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Some analyses of Britain’s poor economic performance during the 1920s have  placed considerable weight on the impact of government concessions to organised labour in the immediate aftermath of the First World War. In particular a number of commentators, following J.A. Dowie, have highlighted the introduction of an eight hour working day in 1919 (reducing the average working week by an estimated 13 per cent) as a major factor eroding Britain’s international competitiveness.
 For example, Stephen Broadberry has argued – using aggregate time-series data on labour productivity and real wages - that the hours reduction represented a major `supply shock’ to the British economy.

This paper seeks to re-examine the impact of the hours reduction on Britain’s international competitiveness over the interwar period. It first addresses a major factor not taken into account in the above studies – the fact that a substantial reduction in the working week, to around 48 hours for industrial workers, was evident throughout most industrialised nations. A new international data set on working hours in around 1913 and over the interwar years for the major industrial nations is being compiled from a variety of contemporary sources. This demonstrates that Britain’s 1919 hours reduction was significantly smaller than that for most of its industrial competitors (which had substantially longer working hours in 1913) – as was appreciated by contemporary British policy makers. Furthermore, the data shows that Britain’s improved hours differential, relative to 1913, persisted over the rest of the interwar period.

It will also be demonstrated that British policy-makers perceived that, as Britain’s stance on maintaining the eight hour day was seen as of pivotal importance to securing international cooperation in this field, other countries would have been unlikely to maintain their 1919 hours reductions if Britain reverted to its pre-war norms. Instead, working hours would have become another arena for the type of `beggar thy neighbour’ international competition – witnessed for example in tariff and exchange rate policy – which undermined the stability of the international interwar economy. Despite the fact that British government support for international cooperation in this field was impeded by opposition from some domestic employers’ organisations, Britain’s retention of the 1919 hours reduction underpinned the new `international hours standard’ - with a much more positive outcome for British competitiveness and growth than the government’s much greater efforts to preserve the international gold standard.

The next section examines contemporary empirical evidence on the productivity impact of the move to a 48 hour week. The introduction of the eight hour day was influenced by new research from industrial fatigue and time and motion studies (partly stimulated by the need to maximise output during the First World War), which revealed that the productivity loss from shorter hours was at least partially offset by improved hourly productivity. Gains were derived from a number of sources – a reduction in fatigue, the more efficient organisation of working (including the elimination of substantial periods during the shift when workers were inactive in some sectors), and greater hourly effort in industries where workers had a significant amount of discretion over their input of effort. Under situations of particularly long hours, the literature also indicates that an hours reduction was generally accompanied by a reduction in absenteeism and sick-leave. The extent of such an efficiency-offset was found to vary substantially by sector, according to factors such as the `heaviness’ of the work involved and the extent to which workers had discretion over production norms. Both the general productivity offset and its variability will be explored – using industrial fatigue and similar studies conducted in Britain, the USA, and several European nations.

The paper then goes on to explore Broadberry’s argument that the substantial fall in labour productivity in 1919 and 1920 can be largely attributed to the introduction of the eight hour day. This analysis will use sectoral time series data on output per shift – measured in terms of volume, rather than value, to examine whether this trend is fully reflected in changes in physical productivity. Data on the magnitude of the hours reductions in these sectors will also be used to estimate the extent of the productivity offset arising from hourly productivity improvements.

This is very much a work in progress paper and the above conclusions are, necessarily, provisional. However, by the time of the conference we expect to be able to present evidence for all sections of the paper.
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