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The flexibilisation of working time is considered to be one of the most significant transformations in work practices
in the last decade, not only in Austria but in the European Union as a whole, with far-reaching implications for
people’s quality of life. This report on the subject examines findings from an ad-hoc module on work organisation
and working time arrangements, based on data from the Austrian Mikrozensus survey as part of the European
Labour Force Survey. It highlights the impact of non-standard and flexible working time arrangements on the
work-life balance of workers. The report also looks at levels of overtime work, as well as the current extent of
falsely designated self-employment in Austria.

Methodology

In Austria, the Labour Force Survey (LFS), carried out according to EU standards, is integrated within the
Mikrozensus survey. The Mikrozensus survey started in March 1968 and is carried out on a quarterly basis. The
sample is a stratified (according to federal states) random sample of private households, and covers about 22,500
households per quarter. The survey focuses on topics such as population, qualification, education, professional
position and working time. The present report relates to data from the Mikrozensus 2004.

Each Mikrozensus survey includes a supplementary programme (Sonderprogramm). Since 1995, the first
programme for each year has been the Labour Force Survey (Arbeitskräfteerhebung). Topics covered range from
employment, working time, preferred working time and unemployment, to job search, training opportunities and
second jobs. The European Commission defines the LFS ad-hoc modules, which are obligatory for all Member
States.

This report is based on the ad-hoc module on work organisation and working time arrangements of the 2004 LFS.
The module covers flexible working time patterns and their convenience for personal life and certain forms of
employment. Such flexibilisation has become more widespread in recent years.

The target group of the module were all persons in employment (according to standard LFS definitions), but most
of the questions were addressed to people in dependent employment, i.e. employees. Whereas it is obligatory to
respond to the main part of the LFS, this is not the case for the ad-hoc module. Consequently, the sample size of the
ad-hoc module on work organisation and working time arrangements included 8,628 employed people (out of
15,219 for the LFS) willing to participate. The study is based on computer-assisted telephone interviews (CATI);
only in a small number of cases (274) were face-to-face interviews (paper-pencil) conducted.

The definitions used are those of Eurostat and are based on the Labour Force survey definitions (780Kb pdf) .

Part-time work

Part-time work (based on the self-definition of the respondents concerning part-time or full-time employment) has
increased considerably in Austria in recent years. In 2004, more than a fifth (21.1%) of all those in dependent
employment worked part time. It is clear that part-time work is predominantly carried out by women. Some 40% of
female employees work part time, compared with only 5% of male employees. The part-time rate of women is
above average in certain sectors, such as wholesale and retail (48.7%), health and social work, as well as real estate,
renting and business activities (43%), though, in education, it is comparatively low (29.65%). The results of
another study on the wholesale and retail sector (AT0509NU02 ) show that this increase in part-time work has
negative effects on income levels, which have worsened in recent years.

Among the female workforce, there is a clear segregation according to qualification levels: the lower the
occupational position, the higher is the ratio of part-time employees. Some 60% of all unskilled or semi-skilled
female salary earners work part time, but only 25% of those in highly qualified or leading positions do so. In
addition, nearly half (48.9%) of unskilled or semi-skilled female wage earners work part time.

‘Quasi freelancers’ (freie Dienstnehmer ) are also included within the 60% and 25% proportions mentioned above
for part-time work among female salary earners. These workers have an ambiguous employment status. Unlike
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regular employees, they are not bound by legislation and have no obligation to attend the firm; their working time
and the work place are discretionary. They may indeed work for several employers. On the other hand, compared
with regular freelancers, who contract for work and services, quasi-freelancers do not sell particular services but
rather their working time or a certain output or performance.

A closer look at the motives for part-time work reveals that the main reason for the female preponderance in this
working time arrangement is because responsibility for (unpaid) household and care work mainly falls to women
within the basic division of labour in Austrian society.

Taking care of children or of adults in need of care is the main reason that women (44.5%) work part time,
followed by ‘other personal or family reasons’ (18%). In contrast, the main reason that men work part time is
‘vocational and further training’ (28.7%), whereas only 5.2% of women working part time cite this reason.

Work-life balance

With regard to the convenience of atypical working time arrangements - such as shift work, working in the evening,
at night or during the weekend - for the personal life situation, the survey finds some interesting results.

Nearly 45% of all employees work in the evening, at night or during weekends; in some sectors, a clear majority
does so. This is especially true of the hotel and restaurant sector (79.3%), education (65%), wholesale and retail
(58.7%), and other community, social and personal service activities (57%).

Surprisingly, a high rate of respondents regard these types of work arrangement as convenient for their individual
life situation. Almost nine out of 10 respondents stated that they had no difficulties with these working time
arrangements. Furthermore, there is no difference in this respect between men and women, which is also an
unexpected result.

Shift work, which affects 16.8% of all employees, is more common in services than in manufacturing. The highest
rates of shift work are found in the health and social care sector (35.5%: men 44.4%, women 34.4%) followed by
hotels and restaurants (27.2%: men 35%, women 24%), with the manufacturing sector in third place (26.6%). This
means that women, who are predominant in the two service sectors, are particularly affected by shift work, a fact
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that is not commonly recognised. Nevertheless, the survey reveals that the overwhelming majority of shift workers
(91.6%) also state that this working time arrangement suits their personal life situation.

Table 1: Convenience of non-standard working time arrangements for personal life situation (%)

Non-standard working time
arrangements

Yes No

Shift work is convenient for
personal life situation

91.6 7.8

Work in the evening, at night or
during the weekend is convenient
for personal life situation

92.1 7.8

On-call work is convenient for
personal life situation

95.2 4.8

Source: LFS 2004 ad-hoc module on work organisation and working time arrangements, Statistik Austria, 2005

Flexible working time arrangements

The flexibilisation of working hours is one of the main changes in working life. The survey provides an overview
concerning the distribution of variable working hours in Austria. Figure 2 shows that inflexible working time
arrangements with a fixed start and end to the working day still apply to nearly two thirds (63%) of all employees.
Different forms of working time account are the main form of variable working time arrangements (17.8%). Only
7.6% of all employees are able to determine their own work schedule (with no formal restrictions), and 10% have
an arrangement where the start and end of the working day varies by individual agreement.

On-call work
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One of the objectives of the module was to obtain information on a special case of working time arrangement
known as ‘on-call work’ or a ‘zero hours contract’, which means that employees’ working time is determined by
the demands of the company, and neither the working time nor the working hours are fixed in a contract. (This is
quite distinct from being on call or on stand by, e.g. medical doctors or police officers, as part of one’s main job.)
According to the survey results, this special working time arrangement is not very widespread in Austrian working
life. About 5% of all employees are affected by zero hours contracts. In the hotel and restaurants sector, as well as
in other community, social and personal service activities, reported levels of on-call work are above average (9%).
In terms of employment status, quasi freelancers are the most affected group: exactly a third of people in this group
work on zero hours contracts (according to projections, 9,400 people at national level).

The results concerning the convenience of this working time arrangement for personal life situations are again
surprising. As many as 95% gave an affirmative answer to the question of whether on-call work is convenient for
their personal life situation. This seems to be a remarkably high positive result, considering that, in this extremely
flexible working time arrangement, there is no possibility of self-determination for the employees but virtually
complete discretion for the employer, depending on the demands of the company.

Overtime

The survey also provides an interesting overview of the extent and nature of overtime work in Austria. Nearly a
fifth (18.8% or 614,600) of all employees stated that they regularly worked overtime (at least one hour). Almost a
quarter of all men (23.3%), but only 13.4% of all women, are affected by regular overtime work. A closer
examination of the number of overtime hours in the reference week reveals that 30% worked up to four overtime
hours, 31% worked 5-9 hours, 25% worked 10-19 hours, and at least 14% worked more than 20 overtime hours.
This means that around 40% of all those working overtime did more than 10 overtime hours in the reference week,
indicating a very high workload from a health and safety perspective.

The group most affected are men in the hotel and restaurant sector. Here, 44% of all men regularly working
overtime worked more than 20 overtime hours in the reference week. According to occupational group, civil
servants make up the highest percentage of employees doing more than 20 overtime hours.

There is a clear gender gap in the number of overtime hours. Whereas women predominate in the lower time
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categories, the opposite is true in the higher ones: the proportion of women working up to four hours’ overtime is
14.3 percentage points higher than for men, while the proportion of men working more than 20 hours’ overtime is
9.3 percentage points higher than for women. This indicates the continuing gender gap in the social division of
labour in Austrian society, where the responsibility for household and care work remains with women. In other
words: if somebody is at least partly responsible for household and care work, it is virtually impossible for them to
do more than 20 overtime hours a week (the possibility of doing overtime work is closely related to the
responsibility for work in the household sphere).

Characteristics of self-employment

In examining the work situation of self-employed people, the survey focuses on the extent to which the working
conditions of self-employed people are similar to or different from those in dependent employment. This is in the
context of public debate on ‘falsely designated self-employment’, which is seen as a form of flexible employment
designed to avoid a standard employment contract. Thus, people in this category only appear as self-employed
according to their formal employment status, whereas, in fact, the basic features of their work are similar to
dependent employment. By means of the indicators ‘control over own work methods and schedule’ and ‘number of
customers’, the survey sheds light on the extent of falsely designated self-employed people in Austria.

Two models of falsely designated self-employed work were constructed. Model 1 contains the following
characteristics: self-determination of how and when to do the work, and number of customers. Model 2 includes the
dimensions: number of clients, reliance on working capital of the customer, and obeying/following orders of the
customer is a key aspect of the work. The main result of both models is that falsely designated self-employed work
is not widespread in Austria.

According to the survey results, it is rare for self-employed people not to be in a position to determine either when
or how they do their work, and to work regularly for just one client/customer. Only 2,100 people or 0.5% of all
those who are self-employed show such a high level of dependency on one customer (based on positive answers to
all three components of Model 1 above). A closer look at the individual components/elements of the model shows
that 13.7% were not in a position to determine when to do their work. The ratio for this group is above average in
the hotel and restaurant, and wholesale and retail sectors. Nearly the same percentage of self-employed people
(13.3%) work regularly for just one customer. In this respect, it is interesting that, for women, this percentage is
double that for men (20%, compared with 10%). Concerning the third element of Model 1, about 6% of all
self-employed people were not in a position to determine how to do the work.

Table 2: Work organisation patterns of self-employed people

Work organisation patterns %

Cannot determine how to do the work 6.0

Cannot determine when to do the work 13.7

Works regularly for just one client/customer 13.3

Relies on working capital of the customer 7.6

Obeying/following orders of the customer a key aspect
of work performance

18.5

Source: LFS 2004 ad-hoc module on work organisation and working time arrangements, Statistik Austria, 2005

The results concerning the second model for measuring falsely designated self-employed work also indicate that
only 0.3% of all self-employed people’s work conforms to the set of components described above. Following the
customer’s instructions is primary for 18.5% of all self-employed people. In contrast, the second element of Model
2 is less important: only 7.6% have a general reliance on the customer’s working capital in their work.
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Commentary

The results of the ad-hoc module on work organisation and working time arrangements reveal that gendered work
patterns are still a major factor in structuring working life. In particular, the basic social division of labour, which
places the responsibility for household and care work on female shoulders, remains stable. This is despite the fact
that women’s integration into the labour market has greatly increased in recent decades, and gender discrimination
has become an important aspect in the debate on modern working life.

The predominance of women in part-time work is a clear indicator of this unsolved social issue. It is underlined in
the survey by the results concerning the motives for part-time work. Taking care of children or of adults in need of
care is the main motivation for women (44.5%) to work part time. This contrasts with the motivations for men, for
whom vocational and further training (28.7%) top the list. A second indicator is the extent of overtime work, where
women are predominant in the lower categories (up to four hours overtime), and men in the higher ones (more than
20 hours).

A second point worth mentioning concerns the results of the work-life balance question. Firstly, the high rates of
satisfaction with work-life balance reported by workers in non-standard and flexible working time arrangements -
more than 90% - are remarkable. Secondly, these high rates are stable over all different atypical working time
arrangements: for shift work as well as for working in the evening, at night and during weekends. Even those in
on-call work - the most flexibilised working time arrangement, with the least room for self-determination of when
to do the work - report a convenience rate of more than 90%.

These results raise the question of what the survey is, in fact, measuring. It could mean that there are no problems
of work-life balance in non-standard working time arrangements and that those forms are very compatible with a
work-life balance. However, it should be noted that the survey only asked about convenience in general and not
how easy it is to reconcile work and private life within those working time arrangements. It could be that people
working to such arrangements are, largely, self-selecting, i.e. are those whose personal life situations allow them to
work atypical hours or who have adapted their personal life to suit their working times. The others remain outside,
unable to overcome the barrier (in the sense of working time).

This matter is, essentially a question of alternatives in the labour market: if someone has no other choice than to
work on-call, he or she will accept it and tend to make the best of a bad situation. In this sense, the affirmative
answer is rather an indication of labour market pressures and of the willingness (necessity) to adapt personal
situations to working time arrangements. Another explanation for the artificially high percentages could be a result
of the simple Yes/No question: people often do not want to appear too ‘negative’.

The survey also reveals interesting results with regard to the spread of flexible working time arrangements. In the
light of the debate on flexibilisation of work, it is surprising that two thirds of all working time arrangements in
Austrian working life are characterised by a fixed start and end to the working day. This means that flexible
working time arrangements are not as widespread in Austria as the debate would lead one to believe. The same is
true for the extent of falsely designated self-employed work, which affects only 0.5% or 0.3% (depending on
whether one follows Model 1 or 2 described earlier) of all self-employed people. One might conclude that flexible
forms of work, especially with regard to working time, may be less common in Austria than in other European
countries.

Author: Manfred Krenn
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