
Productivity levels were maintained or 
improved and the shorter work week was 
revenue neutral for the public sector.  These 
studies led unions to renegotiate collective 
bargaining agreements.  Currently, 86% of 
Iceland’s working population have moved 
to shorter hours with no reduction in pay or 
are in the process of making the transition.  
More details about this trial can be found 
here: https://autonomy.work/portfolio/
icelandsww/. Trials are now in progress 
in other countries with Scotland being 
the latest to announce trials of a four-day 
work week with no reduction in pay for the  
public sector.

On the business front, companies have been 
experimenting with a variety of formats.  An 
interesting example that generated a lot of 
media attention (both positive and negative) 
six years ago is that of Dan Price, founder 
and CEO of Gravity Payments in the US.  
Reflecting on discussions he had with an 
entry-level employee earning $35,000 and 
a friend who was struggling to balance 
a two-hour commute with sub-optimal 
housing, student loans, work and the raising 
a family on an annual salary of $50,000, he 
decided to raise the minimum annual salary 
for employees at his company to $70,000.  
His plan would double the salaries of 30 
employees and raise the salaries of 40 more 
who were making less than $70,000. The 
changes were phased in over three years 
at a cost $1.8 million. Price did not to raise 
prices, lay off staff, or cut executive pay. 
More than half the cost was offset by the 
90% cut to his own pay. He needed to grow 
revenue to cover the remaining cost of the 
changes.  So, what’s happened since then?

Price reports that his company now has 
double the number of employees, turnover 
rate has been cut in half, revenue has tripled 
and there’s been both a baby boom and 
a ten-fold increase in home ownership.  
Price set his own pay at $70,000 since 
implementing the company wide changes.  

Employee morale and loyalty is high.  A year 
after implementing the changes, employees 
presented Price with keys to a Tesla – 
employees had been secretly contributing 
to a fund to purchase the car for Price as a 
gift.  During the pandemic when company 
revenues fell by 55%, employees surprised 
Price by volunteering to cut their own 
salaries to ensure that there would be no 
lay-offs.  Price ultimately decided to limit 
voluntary employee salary reductions to 
50% and has since repaid all employees who 
took a cut as revenues have recovered.

According to Mike Wheeler, Professor 
Emeritus of Management Practice at 
Harvard Business School who has been 
following the Gravity Payments story in a 
series of blog posts, 

I’m not saying that every company should or 
can follow suit. I still wonder if this approach 
can be scaled up. But the way the story 
has resonated suggests that something is 
in the air. Wages in many industries have 
effectively been flat for decades. There are 
concerns about productivity and the potential 
impact of automation on the job market.  
Why haven’t we looked harder at employee 
motivation and engagement?

Other businesses are looking at different 
ways to encourage greater productivity.  
Stephen Aarstol, CEO of Tower Paddleboards, 
has cut the workday for his employees to 5 
hours, resulting in dramatically improved 
focus and engagement.  After hearing Price 
speak, Megan Driscoll, CEO of Pharmalogics 
Recruiting increased the starting base pay of 
her employees by 33 percent. When Driscoll 
put her plan into effect in January 2016, 
her business had $6.7 million in revenue 
and 46 employees. Now the staff is 72 and 
she anticipates revenues of $15 million this 
year.  Coming back to government, Spain is 
the latest country to announce a 3-year trial 
of a four-day work week where government 
will provide funding to companies who 
need support to re-organise workflows and 
hire additional employees to cover gaps in 
service.  US Congressman Mark Takano 
has also just proposed federal legislation to 
move to a 32-hour work week.

How might a deep focus on employee needs 
lead to greater productivity here?  Looking 
to the experience of government and 
businesses in other jurisdictions to create 
options to address Jersey’s challenges and 
seize opportunities may be useful to help 
crack the productivity puzzle. 
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Education, population, poverty, tax…getting views on topics like 
those in Jersey isn’t the difficult part – but have you ever noticed 
how many people sound eminently credible when talking about 
them, even though they may actually be basing their views on 
conjecture, false facts and blind guesswork? 

There is a real danger in making the ‘facts’ fit the opinion, rather than the other way 
around – which is exactly the point at which someone with an eye on the latest 
buzzwords will smugly insert the phrase ‘post-truth’ into the conversation, imagining 
its actually helpful. 

So, we’ve asked the Jersey Policy Forum to add some robust material to those 
crucial local debates – the point is not to provoke agreement or acquiescence;   
it is to provide reliable material on which others can build their views. 

By Gailina Liew, Executive Director, Jersey Policy Forum
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Putting employees first  
– a key piece of the productivity puzzle?

From 2015 to 2019, the Reykjavik City 
Council and the national government of 
Iceland ran a series of pilot studies which 
ended up being the world’s largest trial 
of a shorter working week in the public 
sector.  The pilot studies included more 
than 2,500 employees or roughly 1% of 
Iceland’s working population, taking place 
in pre-schools, offices, social care settings 
and hospitals.  Most of these employees 
moved from a 40 hour work week to 35 or 
36 hours with no reduction in pay.  These 
employees reported improvements in their 
health and work-life balance, feeling less 
stressed and at risk of burnout at work.  
They also reported spending more time 
with families and having more time to do 
household chores and engage in hobbies.  

With productivity rates declining in most advanced economies, the question 
of how to reverse this trend is top of mind for governments and businesses 
around the world.  Working more hours for less pay isn’t sustainable and 

one important fact that the global pandemic experience has highlighted is that 
the people who do some of the most critical jobs to allow our societies to continue 
functioning are actually amongst those at the bottom of the pay-scale with little job 
security (think care workers, delivery people, grocery clerks, cleaners, etc.)  Even 
for those that have employment contracts and somewhat better pay (think doctors, 
nurses, teachers, civil servants, garbage collectors, postal workers, etc.) many are 
struggling with burnout, living in jurisdictions where the cost of housing takes the 
lion’s share of earnings; some will also have lengthy and costly commutes, leaving 
little for other essentials and nothing to deal with unexpected life emergencies. 
Stress has become one of the universal aspects of modern life, triggering all kinds 
of other health and social challenges, in addition to dampening the ability to focus 
at work which may have an impact on declining productivity as well.  So, what are 
governments and businesses doing?


