
The Death of the 40 Hour Week 
By Michael Roush, AIA 
   
Connectivity has killed the 40 hour week!  Thanks to laptops, PDAs, and cell phones we can now 
work anywhere and at anytime.  So why do firms insist on a work week based on an archaic 
measurement of time?  To be fair... it is a federal law.  For now, let's ignore that for the sake of 
this argument.  After all, when was the last time you viewed governmental policy as progressive.  
Anyway... the somewhat "forced" blending of our personal and professional lives is a relatively 
new occurrence.  Ten years ago cell phones were uncommon, laptops were very rare, and PDAs 
were virtually nonexistent.  Now it's hard to function without all three.  And in an economy where 
people and their ideas create value, and the time of day seems somewhat irrelevant, connectivity 
is crucial. 
  
So how did we get where we are today?  To answer that question you have to understand the 
origins of the 40 hour week.  Let's start back in 1830 when the standard workday was twelve 
hours long six days a week.  This remained constant until sometime after the Civil War when, at 
the request of the trade unions, an 11 hour workday was implemented.  Whoopee!  Then around 
1900 the workday was further reduced to about 9 hours and continued to shorten over the next 
thirty years.  Another transformation that occurred at the same time was half-day Saturdays for 
the summer months.  This was very controversial with employers because it was widely believed 
that time spent not working was time spent drinking.  Eventually, with public intoxication kept to a 
minimum, half-day Saturdays became the norm for the entire year.  During this time the five-day 
week began to emerge in three industries:  clothing, building construction, and publishing.  These 
industries were largely Jewish owned and the five-day work week allowed them to observe the 
Sabbath without offending the Christian majority.  In 1929, the Great Depression finally solidified 
the shorter workday and week.  In an effort to curb unemployment the workday was commonly 
reduced to 6 hours in order to employ more workers.  Years later, the Fair Labor Standards Act of 
1938 mandated the 40 hour week, but had no stipulation on the length of the workday.  It wasn't 
until 1940 that the eight hour day became law.  The rest is simply history [1] 
  
So what's the alternative?  Great question.  When a company hires (or purchases time from?) an 
individual what are they really after?  Ideas?  Expertise?  Potential?  Or are they simply after 
2080 hours of stuff in 40 hour increments and between the hours of 8 AM and 5 PM.  Most people 
will take the high road when answering that question, however, there is still a common 
misconception that 40 hrs. of attendance = 40 hrs. of valuable work.  Still... it is how we gauge 
performance, loyalty, and even compensation.  Remember the day when working a 60 hour week 
was something to brag about?  I've got news for you.  You worked 60 and you got paid for 40.  
This is commonly referred to as "being screwed".  Unfortunately it is the rule by which we live and 
work.  The reality is that it all comes down to being treated fairly.  There will be those times when 
deadlines loom, last minute changes occur, or an error surfaces that forces you to make 
changes.  As long as fairness is maintained everyone is happy.  This is where connectivity fits in.  
Connectivity makes it possible for us to do anything anywhere anytime.  Contrary to some 
popular opinions, this isn't all bad.  I certainly don't condone sitting on the beach with your laptop 
during the family vacation.  After all, the sand and sunscreen alone will ruin your keyboard.  But 
connectivity does make it possible to contact your client while taking the afternoon off to go with 
your child on a field trip.  If you have a Pocket PC you can use Pocket Word to finish your 
meeting notes without lugging around a heavy laptop.  If you have a cellular phone that is data 
ready, you can connect it to your Pocket PC or laptop and check and respond to email.  Face it... 
it's time spent working and it adds just as much value as performing the same tasks at your 
desk.  And this has truly been a blessing to employers.  It wasn't very long ago that sick time 
equaled zero work.  If you are a parent you also know that you use very little sick time for 
yourself.  Fortunately, connectivity allows you to stay productive and ultimately that is what 
matters.  Not the time of day the hours were logged. 
  
Hey... It's not called Radical|Practice because it sounds good!! 
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