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ABSTRACT

This article deals with the puzzle of the well-known gap between actual and pre-
ferred working hours (i.e. over-employment). We propose a new explanation
based on selective attention in decision making and test it with the Time
Competition Survey 2003 which includes information of 1114 employees in 30
Dutch organizations. We find very limited support for the hypotheses that over-
employment is caused by restrictions imposed by the employer (traditional lumpi-
ness). Instead, we find much empirical support for our hypothesis on a new form
of lumpiness that is related to selective attention and is created by work charac-
teristics of ‘post-Fordist’ job design. In this work organization, the increased auton-
omy of workers is leading to an autonomy paradox. We also find evidence of a
part-time illusion: under the post-Fordist regime, many part-time employees, who
obviously were willing and allowed to reduce their working hours, still end up
working more hours than they prefer.

KEY WORDS

framing theory / over-employment / overtime / post-Fordist workplace / social
rationality / working hours

493

Work,  employment and society
Copyright © 2006

BSA Publications Ltd®
Volume 20(3): 493–512

[DOI: 10.1177/0950017006066998]
SAGE Publications

London,Thousand Oaks,
New Delhi 

066998 Echteld et al  14/8/06  9:09 am  Page 493



Introduction and research questions

n most European countries employees spend more hours at work than they
say they would prefer to work. Even when a reduction in income is taken
into account a large part of the working population would prefer to work

fewer hours than the actual length of their working week (Bielenski et al., 2002;
Böheim and Taylor, 2004; Fouarge and Baaijens, 2003; Messenger, 2004;
Plantenga et al., 1999; Smulders and De Feyter, 2001; Stewart and Swaffield,
1997). Although many studies have shown the phenomenon of over-employ-
ment, there have been few attempts to gain more insights into the work orga-
nization that could account for this. Is over-employment mainly brought about
by employers who refuse to offer the employee a reduced-hours contract? Or
do employees somehow fail to take the opportunities to meet their preferred
working hours offered to them by flexible working time arrangements? In the
light of the current policy debate on working hours across Europe these are
important questions. The aim of this article is to untangle the puzzle of the well-
known gap between actual and preferred working hours (i.e. over-employment)
by examining job designs that make work particularly ‘time-greedy’.

The most established explanation for over-employment can be found in the
economic literature. In the standard model of labour supply, it is assumed that
preferred working hours of employees are determined by their optimal combi-
nation of income and leisure-time. However, labour demand restricts employ-
ees in their choice of working hours (Altonji and Paxson, 2001; Böheim and
Taylor, 2004; Euwals and Van Soest, 1999; Golden, 2004; Kahn and Lang,
1995; Rebitzer and Taylor, 1995; Reynolds, 2003). For the purpose of low
adjustment costs and return on investments in human capital, employers have
an incentive to hire employees only for a substantial number of hours and the
employee often must just ‘take it or leave it’. Given the costs of finding another
job, the opportunities to be appointed in a position with exactly the preferred
working hours are limited. This so-called ‘lumpiness’ of labour demand thus
explains why actual working hours deviate from what employees prefer
(Hamermesh and Pfann, 1996; Pencavel, 1986). However, in contemporary
labour markets this explanation holds less and less. The standard working week
is on the way out and flexible working-time arrangements are on their way in.

The Dutch labour market seems a particularly good example of the
decreasing lumpiness in labour demand. The Netherlands is known for its
high percentage of part-time jobs. The time spent at work increased in the last
decade, mainly due to the growing number of women participating, mostly
part time, in the labour-market (SCP, 2001). This has resulted in an increased
need to combine work and care and that, in turn, has led to the introduction
of the Wet Aanpassing Arbeidsduur (Working Hours Adjustment Act) in
2000. This law gives employees the right to reduce or increase their contrac-
tual working hours, unless this puts the interests of the company seriously at
risk. However, research conducted two years after the implementation of the
law shows that for approximately one quarter of Dutch employees, actual and
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preferred working hours still do not match (Fouarge and Baaijens, 2003). The
question is why employees do not take this opportunity to work the hours
they prefer.

Until now most research has focused on describing the facts and figures on
the gap between actual and preferred working hours. Some attempts have been
made to untangle the employees’ reasons for not reducing their working hours
(Clarkberg and Moen, 2001; Fouarge and Baaijens, 2003; Reynolds, 2003;
Spaans, 1997). However, there have not been many large, theory-driven data
collections with all the relevant information on job characteristics to test these
hypotheses. Therefore, the reason for the disjunction between actual and pre-
ferred working hours remains little understood. In this article we try to find an
explanation for the gap between actual and preferred working hours and test
the hypotheses with data on 1100 employees in 30 organizations.

Explaining over-employment

Over-employment poses something of a paradox. Assuming that people are not
completely passive victims of circumstance, one would expect that they must
have some hand in deciding how much they work and, consequently, preferred
hours should equal actual hours. An obvious explanation for some cases of
over-employment is that working time may be ‘lumpy’, that is people are struc-
turally obliged to work more than they wish. However, as mentioned above,
this explanation holds less and less in contemporary labour markets. An alter-
native explanation of why people may work more hours than they prefer comes
from a ‘social rationality’ approach. This approach is based on goal-framing
theory, that is, on the idea that social circumstances heavily influence how
people make decisions, what they pay attention to, what they include in their
decision making and what they fail to consider (Lindenberg, 2001). The crucial
question in this approach is: what is the influence of job characteristics on the
focus people have in making their choices? When employees are directly asked
how many hours they would prefer to work given their hourly wage, the answer
supposedly reflects their optimal combination of leisure-time and income.
However, it is not likely that employees experience this choice in daily working
life. For example, employees may face the choice between finishing a particular
task before the deadline or running the risk of being judged negatively, being a
good team-mate or letting others down, getting that promotion or being passed
by another colleague, and so on. Thereby they will not weigh the benefits of the
additional hours against the costs in free time. Rather, working additional hours
is likely to be the cumulative effect of small decisions, each of which is unre-
lated to weekly working hours. This process creates cumulation goods, that is
goods (or bads) about which one never made a decision and which still are the
product of one’s decisions (Kahn, 1966; Lindenberg, 1986). In other words, it
is likely that employees will not frame the situation as a choice between income
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and leisure, and consequently the outcome of the decision may deviate from
their preferred working hours.

Since circumstances influence what people focus on in making their deci-
sions, the likelihood of being over-employed will differ between work organi-
zations. Recent case-studies suggest that the so-called ‘post-Fordist’ workplace
(see below for a more precise description) is particularly ‘time-greedy’ (Landers
et al., 1996; Lewis, 2003; Perlow, 1999). For example, Lewis (2003) points out
in a study of the accountancy profession that employees are mainly focused on
being a ‘real professional’, including constant availability and high-quality ser-
vice to clients. Perlow (1999) describes an organization in which employees
work in project teams and where finding solutions to bring a difficult project to
a good end and helping out colleagues are considered commendable behaviour.
Thus, with regard to their tasks, employees are mainly focused on being pro-
fessional in the eyes of their colleagues and clients. Not paying attention to indi-
vidual time limits is likely to be used by the management as an indicator for
commitment and capability (Landers et al., 1996). This may be the reason that
employees who work part time have far fewer career opportunities than their
full-time colleagues (Román et al., 2004; Smithson et al., 2004). When compe-
tition is severe, this may even lead to a ‘rat-race’ in which employees who work
less actually perform below standard (Clarkberg and Moen, 2001; Schor, 1992;
Stewart and Swaffield, 1997).

For the purpose of this study, let us briefly summarize what could be
defined as the post-Fordist job design, which, as Perlow writes in an in-depth
study of this phenomenon (1998: 331), is becoming more common in one occu-
pation after another. Literature suggests that an important characteristic of the
post-Fordist job design is that the responsibility for attaining production goals
is further shifted to the worker (Cappelli et al., 1997; Glebbeek and Van der
Lippe, 2004; Sennett, 1998). Organizing occupations in this way is character-
ized on the one hand by much autonomy for the employee and by interesting
tasks. The job does not need to be performed at fixed hours and locations and
the employee can decide where and when to work. On the other hand, job secu-
rity depends more heavily on performance than before and predictable career
paths give way to more uncertain and competitive promotion systems (Arthur
and Rousseau, 1996). Employees work in project teams, and strict deadlines
and targets are imposed. Not attaining these targets has serious consequences
for (social) rewards and may even lead to losing the job. It is likely that learn-
ing opportunities in these jobs, and thus the employees’ productivity, increase
with the number of weekly working hours.

How does this affect what people focus on in making their decisions? We
expect that this form of work organization shifts the focus of the employee
from working a certain number of hours, to bringing a project to a good end or
finishing a particular task before the deadline. Strengthened by the competitive
reward-system, showing absolute dedication and commitment to the job will be
more important in post-Fordist work than in the traditional workplace. It is
likely that employees are mainly focused on tasks and on finishing projects and
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not on the number of hours in their daily working life. Thus we expect that job-
characteristics lead employees to make decisions about their involvement in
work, in which the choice between income and leisure-time is shifted to the
background. Working additional hours is the cumulative effect of many small
decisions to just finish this task, call that client or help a desperate colleague.

When employees realize the cumulative effect, they may decide to reduce
their contractual hours. This, however, may not lead to the desired result.
Employees may find themselves in a situation in which the employer was happy
enough to reduce the contractual hours (and salaries), but in order to perform
well it may again be hard to stick to the reduced working hours. Even for part
timers, who deliberately have chosen to work fewer hours, certain work char-
acteristics are likely to turn their focus to finishing their tasks and showing com-
mitment, eventuating in undesired (and unpaid) additional hours. In fact, for
employees in these circumstances it may be economically wiser not to reduce
their official working hours, because they know, or should know, that they will
turn up to work the hours anyway. The result is a new form of lumpiness: the
employer does not forbid adjustment of the working time, but the circum-
stances make work come in ‘lumps’ of tasks that undermine the choice between
income and leisure time that flexible arrangements allow in principle.
Therefore, the outcome of the workers’ choices may deviate from their pre-
ferred combination of income and leisure time.

Hypotheses

Based on the theoretical approaches in the previous section, two clusters of
determinants of over-employment can be distinguished:

1) The traditional lumpiness of work, in which over-employment is primarily
caused by restrictions imposed by the employer. Following the economic
theory of labour supply, we expect that the higher the official barriers to
reducing working hours, the higher the likelihood of being over-employed.
However, with an eye on the contemporary flexibility of the labour market,
we expect the occurrence of such restrictions to be the exception rather
than the rule.

2) The new lumpiness of work, in which over-employment is primarily caused
by job characteristics that influence what employees focus on in making
their choices with respect to their involvement in work. We derived two
hypotheses from this social rationality approach:
a) The autonomy paradox: The more employees work under the condi-

tions of the post-Fordist work organization (including their freedom to
choose their working time), the more they focus on finishing tasks and
showing commitment, and the less they take income and leisure time
into their consideration when deciding on their involvement in work.
We hypothesize thus that the dynamics of the post-Fordist workplace
increase the likelihood of being over-employed.
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b) The part-time illusion: We hypothesize that under the post-Fordist
regime, part-time employees, who obviously were allowed to adjust
their working hours to their preferences, still end up working more
hours than they prefer. Although they have chosen deliberately to have
less income in order to gain more leisure time, they are subjected to the
same mechanisms as full-time employees. We thus expect that the cir-
cumstances in post-Fordist workplaces increase the likelihood for even
part timers to be over-employed.

Methods

Data

The Time Competition Survey 2003 is used for testing the hypotheses. These
data were collected by means of a multi-stage sample of 1114 Dutch employees
and, if applicable, their partners, from 30 employing organizations in the
Netherlands (Glebbeek and Van der Lippe, 2004). The information on job char-
acteristics and incentive structures (on the occupational level), undoubtedly cru-
cial for our analysis, was mainly attained from the management of these
organizations. To this end, in every organization two to four ‘occupational
groups’ were selected. Within these groups, the employees were homogeneous
with regard to their level of autonomy, the extent in which the work has to be
done in fixed hours and locations, and conditions of employment. In total 89
different occupational groups were selected. The management completed writ-
ten questionnaires both on the organization in general and on the occupational
groups in particular. Furthermore, employees were questioned by face-to-face
interviews and written questionnaires. The hierarchical structure of the data
makes it possible to disentangle subjective feelings of time pressure, as
expressed by the employee, and objective characteristics of the workplace, as
described by the employer. In order to have sufficient information to test the
hypotheses on the time-greediness of workplaces, we over-sampled knowledge-
based organizations because we expected these dynamics to occur especially in
these firms. In this respect the dataset is not meant to be completely represen-
tative for the Dutch population.

Measures

Over-employment

Employees were asked how many hours they normally work in a week (over-
time included, travelling time excluded), and how many hours they prefer to
work in a week, given their hourly income and the income of their partner (if
any). Over-employment was defined by whether an employee works more hours
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than preferred (0 = works preferred hours, 1 = works more hours than pre-
ferred). Employees who work fewer hours than they prefer (8% of the respon-
dents) are not included in the analyses.

Official barriers

The official barrier to reduce working hours was measured by asking the
employer whether it is possible to reduce working hours up to 20 percent (1 =
no problem, 2 = possible but undesirable, 3 = discouraged, 4 = impossible).
Because of the small numbers in some categories, we dichotomized the variable
into 0 (no problem) and 1 (undesirable, discouraged or impossible).

Post-Fordist work organization

We determined for each of the 89 occupational groups the level of ‘Post-
Fordism’. To do so, we measured eight aspects of job design and the way work
is organized (see Table 1 for an overview), each consisting of one or more items.
The eight subscales appeared to cluster strongly; the internal consistency relia-
bility of this scale (Cronbach’s alpha) is 0.85. This indicates that these aspects
often go together within jobs and, thus, that there clearly is a composition of
work arrangements that can be denoted as the ‘post-Fordist work organiza-
tion’. It is possible to measure this more or less ‘post-Fordist’ way of organiz-
ing on one scale with eight subscales: 

499The new lumpiness of work Echtelt et al.

Table 1 Number of items, sample sizes, ranges, means and standard deviations of variables 

Number N N Minimum Maximum Standard
of items Level 2 Level 1 value value Mean deviation

Official barriers 1 75 926 0 1 0.2 0.4
Post-Fordist work organization 8 86 1087 –0.7 1.3 0.0 0.7

Autonomy 10 86 1087 1.7 5.0 2.9 0.6
No boundaries 6 89 1114 –1.4 1.7 0.0 0.7
Possibility to build a personal 7 86 1087 –1.2 1.7 0.0 0.7

reputation
Possibility for personal development 5 86 1087 1.6 4.8 3.4 0.6
Time dependent performance 1 83 1067 0 1 0.7 0.5
Work in project teams 1 85 1084 1 5 3.1 1.2
Working with strict deadlines 4 86 1087 1.5 4.5 3.2 0.7
Competitive dismissal procedure 4 85 1072 1 4 2.4 0.8

Educational level 1 1114 1 11 7.9 2.2
Understaffing 1 81 998 0 1 0.3 0.4
Supervisory position 1 1114 0 1 0.4 0.5
Age 1 1103 18 63 40.9 9.0
Sex (0 = male, 1 = female) 1 1111 0 1 0.5 0.5
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1) Autonomy. The employer indicated to what extent employees make their
own decisions with regard to ten aspects of their work (1 = others decide,
5 = employee decides). Sample items were: ‘Working time’, ‘Working speed’
and ‘Content of the work’. The internal consistency reliability (Cronbach’s
alpha) of the scale is 0.81. 

2) No boundaries. We measured whether employees (could) perform their
work outside the office and the office-hours by means of a scale of six (stan-
dardized) items. This scale has an internal consistency reliability
(Cronbach’s alpha) of 0.83. Three items were answered by the employer
and three items were measured at the individual level. For the latter we
used the mean per occupational group. Sample items were: ‘Do employees
work at the location of the client?’ and ‘I can take my work home’. 

3) Personal reputation. We measured the possibilities to build a personal rep-
utation with a scale of seven (standardized) items answered by the
employer, with an internal reliability coefficient (Cronbach’s alpha) of 0.74.
Sample items were: ‘To what extent is it possible for employees to demon-
strate their performances within their professional group?’ and ‘In this
group employees derive motivation from building a personal reputation’. 

4) Personal development. To measure whether the employee has learning
opportunities and the extent to which the work is stimulating and interest-
ing, we applied a five-item scale, answered by the employer. The internal
consistency reliability coefficient (Cronbach’s alpha) is 0.80. Sample items
were: ‘To which extent are employees encouraged to follow courses?’ and
‘To which extent are employees encouraged to accept challenging assign-
ments?’ (1 = almost not, 5 = very much). 

5) Time-dependent performance. This was measured by showing the
employer in graph form four possible relationships between the number of
hours worked (with a maximum of 60 hours a week) and the productivity
per hour: (1) a negative relationship (people get tired); (2) no relationship
(a flat line); (3) an optimum (a positive relationship, but a decrease after a
substantial number of hours); (4) a linear positive relationship. A linear
positive relationship or optimum was coded 1 (for 758 employees within
50 occupational groups) and a negative or no relationship was coded 0
(309 employees within 33 occupational groups). 

6) Project teams. The employer was asked to what extent the group works in
project teams (1 = almost not, 5 = very much). 

7) Deadlines. The occurrence of deadlines was measured with a four-item
scale, answered by the employer. The internal consistency reliability
(Cronbach’s alpha) is 0.77. Sample items were: ‘To what extent do employ-
ees work with strict deadlines?’ and ‘To what extent do employees work
with personal targets?’ (1 = almost not, 5 = very much). 

8) Competitive dismissal. This was measured on a scale of four items, denot-
ing the consequences of not meeting the standards of relative performance.
The items were answered by the employer. Sample items were: ‘A reason
for dismissal is: having no career opportunities within the organization’
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and ‘A reason for dismissal is: when the employee is not one of the best per-
formers’ (1 = almost not, 5 = very much). This scale has an internal con-
sistency reliability (Cronbach’s alpha) of 0.78.

Control variables

First, we controlled for the level of understaffing (0 = overstaffing or balance, 1
= understaffing), which was judged by the employer, because, independent of
the way in which work is organized, a lack of personnel may increase the work-
load that is imposed on the employee and increase the barriers to reduce work-
ing hours. Twenty-eight percent of the employees work in a situation of
understaffing. Second, we included whether an employee has a supervisory
position (0 = no, 1 = yes), since earlier research shows that being a manager
increases the likelihood of over-employment (Fagan, 2001). Third, we con-
trolled for educational level (11 categories, varying from no preliminary educa-
tion to MD, PhD). Higher educated employees will work more often in
post-Fordist workplaces. We are mainly interested in the effects of the way
work is organized, independent of the educational level of the employee. By
keeping constant for education we are able to distinguish between the effects of
this individual characteristic and the influence of the circumstances in which the
employee works. In our data more than one-third of the employees hold a uni-
versity degree and almost a quarter are educated at the higher vocational level.
The high number of higher educated employees reflects our over-sampling of
knowledge-based organizations. Furthermore, we controlled for age (continu-
ous variable) and sex (0 = male, 1 = female). Some studies show that older
employees prefer to work less while younger employees would like to have
more working hours (Smulders and de Feyter, 2001), and that males are found
to have a higher likelihood of being over-employed than females (Plantenga et
al., 1999). We must take care to prevent these demographic characteristics pro-
ducing artificial results. In our data 48 percent of the employees are female. We
also performed analyses with age squared to check for possible curvilinearity,
but this had no influence on the results and is left out in the final analysis.

Analysis

Because the dependent variable is dichotomous (whether or not an employee is
over-employed), a logistic regression model was estimated. Because of the hier-
archical structure of the data, a normal logistic regression design would lead to
estimation errors. Therefore we employed multi-level techniques (e.g. Snijders
and Bosker, 1999). For this aim, the software MLwin was used (Goldstein et
al., 1998). In these analyses, employees form the level-1 units, occupational
groups within organizations the level-2 unit, and organizations the level-3 unit.
We first estimated an empty model (1), which represents variation in the inter-
cept. We then entered the predictor variables as fixed effects in the following
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order: (2) sex and age, (3) official barriers, (4) supervisory position, educational
level and understaffing, and (5) post-Fordist work organization. In model (6)
we selected part-time employees (32 hours a week or less). All predictors
(except the binary ones) were standardized. The resulting estimated parameters
in the fixed part can be tested by dividing the regression coefficient by its stan-
dard error. When the estimation is based on a large number of cases, this ratio
has approximately a standard normal distribution (see Snijders and Bosker,
1999). Because our hypotheses are one-sided, we used one-tailed tests and p-
values. To estimate the explained proportion of variation (R2), we used the mea-
sure recommended by Snijders and Bosker (1999: 225). In the interpretation of
the R2 value it should be kept in mind that for logistic regression such values
are known to be usually considerably lower than the familiar ordinary least
squares R2 values obtained for predicting continuous outcomes.

Results

The incidence of over-employment

Table 2 gives a description of the incidence of over- and under-employment in
our data. Almost a third of the employees would prefer a contract with fewer
weekly working hours than they have at the moment. This is somewhat higher
than the percentage which has been found in earlier research in the Netherlands
(Fouarge and Baaijens, 2003), which may be due to the over-sampling of
knowledge-based organizations in our data (see methods section). However,
when we define over-employment as the difference between the number of
hours employees actually work and their preferences, it appears that more than
60 percent of the employees are over-employed. They thus spend more time at
work within and above their contractual hours than they would prefer.

Table 3 presents correlations for the dependent and independent variables.
Let us first briefly take a look at the general characteristics of employees who
opt for fewer working hours. Female employees are less often over-employed
than male employees (r = – .14). This might be typical for the Dutch situation,
in which part-time jobs are common for women but less so for men (SCP,
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Table 2 Percentage of employees who prefer to work more or fewer hours in comparison to
their actual and contractual weekly working hours (N = 1113)

Preference Preference
compared to compared to
contractual actual hours
hours (n) (n)

Wants to work more 15 (169) 8 (88)
As preferred 53 (591) 30 (338)
Wants to work less 32 (353) 62 (687)
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Table 3 Zero-order correlations analyses between the variables

Variable 1 2 3 3a 3b 3c 3d 3e 3f 3g 3h 4 5 6 7 8

1 over-employment 1
2 official barriers .06 1
3 post-Fordist work organization .24 .04 1
3(a) autonomy .13 .30 .54 1
3(b) no boundaries .23 .02 .85 .59 1
3(c) personal reputation .22 .08 .78 .45 .78 1
3(d) personal development .14 .10 .71 .26 .47 .52 1
3(e) time-dependent performance .18 –.11 .48 .15 .35 .25 .34 1
3(f) project teams .19 –.03 .73 .21 .65 .65 .56 .30 1
3(g) deadlines .21 –.09 .84 .31 .67 .59 .51 .39 .60 1
3(h) competitive dismissal .11 –.22 .59 .09 .32 .27 .37 .44 .23 .59 1
4 understaffing –.06 .00 –.15 –.06 –.30 –.35 .04 .20 –.22 –.29 .07 1
5 supervisory position .15 .12 .13 .14 .12 .03 .12 –.02 .09 .08 .02 –.01 1
6 educational level .23 .14 .49 .41 .60 .55 .20 .29 .38 .38 .15 –.23 .11 1
7 age .03 .09 –.21 –.04 –.12 –.20 –.23 –.11 –.12 –.18 –.22 .05 .13 –.14 1
8 sex (0 = male, 1 = female) –.14 .02 –.29 –.17 –.20 –.12 –.18 –.27 –.16 –.23 –.23 –.06 –.19 –.09 –.06 1

Note: Correlations significant at the .01 level are indicated by the use of bold.
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2001). Obviously men and women differ in the jobs they occupy: women tend
to be less educated, less likely to have a supervisory position and to work less
often in post-Fordist workplaces. We do not find an association between age
and the likelihood to have an hours mismatch, although those who are near the
age of retirement seem to have a higher chance of working more hours than
they prefer. Over-employment increases significantly with educational level (r =
0.23). The typical over-employed employee thus seems to be a higher educated
male in his late fifties.

The role of official barriers in reducing working hours

One explanation for the gap between preferred and actual working hours is
that employers do not leave employees much choice in deciding how many
hours they work (the traditional lumpiness of work hypothesis). In our data we
do not find much evidence for the unwillingness of employers to reduce work-
ing hours. For almost 80 percent of the employees, the employer declares that
reducing working hours up to 20 percent is not a problem at all. In the other
cases employers discourage a reduction in working hours or find it undesirable
for a particular group of employees, without precluding it entirely. Men and
women do not differ in the official barriers they face (Table 3). One could argue
that the information given by the employer on the possibilities to work fewer
hours may be biased. We therefore also asked employees whether in their view
it possible to reduce working hours. The majority (75%) of the employees who
work more than they prefer, state that it is officially not a problem to reduce
their working time. Note that our data are not a representative sample of all
Dutch organizations, and therefore these restrictions may be more common in
the wider population.

Table 4 presents the results of a multilevel logistic regression analysis,
which models the probability that an employee works more hours than pre-
ferred. The models show how each characteristic affects the likelihood that a
worker prefers to decrease his or her hours rather than feels content with
them, net of the other variables in the model. Any negative effect indicates
that the factor increases the odds of being content with one’s hours, and any
positive coefficient indicates that the factor increases the odds of having an
hours mismatch.

Model 3 in Table 4 controls for sex and age while examining the relation-
ship between the likelihood of being over-employed and the official barriers
imposed by the employer. Traditional lumpiness holds that employees who
work for an employer who is reluctant to reduce contractual hours are more
likely to have an hours mismatch. Model 3 shows that, controlling for sex and
age, there is indeed a significant effect of the employers’ resistance against a
reduction in working time on the likelihood to work more hours than preferred.
More specifically, the odds of being over-employed are 100(e.49–1) = 63 percent
higher when employees are confronted with official barriers, net of the other
effects. These results thus correspond with earlier support for the lumpiness
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argument of economic theory. However, when we control for educational level
and related work-characteristics (Models 4 and 5 in Table 4), we no longer find
a significant result for the restrictions imposed by the employer. Thus, for
higher-status employees there are indeed somewhat more official barriers to
reducing working hours, but their independent effect pales in comparison to
the demands from the post-Fordist work organization. Furthermore, there is
an additional official barrier effect for sex. An interaction term (not reported)
reveals that the effect of official barriers on over-employment is slightly higher
for women than for men (β = 0.70, p = 0.10, two tailed). In summary, we cer-
tainly find some support for the traditional lumpiness hypothesis. However,
the incidence of official barriers in our data is too low to make traditional
lumpiness a sufficient explanation for the high percentage of employees being
over-employed.

Explaining over-employment by the new lumpiness of work

An alternative explanation for the gap between actual and preferred working
hours is the new lumpiness of work. We hypothesized that especially the post-
Fordist work organization shifts the focus of employees from time considera-
tions to task considerations. Although employees have the autonomy to choose
their working hours, their focus on finishing tasks, helping colleagues, showing
commitment, and so on, means that they spend more time at work than they
prefer (the autonomy paradox hypothesis).
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Table 4 Multilevel logistic regression with working more hours than preferred as the dependent variable, and
work and individual characteristics as independent variables. Standardized coefficients (standard errors).
(N: level 3 = 27, level 2 = 72, level 1 = 809, except model 6 in which N = 263)

Model 6
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Part-timers

Intercept .78 (.13)** 1.06 (.15)** .95 (.17)** .79 (.18)** .77 (.16)** –.33 (.34)
Official barriers .49 (.27)* .29 (.25) .29 (.23) .45 (.31)
Post-Fordist work organization .38 (.11)** .33 (.15)*
Understaffing –.14 (.24) –.05 (.20) .13 (.30)
Supervisory position .52 (.17)** .46 (.17)** .38 (.28)
Educational level .39 (.09)** .30 (.09)** .36 (.17)*
Age .09 (.08 ) .09 (.08) .11 (.08) .13 (.08) .10 (.15)
Sex (0 = male, 1 = female) –.54 (.17)** –.54 (.17)** –.47 (.17)** –.34 (.17)* .36 (.35)

Variance level 3 .14 (.13) .12 (.12) .16 (.13) .11 (.09) .00 (.00) .00 (.00)
Variance level 2 .25 (.15) .21 (.14) .15 (.13) .04 (.10) .07 (.07) .00 (.00)
R2 .02 .02 .09 .13 .11

** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05 (one-tailed)
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The methods section revealed that the various aspects of post-Fordist work
organization can be summarized in one concept. Let us first briefly take a look
at the separate aspects of the post-Fordist workplace, the way they correlate
among each other, and how they are associated with the dependent variable (see
Table 3). The results show that when employees have few boundaries with
respect to where and when to perform the work, they also work often in pro-
ject teams and with strict deadlines. Working with deadlines is strongly associ-
ated with competitive dismissal (for example an ‘up-or-out rule’), which
indicates the importance of these deadlines and the serious consequences of not
meeting them. Jobs in which the productivity of employees increases with the
number of hours they work, are often characterized by competitive dismissal,
which could strengthen the ‘time competition’ within these organizations. Thus,
in the post-Fordist workplace the work itself provides employees with much
freedom in working locations and working time, but at the same time they are
strictly judged on output and performance. Furthermore, the table reveals that
younger and more highly educated men are the typical employees in this kind
of organization. Finally, Table 3 shows that all separate aspects of the post-
Fordist work organization are positively associated with the likelihood of being
over-employed.

Model 5 of Table 4 presents the effects of a post-Fordist job design on the
likelihood of being over-employed, controlled for the potentially confounding
variables. The data confirm the hypothesis on the autonomy paradox: the
model shows a highly significant effect of working under a post-Fordist regime
on the likelihood of being over-employed. More specifically, an increase in one
standard deviation on this scale increases the odds of an hours mismatch by 46
percent (i.e. an increase of 100[e.38–1] = 46). Thus, although work is not lumpy
in the sense that the employer imposes restrictions on the working time of the
employee (we control for official barriers), the post-Fordist way of organizing
induces a new form of lumpiness which implies working extra hours. The effect
appears to be substantial, even when controlled for other work-related aspects,
and in this model is the most important predictor for over-employment next to
supervisory position. Holding a supervisory position is clearly even more time-
greedy: the odds of an hours mismatch are 100(e.46–1) = 58 percent higher when
the employee has such a position. Interestingly, understaffing is not influential
on the gap between actual and preferred working hours. This obvious candi-
date for explanation of the mismatch gives way to the more subtle influences of
the post-Fordist workplace. Finally, we observe that the effect of sex on the like-
lihood of being over-employed decreases considerably when we add post-
Fordist work organization to the model, indicating that women work less often
in these kinds of jobs. However, even when controlled for various work-related
factors, the odds of a woman being over-employed are still 100(e.34–1) = 40 per-
cent lower than the odds of a man being over-employed: work-characteristics
obviously do not fully explain the sex differences in over-employment. An inter-
action term (not reported) reveals that the effect on over-employment of work-
ing under the post-Fordist regime does not differ between men and women.
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Men and women thus react equally to the demands of the workplace and are
both subject to the autonomy paradox.

The part-time illusion

We hypothesized that under the post-Fordist regime part-time employees, who
were willing and allowed to reduce their working hours, still end up working
more hours than they prefer (the part-time illusion hypothesis). In our data 34
percent of the employees have a part-time contract (32 hours per week or less).
The likelihood of being over-employed increases with the number of contrac-
tual hours. Three-quarters of the employees who work full time would prefer
working fewer hours, against half of the employees who work part time.
However, a third of the part-time employees still work overtime even though
they would rather not do so. For the majority (75%) of these employees, over-
time is unpaid. This means that they deliberately decided to work (and get paid
for) a less than full-time working week (and that their employer was willing to
provide a part-time contract), but that in daily practice somehow they are still
not able to stick to their preferred working hours.

Model 6 in Table 4 presents the results of a logistic regression analysis for
part-time employees. As with the full sample, the likelihood of being over-
employed for part-time employees is significantly associated with post-Fordist
work organization (β = 0.33). This indicates that in these regimes, part-time
employees are subject to the same mechanisms as their full-time colleagues.
Although they deliberately have chosen to have less income in order to gain
more leisure time, the post-Fordist job design leads them to work more hours
than they wished to work. We believe this to be a very convincing additional
confirmation of our ‘new lumpiness’ hypothesis. It is not unlikely that many
full-time employees who are over-employed anticipate this ‘part-time illusion’
and may therefore be reluctant to reduce their contractual hours even though
they would prefer to do so.

Discussion

In this article we have tried to untangle the puzzle of the well-known gap
between actual and preferred working hours. For this aim, data were used on
1114 employees in 89 occupational groups within 30 Dutch organizations.
More than 60 percent of the employees in our data are over-employed. The
question is why they do not adjust their working hours to their preferences. The
first hypothesis we tested originates from labour-economic theory and states
that over-employment is mainly caused by restrictions imposed by the employer
(the traditional lumpiness hypothesis). We found only limited support for this
hypothesis. The incidence of official barriers in our data is low, probably due to
the increasing flexibility of the labour market in general and the introduction of
the ‘Working Hours Adjustment Act’ for the Netherlands in particular.
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We offered an alternative explanation on the basis of a ‘social rationality’
approach, in which job design and organizational incentives affect the way peo-
ple make decisions, that is, what they consider or fail to include in their delib-
erations. For example, when people are judged and rewarded by the satisfactory
completion of tasks and projects, they are predicted not to consider the choice
between income and leisure time when they decide to finish a task or project.
The result is a new form of lumpiness: The employer does not forbid adjust-
ment of the working time, but the circumstances mean that work itself comes
in ‘lumps’ of tasks that distract attention away from the choice between income
and leisure time that flexible arrangements allow. We hypothesized that the con-
ditions of the post-Fordist workplace, with their greater emphasis on autonomy,
increase the likelihood of decision making based on the completion of tasks and
projects and therefore of being over-employed (the autonomy paradox hypoth-
esis). Employers thus seem to ‘transfer’ the responsibility for working hours to
their ‘autonomous’ employees. To test this hypothesis we constructed a scale
consisting of eight aspects of post-Fordist work organization, and we found
that these aspects of job design significantly increase the likelihood of being
over-employed. We also hypothesized that under the post-Fordist regime, part-
time employees, who were willing and allowed to reduce their working hours,
are subject to the same influences and thus work more hours than they prefer
(the part-time illusion hypothesis). This expectation is borne out for a great
number of them. One-third of the part-time employees appeared to work
(mostly unpaid) overtime even though they say they do not want to do it. As in
the full sample, the likelihood of their being over-employed is significantly asso-
ciated with the features of the post-Fordist work organization. This means that,
for many employees, reducing contractual hours in a time-greedy workplace is
indeed an illusion. They will end up working extra hours anyway, only without
being paid for these hours.

The data we used to test the hypotheses were well suited to address the
question of over-employment. To our knowledge, there have not been many
such large, theory-driven data collections with all the relevant information on
job design and organizational incentives. In earlier research the facets of post-
Fordist work organization have been well described in case studies, the gener-
alizability of which is generally limited. Our data set is large enough to warrant
generalizability and it supports the concept of the post-Fordist work organiza-
tion described in the literature. Our results thereby also provide a firm empiri-
cal basis for the conjectures and generalizations of authors such as Sennett
(1998), Perlow (1999), Lewis (2003) and others.

The issue of working hours is currently under debate across Europe. The
regulation of working hours is changing rapidly in a large number of countries,
mostly with an eye towards increasing labour market flexibility, but also under
pressure from EU legislation and trade unions (Freyssinet and Michon, 2003).
In The Netherlands, the ‘Working Hours Adjustment Act’ gives employees the
official right to adjust their contractual hours to their preferences. However,
research conducted after the implementation of this law revealed that a large
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number of employees are still over-employed (Fouarge and Baaijens, 2003).
This is not surprising in the light of our results. Working-time regulation by
law or collective agreements seizes upon official barriers that lose importance
in the present-day labour market. The more subtle influences of post-Fordist
job designs are less easy to tackle. This would imply that when employees, con-
fronted with the cumulative results of the time spent at work, would like to
work fewer hours, they would need to find another job with a less ‘time-
greedy’ structure. This also implies that women, who often work part time due
to household obligations (Plantenga et al., 1999), have fewer opportunities to
work in these new workplaces (see also Perlow, 1998). The finding in other
research that employees are only able to adjust their working hours by chang-
ing employers (Böheim and Taylor, 2004; Fouarge and Baaijens, 2003) sup-
ports this perspective. Böheim and Taylor thus rightly conclude that
‘restrictions on work hours within the job and within the employer are impor-
tant’ (2004: 162) but leave us in the dark with regard to the nature of these
restrictions. Their suggestion that ‘the British labour market does not offer
enough jobs with flexible work hours, at least for men’ (2004: 162) may there-
fore even be a little off the mark. In the post-Fordist era, flexible working
arrangements are part of the way in which firms can make time-greedy work
arrangements easier to realize. Our results showed that official barriers to
working-time reduction ceased to have an effect once we controlled for work
characteristics. This indicates that the unwillingness of some employers to
adjust working hours is a reflection of the same work imperatives that allow
other employers to rely on tacit work controls to elicit the extra work effort
they need. Therefore, in the post-Fordist firm, raising official barriers against
working-time reduction amounts to throwing water into the Thames. This also
means that once we know a worker is employed under such conditions of high
performance and autonomy, knowing the employers’ views about working
hours provides little additional information.

Working-time regulation traditionally has been directed toward the length
of the working week and official (i.e. paid) overtime. Many current initiatives
are inspired by the wish to increase the room for choices by reducing the tra-
ditional lumpiness of work. Our results indicate that it is doubtful whether
these initiatives could be very effective for large groups of employees. More
likely, a growing number of employees face a new lumpiness of work under the
regime of the post-Fordist workplace. They find themselves trapped in a cycle
of unfinished tasks and after-hours duties despite new laws and regulations
that broaden the individual possibilities to choose the desired amount of work-
ing hours.
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