only in terms of the long
working hours of male full-time employees in comparison
with other EU15 countries. 
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Figure 2.5 shows that long working hours are a
predominantly male phenomenon in Europe (see, however,
the discussion on unpaid working hours below), and one
which affects self-employed workers to a greater extent than
employees. The sectors most affected by long working hours
(Figure 2.6) are agriculture, hotels and restaurants and
construction (all with more than 20% of workers in this
category); in terms of occupations, it is managers and
agricultural workers who most often work more than 48
hours.

Finally, Figure 2.7 shows the impact of working long hours
on some other indicators of working conditions, such as
health and work–life balance. The first indicator shown –
the proportion of workers complaining that they rarely or
never have enough time to get their job done – is higher for
those working very long hours. Of course, the causality here
can go both ways, but it shows an interesting relationship
between working time and flexibility that would merit
further exploration. It is clear from the data that working
very long hours may increase health and safety risks: those
who work more than 48 hours a week are more likely to
consider their health and safety at risk because of their work
(twice as many as other workers), and that their job affects
their health. 

But the greatest negative effect of long working hours is on
work–life balance: three times as many workers working
long hours compared to other workers feel that their
working hours do not fit in with their social and family
commitments. However, there is far less of a difference
between those workers working long hours and others in
terms of the indicator for satisfaction with working
conditions, probably because of the existence of possible
benefits from working long hours (also shown in Figure 2.7).
For example, while working long hours does not improve
career prospects, it does pay: half of those working more
than 48 hours a week are in the top three income deciles.
Also, working long hours may bring with it a limited degree
of flexibility: as Figure 2.7 shows, two thirds of those
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working more than 48 hours are not constrained by fixed
starting and finishing times, compared with only one third
of those working less than 48 hours a week.

Non-standard working hours

In terms of the percentage of EU workers with schedules
outside the ’normal’ working day, the results do not point to
an increasing diversification of working hours, or a trend
towards a 24-hour society. If anything, the proportion of
people working outside normal working hours has slightly
decreased since 1995. 

Figures 2.8 and 2.9 show the proportion of workers with
atypical schedules in the different EU country groups in
2005. Clearly, evening work is much more widespread than
night work, and the Netherlands and the Scandinavian
countries have the highest proportion of workers engaged in
this type of work. But in fact, looking at the number of
evenings worked, it appears that evening work in
Scandinavian countries is mainly ‘casual’ evening work,
probably related to the higher flexibility of working times in
these countries (see Figure 2.8). In contrast, in southern
and eastern European countries, the proportion of people
working more than five evenings per month (that is, on a
less casual basis) is much higher. As for night work, it is
quite low in most countries except those in eastern Europe,
where 25% of the working population are affected.
Weekend work (see Figure 2.9) is most prevalent in the
acceding and candidate countries (particularly Turkey),
probably because of the very high proportion of agricultural
workers in the Turkish workforce. Within the EU25,
southern Europe has the highest proportion of workers
working every Saturday per month, while Sunday work is
most prevalent in the Netherlands and the Scandinavian
countries, albeit only casual Sunday work (fewer than three
Sundays per month). In general, the continental countries
show a smaller proportion of workers with atypical work
schedules.

Finally, Figures 2.10 and 2.11 show the breakdown for
different sectors, for EU27 countries only. The sectors that
clearly stand out in terms of atypical work schedules are
hotels and restaurants, agriculture, and transport and
communication. The wholesale and retail trade shows a
very high proportion of work on Saturdays only. The sectors
in which there is consistently less work at atypical hours
are construction and financial intermediation.

Organisation of working time

Regularity of schedules

Figure 2.12 illustrates the incidence of regular working
hours in the different country groups. More than half of all
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workers (including employees and the self-employed) work
the same number of hours every day, with fixed starting and
finishing times, and the same number of days every week.
The differences between different groups of countries in
these indicators are important: in the Netherlands and the
Scandinavian countries, work schedules tend to be more
flexible (only around 45% of workers work the same
number of hours every day, and around 53% have fixed
starting and finishing times), whereas in southern European
countries, the proportion of workers with fixed schedules
and fixed working hours is higher than the average (around
67% of southern European workers work the same number
of hours every day, and around 62% have fixed starting and
finishing times). There is much more variation in the
number and regularity of hours per day than in the number
of days per week, which are much more consistent (only
eastern European countries stand out in this respect with a
slightly lower proportion of people working the same
number of days every week).

Of course, in Figure 2.12 the emphasis is on regular work
schedules, but the figures can be reversed to reflect irregular
work schedules: around 50% of the European workers
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covered in the survey do not work the same number of
hours every day, around 40% do not have fixed starting and
finishing working hours, and around 30% do not work the
same number of days every week. And this proportion is
increasing, slowly but steadily: in 1995, 65% of EU workers
had fixed work schedules, declining to 61% in 2005.

Shift work

Shift work has an important economic function in
companies’ operations and a large impact on individual
working conditions. Its economic importance is based on
companies’ dependence on the use of shift working in order
to extend operating hours. This is usually a feature of
companies where there are high fixed costs (typically the
case in manufacturing, which uses expensive machinery)
or where the time of operation has to match the time of
demand (typically in services). 

Figure 2.13 shows the proportion of workers involved in
shift work in different groups of EU countries, and the type
of shift system in operation. There is a considerably higher
proportion of shift work in eastern European and, albeit to
a lesser extent, southern European countries than in the
other country groups. The differences between country
clusters in the use of shifts is strongly influenced by the
sectoral composition of the economy because, as Figure
2.14 shows, there is an important variation in the use of
shifts in different sectors. In health, about one third of
workers work shifts. In the hotels and restaurants, and
manufacturing and transport sectors, around one in every
four workers is a shift worker. This proportion is around or

below 5% in agriculture, construction and financial
intermediation. 

Closer analysis of the survey data on shift work (Figure
2.15) reveals that shift workers tend to have more standard
working hours than non-shift workers: almost 40% of those
working shifts in Europe work in the very limited range of 39
to 41 hours per week (10% more than the rest of workers).
Also, the proportion of shift workers with very long or very
short working hours is almost half that of non-shift workers. 

In terms of autonomy at work (the capacity to change the
order of tasks, methods of work and rate of work), it is
evident that shift workers are much less autonomous than
other workers: the general level of shift workers without
autonomy is around 50–60% compared to 30% for workers
not working shifts. This is confirmed by looking at who
decides how working times are organised: in the case of
shift work, in 70% of the cases it is entirely decided by the
company with no possibility for change. This is the case for
only 53% of other workers. Only 15% of shift workers can
really adapt working hours to their needs (with or without
some limits), compared to almost 40% in the case of non-
shift workers. 
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Finally, Figure 2.16 shows the relationship between shift
work and other indicators of working conditions. Shift work
seems to be correlated with a higher feeling of risk at work,
and with a higher level of negative health outcomes. In
terms of subjective well-being, there is also a clear
relationship between shift work and dissatisfaction with
working conditions, and an even stronger relationship
between shift work and the perceived difficulty of balancing
work and other commitments. However, these are only

correlations, and it is not known whether they are the result
of the effect of other unobserved variables, but they clearly
point to the negative impact of shift work on working
conditions in general. 

Autonomy over working time schedule
Figure 2.17 indicates the extent to which the company or
the worker has control over the organisation of working time
across groups of countries. This is only relevant for
employees, because in the case of the self-employed, the
worker has, by definition, more control over their
organisation of working time.1 It is interesting to note that
there is more variation between countries concerning
autonomy over working time than on most other indicators
on working time. This implies that there are different models
in Europe concerning the worker’s ability to decide on the
organisation of working time, and not so much in respect
to the actual time spent working. In northern European
countries, workers can choose to adapt working time to
their needs to a large extent (around half of employees say
they can do so, with or without certain limits), which is in
sharp contrast to southern and eastern European countries,
where more than 75% of employees have no possibility
whatsoever of adapting their work schedules, as they are
set by the company.
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1 However, while this is true at a theoretical level (being self-employed means being one’s own boss), the increasing prevalence of decentralisation and
subcontracting implies that that there is a significant proportion of so-called self-employed workers who are in fact still bound by company rules: former
employees who merely change their contractual situation from standard employment to a service contract, without gaining in autonomy. 
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Composite working time

Most analyses of working time are based on a restrictive
(and not always explicit) definition. Working time is
measured in standard labour force surveys as time spent in
the main paid job. However, that does not necessarily
correspond to the time the individual spends on working.
There are three main ways in which this definition is too
restrictive.

• It does not include time spent in paid jobs other than the
main one. Although the proportion of people having a
second job is small, it is not negligible, and for the people
affected it makes a big difference.

• It does not include commuting time, that is, time spent
travelling to and from work. Although from the
perspective of the employer this is not working time, it is
definitely time devoted to work from the perspective of
the employee. It should, therefore, be considered when
discussing the length of time dedicated to work.

• Most importantly, it does not include time spent doing
unpaid work. Unpaid work is clearly as important in
societal and economic terms as paid work, even if it is
not remunerated by the market. And obviously, from the
perspective of the individual, unpaid work (time spent
on household duties, and caring for children and adults)
still represents work, so it should be considered as such,
even if not placed in the same category as paid work.

So far, the discussion on working time has been based on
the definition of time spent in the main paid job. The fourth
European Working Conditions Survey includes new
indicators that explore working hours from a more
integrated perspective, including these other working times.
This section will first look at the three other types of working
time and then present an aggregate working hours indicator.

There is, however, one limitation in the fourth European
Working Conditions Survey’s analysis of unpaid working
hours. Because of the strict definition of the respondent in
the survey, the sample only includes people who were in
paid employment in the reference week. It is evident that
unpaid work is not only performed by people in paid
employment: a very sizeable proportion of unpaid work is
carried out by people who do not have any paid job (such
as women at home). Therefore caution should be exercised
when interpreting the figures on unpaid working hours: in
this context, it means the unpaid working hours carried out
by people already in paid employment of some kind.

More than one job

On average in the 31 countries covered in the fourth
European Working Conditions Survey, less than 7% of the
workers have more than one job. Although the proportion is

rather small in all countries (only in Norway is it more than
15%), the differences by country are important, as we can
see in Figure 2.18. The Scandinavian countries and the
Netherlands have a high proportion of workers with more
than one job and this proportion is also high in eastern
Europe. In the rest of Europe, multiple jobs are
comparatively rare.

Commuting time

Workers in all countries spend an average of around 40
minutes every day travelling to and from work – not an

Figure 2.18: Percentage of multiple-job holders by
country (%)

Note: Question asked ‘Besides your main paid job, do you have any other

paid job?’
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insignificant amount of time, as it represents an increase of
8% in a standard eight-hour working day. Average
commuting time increases with working hours, as can be
seen in Figure 2.19. Only in the case of very long hours of
work (more than 48) is this positive relationship between
commuting and working hours broken, which quite
probably reflects the high proportion of agricultural workers
in this category (average commuting times of agricultural
workers are the lowest, along with those for hotel and
restaurant workers). Specifically, the commuting times of
part-time workers are substantially lower than the
commuting times of full-time workers. This is consistent
with numerous studies on the relationship between part-
time work, gender and commuting times, in which it is often
argued that the different household responsibilities of men
and women at home lead women to choose jobs with
shorter commuting times (in the same way that more
women work part time).

Unpaid working hours

The fourth European Working Conditions Survey did not
include a specific question concerning the number of
weekly hours spent on unpaid work. Respondents were
asked how many hours per day they spent on different
activities outside paid work and these were multiplied by
seven to compute the weekly total.2 While the
measurement of unpaid working hours is probably a good
approximation of the real values, the measurement is,
however, less precise than the measurement for paid
working hours.

Figures 2.20 and 2.21 show the three elements of the
unpaid working hours indicator – hours spent caring for
children and adults and hours spent on housework – by
country group and gender. The total unpaid working hours
indicator is calculated by combining these three individual

values. The figures show the considerable differences
between women and men in the amount of time devoted to
unpaid work in all European countries. This is even more
significant given the fact that the data reflect only the
working population: if the data also took into account those
not in paid employment (including a majority of women at
home), the differences between the hours of unpaid work
of women and men would be even higher. 

The results show clearly that working women spend more
time in unpaid work than do working men in all European
countries. However, there are important differences in the
gender distribution by country group: in the Netherlands
and the Scandinavian countries (and Switzerland), the
amount of unpaid work is more equal between men and
women than in southern European, continental and
candidate countries; eastern European countries fall
somewhere in between. There are also significant
differences between countries regarding the type of activity:
in the Netherlands and Scandinavian countries, workers
devote more time to childcare. In continental countries and
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2 If the respondent replied ‘less than one hour per day every day’, he or she had to choose from several options such as ‘every day or every second day for less
than one hour’, ‘less than one hour per week’, etc.
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Ireland and the UK, workers devote more time to
housework. Although fewer hours are spent caring for
adults than on other activities everywhere, the amount of
time devoted to caring for adults in southern European
countries is considerably greater than in most other
countries. The information contained in the variables of
unpaid working hours is very rich, and although it clearly
goes beyond the scope of this report to give further analysis,
the data need to be analysed and viewed in the context of
the different welfare systems, labour market situations,
cultural values attached to childrearing, technologies
assisting housework and general levels of gender inequality
in different countries.

Composite working hours indicator

Figure 2.22 presents the combined working hours
breakdown for the 31 European countries covered in the
fourth European Working Conditions Survey. The composite
working hours indicator is made up of the figures for weekly
working hours, plus the average weekly working hours in
jobs other than the main job, commuting time and the total
weekly unpaid working hours. The countries have been
ranked from high to low and the contrast between weekly
working hours and total composite working hours is
considerable. 

Figure 2.23 shows the gender breakdown for combined
working hours by country group, indicating that there is a
huge difference in the working hours of women and men
when unpaid work is taken into consideration. While men
work longer hours than women in paid employment in all
countries, women in fact work more hours than men when
paid and unpaid working hours are combined. 

The composite working hours indicator gives an interesting
insight into part-time work. Part-time work is often
promoted as a family-friendly measure that can help

workers to balance their working life with responsibilities
outside work. But as the figures show, the time spent on
unpaid work varies enormously between men and women.
How do men and women spend the time they save when
they work part time?

Figure 2.24 shows the figures for combined working hours
broken down by full-time and part-time work and sex across
the EU27. Even if somewhat expected, these results are
quite striking. While male part-time workers dedicate even
less time to unpaid work than male full-time workers (7.2
hours), women working part time appear to use the time
saved to carry out unpaid work (volume of hours only taken
into consideration, notwithstanding the voluntary character
of part-time work, its impact on salary and career
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Figure 2.22: Composite working hours indicator, by
country

Figure 2.21: Hours spent on housework per week, by
country group and sex
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development, etc). On average, the unpaid work–paid work
ratio is 150% for female part-time workers whereas it stands
at 33% for male part-time workers. It is also important to
note that when considering paid and unpaid work in
combination as measured by the European Working
Conditions Survey, female part-time workers work more
hours in total per week than male full-time workers (56
against 54 hours). Also, the total working hours of women
working full time are the longest, at more than 65 per week
in total.
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Figure 2.23: Composite indicator of working time, by
country group and sex (hours)

Figure 2.24: Composite working hours indicator, by full-
time/part-time hours and sex, EU27
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