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A New Zealand company that let its employees work four days a week while being paid for 
five says the experiment was so successful that it hoped to make the change permanent. The company,
Perpetual Guardian, which manages trusts, wills and estates, found the change actually increased 
productivity among its 240 employees, who said they spent more time with their families, exercising, 
cooking, and working in their gardens.

The company carried out the experiment — which reduced the working hours to 32 hours 
from 40 per week — in March and April this year, and asked two researchers to study the effects on 
staff. Jarrod Haar, a human resources professor at Auckland University of Technology, said employees 
reported a 24 percent improvement in work-life balance, and came back to work energized after their 
days off. “Supervisors said staff were more creative, their attendance was better, they were on time, 
and they didn’t leave early or take long breaks,” Mr. Haar said. “Their actual job performance didn’t 
change when doing it over four days instead of five.”

Similar experiments in other countries have tested the concept of reducing work hours as a 
way of improving individual productivity. In Sweden, a trial in the city of Gothenburg mandated a 
six-hour day, and officials found employees completed the same amount of work or even more. But 
when France mandated a 35-hour workweek in 2000, businesses complained of reduced 
competitiveness and increased hiring costs.

In Perpetual Guardian’s case, workers said the change motivated them to find ways of 
increasing their productivity while in the office. Meetings were reduced from two hours to 30 minutes, 
and employees created signals for their colleagues that they needed time to work without distraction.
“They figured out where they were wasting time and worked smarter, not harder,” Mr. Haar said.

Andrew Barnes, the company’s founder, said he believed his was the first business in the 
world to pay staff for 40 hours when working 32; other companies have allowed employees to work 
shorter weeks by compressing the standard 40 hours into fewer days, or allowed people to work part-
time for a reduced salary. He said working mothers benefited most from the policy, since those 
returning to work from maternity leave often negotiated part-time hours, but performed the equivalent 
of full-time work. Tammy Barker, a senior client manager with the company, agreed with Mr. Barnes’s 
assessment. Ms. Barker, a mother of two who lives in Auckland, said she spent her day off each week 
running personal errands, attending appointments and shopping for groceries, which allowed her to 
spend more time with her family on weekends.

Noting that the company had seen lower electricity bills with 20 percent less staff in the 
office each day, Mr. Barnes said the change in work hours could have wider implications if more 
companies adopted such a strategy. “You’ve got 20 percent of cars off the road in rush hour; there are 
implications for urban design, such as smaller offices,” he said.
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