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EXTENDED HOURS: CAUSES, EFFECTS AND RESPONSES
Abstract

Drawing on qualitative and survey research in a number of organisations, we report
on some of the causes and effects of extended working hours. Extended hours were
mostly employer-driven, where workplace regulation of hours was weak so
employees were not compensated for extra hours worked, though in a minority of
instances it was jointly driven by employers and employees who benefited from
overtime pay.

Workplace culture was important in shaping extended hours.

Employees internalised pressure to work long hours, so that without adequate say on
their workload, employees with higher say in their working hours tended to work
longer hours. Yet many full-time employees were working more hours than they
wanted, and there was strong support for an upper limit on hours. Such a limit failed
in implementation, however, where there was no enforcement mechanism and a
minority were willing to circumvent it.
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EXTENDED HOURS: CAUSES, EFFECTS AND RESPONSES
In recent years there has been growing academic interest in the concept of time. In the USA,
prominent journals such as Work and Occupations and the American Behavioural Scientist have
dedicated special editions to the topic of time and work relations. In the UK, a new journal Time
and Society has recently been founded to explore the topic of time. Sociologists have begun to
explore in more detail the relations between time, class, gender, space and other issues (Epstein
and Kalleberg, 2001). Management theorists have also begun incorporating time into their
analysis of organisational behaviour (Ancona et al., 2001a,b). Economists and employment
relations scholars have been increasingly interested in understanding changes in working time in
relation to management strategy, the work/life balance, the pattern of industrial regulation, the
changing structure of the labour market and the effects on the macro-economy (Fagan, 2001;
Golden and Figart, 2000a).

In Australia, there has been considerable interest in working time. This has been particularly so
since the introduction of enterprise bargaining, as working time has been one of the main arenas
for workplace change (ACIRRT, 1999; Watson et al. 2003). Mirroring the North American
debate about long hours and overwork (Schor, 1991; Jacobs and Gerson, 2001), one of the key
areas of interest in Australia has been the question of long or extended hours. Research indicates
that Australia, along with the USA and the UK, have been the one of the few OECD countries to
have experienced a reversal of the long-term trend of reduced working hours (Campbell, 2001).
Australia also has a comparatively high proportion of the workforce working more than 50 hours
per week (Jacobs and Gerson, 2001). Since the 1980s, there has been a substantial reduction in
the standard working hours (35 to 40 hours) and a sharp growth in extended hours (that is,
working hours greater than standard working hours). Much of the growth in extended hours
appears to be on an unpaid basis (Campbell, 2002: 94).

Research indicates that extended hours can have negative implications for health and safety at
work (Dawson et al. 2001) and the coherence of social relations within families and communities
(Pocock, 2001). Many workers engaged in long hours would prefer to work fewer hours
(Watson et al., 2003). Overwork is a problem as it reduces social productive leisure by
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restricting time available ‘for being an effective marriage partner, parent and citizen.’ (Golden
and Figart, 2000b:26). The combination of time pressured leisure and overwork reduces time for
recuperation and revitalisation as well as for civic involvement, community work, caregiving and
lifelong learning. This reduces the stock of social and human capital as well producing other
health and safety risks (Golden and Figart, 2000b). Indeed, the problem of extended hours and
overwork was the catalyst for the Australian Council of Trade Unions pursuing the reasonable
hours test case.

In this paper we explore the issue of long hours using workplace survey data. The survey data
are illuminated with qualitative data, however the qualitative input is limited due to space
restraints. The particular focus of this paper is an examination of some factors associated with
'very long hours' (VLH) - that is, 'normal' working weeks of 50 hours or more. We also use the
term 'long hours' to refer to employees normally working 45 hours per week or more. One case
gains particular attention in this paper, Truck Repairs. Truck Repairs provides an insight into a
workplace where unsuccessful attempts have been made to place an upper limit on working
hours. The findings of this case present policy-makers with an interesting lesson in terms of the
enforceability of limiting working hours.

To anticipate the key findings, although some VLH employees receive substantial overtime
earnings, VLH are more commonly are associated with the absence of overtime pay or time off in
lieu (TOIL), and hence can be seen as mainly employer-driven. VLH employment is also
associated with the absence of penalty rates or rostered days off. Union members are more likely
than non-members to work VLH because they are more likely to have long tenure with the
employer, but union members are more likely than non-members to be compensated for working
long, or increasing, hours.

Working VLH is associated with a long hours culture. It is also

linked to pressure on employees, unpredictability of hours, doubts about the reasonableness of
performance targets, and higher injury or illness rates. Individual control over working hours by
employees did not diminish the likelihood of VLH. Indeed, there were two paths to the extension
of working time – through increasing direct employer control over employees' working hours, or
through delegating increased control to employees but in the context of long hours cultures and
inadequate employee control over workload. VLH employees were unhappy with their working
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hours, but all types of employees agreed that there should be an upper limit on working hours.
However, the case study illustrated the importance of enforcement mechanisms in ensuring that
upper limits on hours are successful. Indeed, the project illustrated the importance of regulatory
mechanisms in enabling employees to control working hours.

Method
In 2001 and 2002, we undertook a major study of working time arrangements in Queensland,
including case studies of 17 organisations and employee surveys in 15 of those organisations.
The latter included: two manufacturers, a mine, a construction company, a government
department, a law enforcement agency, a public utility, a bank, a theme park, a retailer, a law
firm, a large-vehicle repair company, a trade union, a hospital and an educational institution.
This included a mixture of small, medium and large organizations (although there was a greater
representation of larger sized firms), a balance of strongly-, weakly- and non-unionised
workplaces and a blend of female-dominated, male-dominated and mixed gender workplaces. In
each case study organisation, qualitative interviews with management and employee
representatives were undertaken, along with focus groups of employees.

Questions were

designed to elicit information on working time changes that had occurred at the research site, the
processes by which the changes were arrived at, and an evaluation of the impacts upon work.

Subsequently, employees in all but two of the case study organisations were surveyed by use of a
self-completion questionnaire. Survey administration commenced in March 2002 and finished in
May 2002. The surveys were undertaken in those parts of the organisations that were studied in
the qualitative stages of the case studies.

These usually corresponded to either a whole

workplace or the entire organisation, but in some cases it concerned a division of the organisation
that encompassed more than one workplace, or particular occupational groups. In organisations
where our study site included less than 200 employees, all employees (excluding senior
management) were surveyed.

In those with over 200 in the study site, a sample of 200

employees was randomly selected, using systematic random sampling, in all cases bar one from a
payroll list. Response rates varied substantially between organizations: from 60 to 21 per cent.
The median was 44 per cent and the total 42 per cent. In total, 963 usable questionnaires were
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returned. Our focus is on the 766 full-time employees who participated in the survey. The data
are unweighted.

Background and overview
Consistent with the trend in official data (Campbell, 2001), working hours in our case study
organisations were increasing on average. We asked employees whether the number of hours
they worked each week had gone up, down or remained the same over the preceding twelve
months. Amongst twelve of our fifteen survey organisations, the number of full-time workers
who reported an increase in weekly working hours outnumbered the number who reported a
decrease. In most cases, between a fifth and a third reported increased hours. By comparison
around one tenth of our full-time respondents reported a drop in working hours.

Not only were hours increasing, there was also evidence of long hours in many of our
organisations. In all but one case, some respondents in each organisation reported a working
week of 45 hours or more. In all but two cases, some respondents reported working 50 hours or
more. Yet our survey slightly underrepresented long-hours workers, compared to the Australian
workforce: while 19 per cent of our full-time respondents normally worked 49 hours or more per
week, Australian Bureau of Statistics data indicate that, in November 2001, 24 per cent of fulltime employees worked 49 hours or more (ABS Cat No 6359.0).

Very long hours (VLH) were more common amongst employees who have had long tenure with
their current employer – 69 per cent of respondents working VLH had worked with their current
employer for at least five years, compared to 55 per cent of respondents working 'award hours' –
that is 35-40 hours per week (we will refer to this group of employees as 'award hours' employees
as they work within the range of full-time hours set out in the awards that underpinned the
agreements they worked directly under). There is also some indication that VLH are more
common amongst union members, but this is due to a strong relationship between tenure and
union membership (70 per cent of respondents who had been with their employer for 10 years or
more were union members, compared to 33 per cent of those who had been with their employer
for under 2 years). Once this is controlled, union membership ceases to have a significant impact
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on the incidence of VLH. Very long hours were also more common amongst the almost one third
of respondents who supervised other employees.
Long hours and compensation
If employees are not recompensed for extra hours, through either overtime pay or time off in lieu
(TOIL), then there is an incentive on employers to directly or indirectly make employees work
longer hours, and little constraining them from doing so. It is useful to examine overtime pay
and TOIL together – that is, to look at what happens when employees are not compensated, either
by overtime pay or TOIL, for working extra hours. Table 1 does this, to show that long hours
was most common where employers did not have to recompense employees for working extra
hours. Amongst respondents working VLH, over a half never received either overtime pay or
time off in lieu for working extra hours. This was the case for 28 per cent of those normally
working 45-50 hours, 23 per cent of those normally working 41-45 hours, and only 16 per cent of
those normally working 35-40 hours.
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Table 1

Always or never receive overtime or time off in lieu (TOIL) for additional work
35-40

41-45

46-50

over 50

all full-

hrs

hrs

hrs

hours

timers

(%)

(%)

(%)

(%)

(%)

never receive overtime pay or TOIL for extra hours

16

23

28

52

23

always receive overtime pay or TOIL for extra hours

37

24

30

21

31

Population: all full-time employee respondents (excludes missing data).
N = 766: 402 (col 1), 167 (col 2), 129 (col 3), 68 (col 4).
Numbers in cell indicate the proportions of respondents in the columns having the characteristics specified in the rows. For example,
the top right hand cell indicates that 23 per cent of full-time employees worked never received overtime pay or TOIL for extra hours,
despite sometimes working extra hours.

There appear to be two main categories of employees working VLH. The larger category is those
workers who are not regularly remunerated (either in overtime pay or time off) for working
overtime, in which case long hours may be seen as being mainly employer-driven. The smaller
category comprises those employees who normally receive overtime pay for working extra hours,
and who probably become dependent on or conditioned to the extra income so obtained. In this
latter case VLH appear to be jointly driven by employer and employees. An example of this is
shown in the Truck Repairs case, discussed later.

A similar relationship can be seen in relation to penalty rates. In our sample only about a third of
employees received penalty rates for night or weekend work; another quarter never worked on
nights or weekends. Employees normally working award hours were most likely to receive
penalty rates for night or weekend work (Table 2). Long hours employees were most commonly
those who did not receive penalty rates for night or weekend work, either because they only
received ordinary-time rates or (more commonly) they were not paid for night or weekend work.
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Table 2

Penalty rates, rostered days off and hours per week
35-40

41-45

46-50

over 50

all full-

hrs

hrs

hrs

hours

timers

(%)

(%)

(%)

(%)

(%)

42

19

25

32

33

night or weekends

30

49

61

50

41

Access to a rostered day off

40

27

32

19

34

Receive penalty rates for night or weekend work
Paid at ordinary time rates or not paid for working

Population: all full-time employee respondents (excludes missing data).
Numbers in cell indicate the proportions of respondents in the columns having the characteristics specified in the rows. For example,
the top right hand cell indicates that 33 per cent of full-time employees received penalty rates for night or weekend work.
N=906 (lines 1,2), 912 (line 3)

Finally, rostered days off (RDOs), as a means of regularising working time, also had a link to
normal working hours. While 40 per cent of award hours employees had access to an RDO, this
was so for only 19 per cent of VLH employees. Two of the case study organisations had recently
removed RDOs for employees, and the consequences are illustrative of the relationship between
RDOs and the work-life time balance. In a law firm, RDOs had been replaced with an allocation
of ‘personal time’ – three hours a month that employees could use for appointments (with
medical professionals, etc) that could not be made outside standard working hours. At a
corporatised utility, employees who moved onto individual contracts had recently lost their
RDOs when they accepted annualised salaries.

At the law firm we found, in a focus group, that employees regretted the loss of the RDO;
however, they also recognised that, for example, having a secretary away on an RDO meant the
business did not run as smoothly as it otherwise would. The system of ‘personal time’ resulted in
employees working longer hours as they had lost their RDO but rarely utilised the personal time.
At the corporatised utility, employees discovered that there were many aspects of losing the
RDOs that they had not anticipated – for example, having a day a fortnight to do the shopping
with their partner, go to the bank, the doctor, etc. This was a matter of concern to them - one
contract employee said that no amount of recompense could be made for the associated loss of
the family time. Employees who remained on a collective enterprise agreement did not wish to
lose their RDO.
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Union membership and compensation
Union members and non-members did not differ in their access to TOIL. However, union
members were more likely than non-members (by 31 per cent to 18 per cent) to report that they
were always paid overtime rates for extra work. This was partly because non-members were
twice as likely as members to say that they only were paid ordinary-time rates for overtime work
(10 per cent v 5 per cent). They were also, by a similar margin, more likely to say that they never
worked extra hours. Standard hours (as set out in their contract of employment, award or
agreement) were shorter for members: 41 per cent of non-members had standard hours of 39
hours or more, compared to just 29 per cent of union members. In short, union members
appeared more likely than non-members to be compensated for working over 38 hours per week.

Another dimension of this issue was the relationship between unionism and increased pay and
hours. Amongst full-time employees some 31 per cent of union members and 30 per cent of nonmembers reported an increase in their weekly working hours (approximately three times the
numbers who reported a decrease). Amongst those full-time employees whose working hours
increased, 94 per cent of union members also reported an increase in their weekly pay, but this
was the case for only 83 per cent of non-members. Again, members were more likely to be
rewarded for working longer hours than were non-members.

Satisfaction with hours
The majority of employees working less than 45 hours were satisfied with the hours they were
working. However, two thirds of VLH employees, and over half of respondents working 45-50
hours, agreed that they were working more hours than they would like (Table 3). Furthermore, a
majority of VLH respondents said that their current hours of work did not suit them. The clear
implication is that most VLH employees would prefer to work fewer hours.

A preference for shorter hours amongst full-time employees was also revealed in employees'
responses when hours are reduced. Amongst those whose hours had increased, only 19 per cent
were more satisfied with their hours, while 31 per cent were dissatisfied. In contrast, 51 per cent
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of full-time employees whose hours had decreased were more satisfied with their hours, and just
15 per cent were less satisfied.

We also asked employees a question directly about policy: whether there should be an upper limit
on how many hours someone can work each week. It was no surprise that a majority of VLH
employees agreed with this. More noticeable was that majority agreement was found across all
groups of employees, regardless of hours worked. Between 63 and 67 per cent of employees in
each group of full-timers, and even a majority of part-timers, agreed with this proposition.

Table 3

Working time preferences
35-40

41-45

46-50

over 50

all full-

hrs

hrs

hrs

hours

timers

(%)

(%)

(%)

(%)

(%)

My current hours do not suit

12

11

27

54

18

I work more hours each week than I would like.

25

35

54

68

36

63

67

66

63

67

There should be an upper limit on how many hours
someone can work each week.

Population: all full-time employee respondents (excludes missing data).
Numbers in cell indicate the proportions of respondents in the columns having the characteristics specified in the rows. For example,
the top right hand cell indicates that 18 per cent of full-time employees said their current working hours did not suit them.

The long hours environment and behaviour
Several aspects of the workplace environment varied according to hours normally worked (Table
4). One was the existence of a long hours culture: while 69 per cent of VLH employees agreed
that 'working for long hours is taken for granted in this organisation', this was the case for only 37
per cent of award hours employees.

We saw this pattern in the supervisory culture also. VLH employees were less likely to say that,
when their workload gets too much, it is easy enough to get it reduced by talking to their
supervisor. Similarly, they were less likely to agree that 'you can say you don't want to work
overtime here and it won’t cause you any problems'.
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The workplace environment influenced working hours in other ways. VLH workers were more
likely to agree that 'we work to tight deadlines here' (86 per cent of VLH employees agreed,
compared to 66 per cent of award hours employees).

While 61 per cent of award hours

employees agreed that the performance targets management sets are mostly very reasonable, this
was the case for only 42 per cent of very long hours employees.

Table 4

The long hours environment
35-40

41-45

46-50

over 50

all full-

hrs

hrs

hrs

hours

timers

(%)

(%)

(%)

(%)

(%)

43

56

76

69

55

49

30

27

32

46

supervisor.

42

38

34

25

40

We work to tight deadlines here.

66

76

81

86

74

61

63

57

42

59

Working long hours is taken for granted in this
organisation.
You can say that you don’t want to work overtime
here and it won’t cause you any problems.
When my workload gets too much for me, it is
easy enough to get it reduced by talking to my

The performance targets management sets are
mostly reasonable

Population: all full-time employee respondents (excludes missing data).
Numbers in cell indicate the proportions of respondents in the columns having the characteristics specified in the rows. For example,
the top right hand cell indicates that 55 per cent of full-time employees agreed that working long hours is taken for granted in this
organisation.

Long hours were reflected in high levels of pressure felt by employees. Long hours workers were
more likely to say that 'if you take time off or get sick, your work just builds up while you're
away'. Employees normally working VLH were more likely than award hours workers to say
that they often took work home, less likely to say that they left on time most days, less likely to
say they have enough time to rest during meal breaks, and more likely to be dissatisfied with their
start and finishing times (Table 5). They also had a higher work-related injury and illness rate,
with 18 per cent of VLH employees reporting time off in the previous year for this reason,
compared to 10 per cent of other full-time employees.
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Table 5

Manifestations of long hours
35-40

41-45

46-50

over 50

all full-

hrs

hrs

hrs

hours

timers

(%)

(%)

(%)

(%)

(%)

up while you’re away.

55

69

72

65

62

I have enough time to rest during meal breaks.

67

62

45

38

60

I leave on time most days.

71

51

34

33

57

I often take work home.

23

35

42

56

32

dissatisfied with start and finishing times

10

8

10

34

11

12

10

10

18

12

If you take time off or get sick, your work just builds

Within the last year I have had to take some time off
work, due to an illness or injury I received at work

Population: all full-time employee respondents (excludes missing data).
Numbers in cell indicate the proportions of respondents in the columns having the characteristics specified in the rows. For example,
the top right hand cell indicates that 35 per cent of full-time employees agreed that if you take time off or get sick, your work just
builds up while you’re away.

The problems for long hours employees arose not just from the hours they worked but also, for
some, in their unpredictability. Thus 25 per cent of VLH employees said that their starting or
finishing times were often or always changed on short notice, making it difficult for them to
arrange things in their personal or family lives. This was the case for only 5 per cent of award
hours employees. While 67 per cent of award hours employees started at the same time each day,
this was so for only 49 per cent of VLH employees.
It might be expected that employees working long hours were predominantly people who had
little control over their working hours. On the surface, this would not appear to be the case.
VLH employees were, if anything, amongst the group of full-time employees with the highest
likelihood of responding that they had a 'great deal of say' over how many hours they worked
(Table 6) and also over their start and finishing times. Yet we know that many would prefer to be
working fewer hours. Importantly, long hours employees had much lower control over their
workload than they had over working time issues, and they had no more perceived say over their
workload than did most other employees. Presumably, as they were working longer hours than
other employees, their workload was higher. Without effective control over workload, the best
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that might be achieved by giving long hours employees some greater control over their working
hours is the possibility of making it a little easier for them to negotiate the boundaries between
work and home lives. At worst, it may be a means of inducing them to work longer hours.

Table 6

Control

have a great deal of say over how many hours work a

35-40

41-45

46-50

over 50

all full-

hrs

hrs

hrs

hours

timers

(%)

(%)

(%)

(%)

(%)

11

17

14

27

14

27

37

37

46

33

9

8

10

14

9

24

25

17

24

23

week.
a great deal or quite a lot of say over how many hours
work each week

have a great deal of say over workload
a great deal or quite a lot of say over workload

Population: all full-time employee respondents (excludes missing data).
Numbers in cell indicate the proportions of respondents in the columns having the characteristics specified in the rows. For example,
the top right hand cell indicates that 24 per cent of full-time employees believed they had a great deal of say over how many hours
they worked.

We also, separately, analysed the situation of full-time employees whose hours had increased.
For space reasons we cannot report the findings in detail here. There was a great deal of overlap
between the patterns associated with long hours and the patterns associated with increasing hours.
One finding, though, is worth explicit mention. The way employees internalise pressure for
increased hours is again reflected in the relationship between two variables: ‘changing say in
hours’ and ‘changing hours’. Amongst full-time employees who reported no change in their say
over how many hours they worked, only 23 per cent reported increased hours. But increased
hours were reported by 62 per cent of those who said that their say in how many hours they
worked had gone down – and by 65 per cent of those who reported that their say over how many
hours they worked had gone up!
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For reasons of space we have not separately reported managerial and non-managerial employees
in this paper (our survey includes managerial employees other than senior management, and these
account for 8 per cent of the full-time sample). However, it is worth noting that, as with many
other results discussed in this paper, the pattern shown above is not heavily influenced by the
data for managerial workers. For example, amongst non-managerial employees who claimed no
change in their say over how many hours they worked, only 22 per cent reported increased hours,
while increased hours were reported by 58 per cent of non-managerial workers who claimed
reduced say in how many hours they worked – and by 69 per cent of non-managerial workers
who claimed increased say over how many hours they worked. Likewise, although over one
third of our sample had responsibility for supervising other employees, this did not drive the
results. Thus amongst non-supervisory employees who claimed no change in their say over how
many hours they worked, only 21 per cent reported increased hours, while increased hours were
reported by 55 per cent of non-managerial workers who claimed reduced say over many hours
they worked – and by 65 per cent of non-managerial workers who claimed increased say over
how many hours they worked.

Thus there were, in effect, two paths to increased hours – one involving tighter direct control over
employees' hours, and one involving a loosening of direct control and replacing it with
internalisation of the need to work longer hours to 'get the job' done. This is consistent with
evidence from an earlier survey (Peetz, Allan & O'Donnell 2002) which showed that work
intensification could be achieved both by tightening managerial prerogative and by increasing
employee control.
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Long hours and changes
Respondents working long hours experienced workplace change in a different way to other
employees. Employees working long hours were more likely to report that the number of hours
they worked in a week had gone up – indeed, nearly half of long hours employees said this.
Interestingly, long hours employees were both more likely to say that their ability to limit the
number of hours they worked had gone down – and to say that their ability to limit their hours
had gone up, reinforcing the observation that there are two paths to the acceleration of work.
Overall, VLH employees were the group most likely to report that their satisfaction with the
hours they worked had gone down. They were more likely to report that their job stress had gone
up and were more likely to report that the amount of time it took them to recover from work had
gone up. Long hours employees were also more likely to report a decline in the safety of their
work area and workplace.

Long hours at Truck Repairs
Having examined some of the survey data, we turn to consider a pertinent case study. Perhaps
the most significant instance of long hours amongst our case study organisations was at Truck
Repairs, where 46 per cent of our survey respondents worked 50 hours or more per week. While
Truck Repairs employees had a standard 7.5-hour working day, employees were expected to
work twelve-hour shifts as part of the client-focussed service the organisation provides. Much of
the long working hours within this organisation was directly related to the twelve-hour shifts
within the major client’s production. Several employees indicated that they had arrived on the
work-site of the major client where twelve-hours shifts were in place and had been asked by a
security guard at the front gate ‘Are you here for twelve hours?’ If they were not, the Truck
Repairs employee would be sent home.

The union and management had agreed in the 1999 enterprise bargaining agreement (EBA) to a
60 hour limit on actual hours that could be worked in any week. What's more, the employees at
truck repairs strongly endorsed a limit: 71 per cent of our respondents there agreed that there
should be an upper limit on the number of hours someone can work each week. Indeed, 38 per
cent of Truck Repairs employees strongly agreed with this proposition, double the rate in other
organisations. In the focus groups, many employees indicated that working their number of
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working hours generated a range of negative effects including making errors in their work,
dissatisfaction with relationships with co-workers and deterioration in family and social relations.
Some 38 per cent of Truck Repairs survey respondents said that their current hours of work did
not suit them, more than double the rate elsewhere. Only 43 per cent were satisfied with their
start and finishing times, compared to 77 per cent of other employees. They were significantly
less likely to feel they were treated fairly at work. And 49 per cent were dissatisfied with the
balance between their personal and family lives, double the rate of dissatisfaction elsewhere. In
short, there was strong support for a limit on working hours and good reason for it to be
supported.

Problems with long hours were manifested in other, serious ways. The work-related injury and
illness rate, at 30 per cent, was triple the rate in other organisations, and only about one quarter of
this difference appeared due to the occupational mix at Truck Repairs. Some employees referred
to safety problems in the focus groups, for example a recent vehicle accident on a return trip from
a client after a period of long working hours:

We just don’t get days off to recover…if they (the organisation) don’t do something it
won’t be long before we’ll all be taking a day off for someone’s funeral…

Truck Repairs employees were more likely (at the 10 per cent level of significance) to want a job
elsewhere, 43 per cent saying they'd prefer a job with another organisation, compared to 27 per
cent of other employees.

With such strong support for a limit on working hours, and such good reasons for there being
one, why did it fail? It seemed to boil down to three related factors: the lack of adequate systems
in place to enforce the limit; a willingness of managers and supervisors to circumvent the limit
when there was a need to satisfy a client's request and insufficient ordinary-time labour to do so;
and the willingness of a minority of employees to subvert the limit.

Let us turn to the last of these first. A majority of employees said in the focus groups that a sixty
hour limit was their preference. However some employees indicated that sixty hours was not
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enough to make the money that they would like to make. A handful of other employees explicitly
argued that there should be no cap on hours and that each individual should determine how many
hours they want to work. Importantly, employees in this case study are paid overtime rates, and
the potential to double their pay through extensive overtime work was the motivation for those
who subverted the limit on working hours. For long-tenured employees, the circumvention of the
limit was seen as a problem caused particularly by short-term employees:

There will always be someone from down south to come and work the long hours for a
couple of years and so it doesn’t give us a chance to really say to the bosses… ‘no, we
won’t work more hours’…it’s expected that we will because of these guys coming up and
doing it.’

Hence in the survey, support for a limit on hours strongly increased with tenure.

The field service staff (qualified fitters) reported in focus groups that it was not uncommon for
them to work in excess of 70 hours per week. Several began to treat their long hours as a
competition, with some explaining quite happily that they had been involved in races to see who
would average the most hours in a year with an average of 100 hours per week being a target.
While qualified fitters earned a base salary of around $40,000 per year, some employees spoke of
the aim to ‘crack a hundred grand a year’. Had effective management systems been in place, the
minority who wanted to work above the cap would have been constrained from doing so. But it
appeared that nobody was willing to take responsibility for tracking the hours worked by
employees. Tradespeople viewed the managing of hours as the duty of management. Leading
hands felt that it was not their role to be responsible for monitoring employees' hours. The union
felt it could not be seen to be directly stopping individuals from earning more money. So, in the
end, as the cap was unenforceable, it was not implementable.

Would replacing paid overtime with annualised salaries have avoided this problem? It may have
reduced the incentive for employees to work longer hours, but it would also have increased the
incentive for employers to put pressure on employees to work longer hours, both directly and
through creating a culture of long hours. In the end, employer-driven pressures to work longer
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hours are more powerful than employee-driven incentives. To illustrate this, we can briefly
return to the main employee survey across all 15 organisations. Employees on annual(ised)
salaries (ie those who never received overtime pay or TOIL for working extra hours) were more
likely to agree (72 per cent) that working long hours was taken for granted in this organisation
than were employees who always received overtime pay or TOIL (of whom 50 per cent agreed).
They were more likely to disagree that they had enough time to work during meal breaks (49 per
cent v 20 per cent), more likely to disagree that if your workload got too much it was easy to get
it reduced by talking to your supervisor (58 per cent v 31 per cent), less likely to agree that you
can say you don't want to work overtime and it won't cause any problems (27 per cent v 50 per
cent), and less likely to leave on time most days (37 per cent v 68 per cent). That is, long hours
cultures across the sample were associated with annualised salaries and the absence of
compensation for overtime. This pattern persisted even when we restricted the sample to nonsupervisory employees.

The lesson to be drawn from the Truck Repairs experience is not that it is overtime pay and TOIL
that lead to long hours. The lesson is that, for an agreed ceiling on working hours in an enterprise
agreement or elsewhere to be effective, there must be enforcement mechanisms in place,
otherwise a minority of employees (and management) can subvert the operation of a ceiling for
all employees.

Conclusion
In this paper we have seen a number of causes and consequences of long hours and also of
increased hours. Some of the consequences take the form of increased pressure on employees –
leaving work late, taking work home, feeling work is piling up while they're away. Some of them
are potentially serious – for example, in terms of injury and illness rates. The hours worked in
our survey organisations (and in Australia as a whole) are, on average, higher than what full-time
employees want – while paradoxically many part-time employees seek longer hours and many
potential employees without any working hours seek at least some (ABS Cat Nos 6203.0,
6359.0).
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The data show the importance of workplace culture – amongst employees, supervisors and
managers - in influencing hours. They suggest that workplace changes may be playing a part in
reshaping employees' perceptions as a means of reshaping their behaviour, so that they internalise
the objectives of the organisation and feel it an obligation to work long hours, rather than be
forced to by management.

Changes in the regulatory framework have encouraged and

legitimised these changes in workplace culture which ultimately benefit and are driven by
management.

The data suggest other important aspects of the role of the regulatory framework in shaping the
working hours of employees. Long hours is in most cases employer driven. However, we also
identified the existence of a minority group of long hours employees who worked these hours at
full overtime rates. Here we could say that long hours were being driven by both employees and
employer.

However, there was still a constraint on the employer in offering or requiring

employees to work such long hours – the financial constraint arising from the high costs of
overtime pay. If employees are not fully compensated for working long hours, then there is an
unconstrained incentive on employers to take advantage of this and require or persuade
employees to work long longs. Constraints such as the payment of overtime rates, penalty rates
and rostered days off help employees control their working hours. It is an indirect form of
control, because employees are not individually choosing the constraints within which
management operates – rather, these constraints are determined (or not determined) by some time
of collective process that may be internal or external to the workplace. Yet it is more effective in
constraining hours than giving employees the individual 'capacity' to determine their own hours,
because in reality those hours will be determined in the context of an environment which is
shaped by the needs of the employer and a workplace culture that reflects that environment.
Employees who are never paid overtime or TOIL if they work extra hours are more likely than
other employees to report that they are told at home that they are working too much, and that they
are often too tired to properly enjoy their time away from work. If giving employees more say
over their working hours really was the liberating force it is said to be, then we would expect
employees with more say over the hours they work to be much less likely than those whose
influence has not changed to agree that they were being told they work too much. This is not the
case.
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Our findings also suggest that the battle for control over working hours is, if it is to make a
difference to working hours, not a battle for individual 'say' but for collective regulation.

Finally, while employees like to have more say over their hours, they also like the idea of
external regulation of hours. Thus we found majority support across all groups for a ceiling on
weekly working hours. But we also found that, in the one instance where a ceiling had been put
in place (at Truck Repairs), it had failed. This demonstrated that, for an agreed ceiling on
working hours to be effective, there must be enforcement mechanisms in place, otherwise a
minority of employees and unsympathetic supervisors can subvert its operation.
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