
Editor ial

Prof Dr Klaus F. Zimmermann,
President of the German Institute 
for Economic Research, asks:

"Does more work create more work?"

243

In past decades there has been a steady trend towards shorter working time
in Germany, but now the dispute is over extending working time. Weekly
working time is under discussion, as is annual working time and working life
as a whole. Is the long phase of shortening working time coming to an end?
The most recent efforts by the trade unions to shorten the working week
foundered in a useless conflict in eastern Germany, and this marked the start
of a debate over lengthening the working week. In fact, it is beginning to
dawn on many decision-makers in business and politics that weeding out
large numbers of older workers by offering a golden pre-retirement hand-
shake is a dead end for social policy. It simply drives up expenditure on social
insurance and with it wage costs, which are linked to social insurance. The
fat cushion of annual leave and public holidays, excessive by international
comparison, has destroyed the image of the Germans as a hard-working
nation.
People in Europe work less than Americans do, and a good part of the dif-
ference has only developed in the past twenty to thirty years. During the past
twenty-five years the time worked annually has dropped by 25% in Germany,
as it largely has in France and Britain. In Holland part-time work has
increased enormously, and this has also brought the average working hours
down. Sweden, on the other hand, overcame the crisis in its welfare state
partly by moving away from the general trend in Europe and working much
longer hours. That is the direction in which Germany will have to go if it is
to tackle its unemployment problem effectively.
Why does a country where people work so little compared with other coun-
tries have such high unemployment? The high level of unemployment among
people without specific marketable skills is particularly striking. Germany is
not the only country to be plagued with this problem; other countries are
faced with it, too. However, the trend is particularly disturbing here. The
unemployment rate among the low skilled is about one quarter, and in east-
ern Germany it is actually 50%. On the other hand, skilled workers are in
desperately short supply.
Germany needs growth of about 1.5% in GDP even to maintain the present
level of employment. In the United States, by contrast, additional jobs are
created with a lower growth rate. One can only agree with what the Chair-
man of the German General Union said recently in an interview: "Shortening
working time practically whipped them into rationalisation." As working time
was shortened productivity was enormously increased, and this was at the
expense of the less productive jobs.
Extending working time without raising wages can lead to more demand for
labour, more employment and higher output: ultimately, longer working time
increases companies’ production potential, and if labour costs are lower they
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will also be prepared not only to employ their existing workforce for longer
but also to take on more staff. With the high level of unemployment in Ger-
many there are certainly enough people available. Consequently, unemploy-
ment will fall. Moreover, with their incomes the newly appointed workers will
create additional demand for goods, which with more favourable prices at
home and abroad will help to absorb the additional goods and services. Above
all, extending working time should create more jobs for the low skilled, and
at the same time it will reduce the shortage of skilled workers, which up to
now has been preventing an increase in output. That in turn will help auxil-
iary workers, who are currently trapped in unemployment, to find work. If
skilled workers who are already on the payroll work longer these unemployed
workers could be freed from their wretched position and given a new chance.
There are clear signs that the trend is changing toward longer working
hours. That is not surprising; what is surprising is that extending working
hours is only now coming under discussion in Germany. Surely the gradual
shrinking and ageing of the population that has been evident for many years
has long required a reversal of the trend? And this is not a specifically Ger-
man problem; the same demographic development is evident almost every-
where in Europe.


