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Abstract

The stereotype of the underworked
government employee is frequently
invoked in criticisms of public-sector
employment. But does the average
public employee really work less than
the average private employee? To
provide an objective answer, this paper
uses the American Time Use Survey,
which produces a detailed listing of
personal activities on a given day for
each respondent. Based on this dataset,
government employees work around
three fewer hours per week and
roughly one less month per year than
private-sector workers. Substantial
differences in work time persist even
after controlling for occupational and
skill differences between sectors. The
underworked government employee
should be of concern to taxpayers who
expect private-sector levels of work

in the public sector in exchange for
private-sector levels of compensation.
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he stereotype of the under-
worked government employee

is frequently invoked in critiques of
public-sector employment practices.
Critics suggest that government jobs
routinely feature shorter workdays,
prolonged sick leave, and extended
vacation breaks. But does the aver-
age public employee really work less
than the average private employee?

The question is important for prac-
tical economic reasons and for broader
political considerations. From abud-
getary perspective, shorter work hours
in the public sector may cause govern-
ments to be less efficient in converting
taxdollarsinto public services. More
broadly, the perception that govern-
ment employees do not work as hard as
private-sector employees runs counter
to the spirit of public service. Voters
need assurances that government
workers receive no special privileges as
aresult of their employment.

This Backgrounder compares the
amount of time that government
and private employees spend work-
ing, using arich and detailed dataset
known as the American Time Use
Survey.

Inadequate Measures
of Work Time

Researchers often measure
work time using “contract hours,”

KEY POINTS

m Critics of public-sector employ-
ment charge that government
employees work less than
private-sector employees. Prior
studies measuring work time
based on “contract hours” or on
self-reports are insufficient to
establish whether this is true.

m The American Time Use Survey
(ATUS) provides an objective,
precise, and much more reliable
method for evaluating the claim.
The ATUS is a “time diary” data-
set that catalogues each respon-
dent’s activities, including work
time, during a full 24-hour day.

m Analysis of the ATUS indicates
that government employees
work around three fewer hours
per week and roughly one less
month per year than private-
sector workers.

m Substantial differences in work
time persist even after control-
ling for occupational and skill dif-
ferences between sectors.

m Lawmakers should ensure that
public employees’ work time and
compensation are generally in
line with those of private-sector
employees.
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meaning the amount of time that
employers require their employees
to be at work. Contract hours gener-
ally show public workers receiving
more official paid leave than private
workers.! But many employees, both
public and private, routinely take
work home, skip lunch breaks, pass
up vacation days, or go to the office
on weekends. Others may regularly
come to the office late and duck out
early. Little of this variation in work
time is captured by contract hours,
which could be unfair to employees
who frequently work off the clock.
Measuring work time using con-
tract hours can be especially inad-
equate for school teachers, who have
shorter official workdays but often
grade papers or develop lesson plans
at home.?

As an alternative to contract
hours, researchers have used sur-
veys that directly ask individuals
about the hours they work. The
Current Population Survey (CPS), for
example, poses this question in its
annual March supplement: “In the
weeks that [you] worked, how many
hours did [you] usually work per
week?” Responses indicate that pri-
vate employees work about the same
number of total hours as federal
employees and slightly more hours
than state and local employees.? But
answers to open-ended questions

like these are susceptible to exagger-
ation and subjectivity regarding what
each respondent actually defines as
work. The CPS in particular yields
overestimates of work time.*
Although both contract hours and
worker surveys tend to show govern-
ment employees as a group working
less than private employees, bet-
ter data are needed for an objective
comparison.

The American
Time Use Survey

The American Time Use Survey
(ATUS) is a “time diary” dataset
sponsored by the Bureau of Labor
Statistics (BLS) that catalogues
in detail each respondent’s activi-
ties, including work time, during a
full 24-hour period.®* Now totaling
around 13,000 responding house-
holds per year, the ATUS sample is a
representative subset of the CPS.

Respondents are notified in
advance of the interview and are
reminded to describe activities that
occurred specifically on the day prior
to the interview. Interviewers go
through the entire 24-hour day, not-
ing all of the activities mentioned by
the respondent. The respondent’s
raw answers are then placed by BLS
researchers into a detailed set of
activity categories that are standard-
ized across all respondents.

A major strength of the ATUS is
that it does not undercount working
at home versus working at an office,
or working evenings rather than
regular business hours. If someone
is working at 2:00 a.m. on a Saturday,
the ATUS will account for it. No
other large-scale, nationally repre-
sentative dataset used to estimate
work time has this kind of objectivity
and precision.

Another advantage of the ATUS
interview process is that respon-
dents are not asked to estimate the
amount of time spent on any broad
activity category. Respondents may
naturally inflate time spent on useful
or socially approved activities; they
are less likely to do so here. They
are never asked, for example, “How
many hours did you work yesterday?”
Instead, respondents describe all of
their specific activities—such as, “I
wrote an e-mail”—and then state
whether that activity was performed
for their job.

This Backgrounder uses the ATUS
variable called “work, main job” and
combines the results of each ATUS
survey from 2003 through 2010.
Aggregation produces a total sam-
ple of 1,776 federal workers, 8,053
state and local workers, and 39,042
private-sector workers. The ATUS
data allow users to analyze both the
number of hours individuals work

1. According to one recent analysis, paid leave for employees of large private-sector firms was equivalent to 9.5 percent of wages. The comparable figures for
federal and state/local employees were 16.5 percent and 12.5 percent, respectively. Andrew G. Biggs and Jason Richwine, “Comparing Federal and Private
Sector Compensation,” American Enterprise Institute Working Paper, June 8, 2011, p. 37, http://www.aei.org/paper/100203 (accessed August 30, 2012).

2. Economists from the Bureau of Labor Statistics have noted this concern. Maury Gittleman and Brooks Pierce, “Compensation for State and Local Government
Workers," Journal of Economic Perspectives, Vol. 26, No. 1 (Winter 2012), pp. 217-242.

3. Based on author's calculations, with the 2006-2010 CPS samples limited to full-time civilians between the ages of 18 and 64 who worked for a wage or salary

in the previous year.

4. John P. Robinson, Steven Martin, Ignace Glorieux, and Joeri Minnen, “The Overestimated Workweek Revisited,” Monthly Labor Review, Vol. 134, pp. 43-53,
http://www.bls.gov/opub/mlr/2011/06/art3full.pdf (accessed August 30, 2012).

5. ATUS data were downloaded from the online extract builder ATUS-X, Katharine G. Abraham, Sarah M. Flood, Matthew Sobek, and Betsy Thorn, American
Time Use Survey Data Extract System: Version 2.4 (machine-readable database), Maryland Population Research Center, University of Maryland, College Park,
Maryland, and Minnesota Population Center, University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, Minnesota, 2011, http://www.atusdata.org/index.shtml (accessed August

30, 2012).
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during a typical workweek and the
total number of hours they work
during the calendar year. Thus, the
ATUS can capture differences in both
weekly work hours and the actual
amount of time off that employees
enjoy throughout the year.

Measuring Work Time
with the ATUS

Each ATUS respondent is inter-
viewed only once, but total inter-
views are spread throughout the year,
ensuring that individual responses
can be aggregated into a representa-
tive picture of the population (or of a
subgroup) over the full calendar year.

If an individual ATUS respondent
works six hours on his interview
day, this individual does not neces-
sarily work “6 hours x 7 days = 42
hours/week.” However, because
other respondents were interviewed
on other days of the week, the aver-
age work time for the group can be
computed by averaging the six hours
that Person A worked on Monday, the
seven hours that Person B worked
on Tuesday, the seven hours Person
C worked on Wednesday, and so on,
then multiplying the daily average by
seven to get the full-week estimate.®

This method works only if the dis-
tribution of interview days through-
out the week is roughly uniform. If
half of the interviews were conduct-
ed on a Saturday, for example, add-
ing up work times for each respon-
dent would underestimate actual
work time because weekdays are
underrepresented.

The ATUS is weighted so that
interview days for the sample as
awhole are evenly distributed
throughout the week. However,

subgroups (such as government
workers) will not necessarily have
the same proportion of interview
days on weekends as the overall
sample. In order to account for this
potential bias, separate averages for
weekday hours and weekend hours
are computed and then combined to
produce an estimate for the full week.

Mathematically, “average weekly
work time = 5 x (average work time on
aweekday) + 2 x (average work time on
aweekend day).” Similarly, the calcu-
lation of the average yearly work time
weights weekdays by 261 (roughly the
number of weekdays in a calendar
year) and weekend days by 104.”

Results: Comparing
Work Time During
a Typical Workweek

To measure the typical workweek,
this section excludes ATUS respon-
dents who are on vacation or other-
wise away from their jobs. Included
in the analysis are respondents who
describe their labor status as cur-
rently working full time (excluding
the self-employed), who are between
the ages of 18 and 64, who were not
interviewed on a holiday, and for
whom no interview problems were
reported.

The results show that private-sec-
tor employees work 41.4 hours during
a typical work-week. Federal workers,
by contrast, put in 38.7 hours, and
state and local government employ-
ees work 38.1 hours. As with all the
public-private differences reported
in this Backgrounder, the time dif-
ferences between each government
sector and the private sector are sta-
tistically significant at the 95 percent
level or greater.

CHART1

Government Employees
Work Less than Private-
Sector Employees

TYPICAL LENGTH OF WORK WEEK
50 HOURS

114
40 38.7 381
30
20
10
0
Private Federal Stateand
Sector  Workers Local
Workers

Source: Author's calculations based on data
from the U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of
Labor Statistics, American Time Use Survey,
2003-2010, http://www.bls.gov/tus/
(accessed August 31, 2012).
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Results: Comparing Work
Time During a Calendar Year

Working fewer hours in a typical
week adds up to a substantial differ-
ence over the full year. Analyzing
the full year also incorporates the
impact of vacation and other paid
leave on total work time.

Now added to the set of respon-
dents above are workers whose
employment status is “employed-
absent,” in addition to the respon-
dents in the previous section

6.  For a more technical discussion, see Harley Frazis and Jay Stewart, “How to Think About Time-Use Data: What Inferences Can We Make About Long-
and Short-Run Time Use from Time Diaries?” Bureau of Labor Statistics Working Paper No. 442, November 2010, http://www.bls.gov/osmr/pdf/ec100100.pdf

(accessed August 30, 2012).

7. This topicis discussed further under “Caveats and Robustness Checks"” below.
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who were all “employed-at work.”
Workers who are “employed—absent”
may be on vacation, taking sick leave,
or not working for some other reason
despite being employed. Excluded
from this full-year analysis are all
school teachers, whose naturally
shorter work year would skew the
comparison.?

For ease of interpretation,

“equivalent 40-hour workweeks” are
compared by dividing total annual
work hours by 40. Private-sector
employees work the equivalent of
3.8 more 40-hour workweeks than
federal employees, and 4.7 more
weeks than state and local govern-
ment workers. Put another way,
private employees work about one
month more each year than public
employees.

Note that these figures reflect
actual hours worked during the cal-
endar year, not simply an estimate
of hours based on a predetermined
work schedule. There is no need to
count how many vacation days or sick
days that public and private workers
receive—or to make any assumptions
about work schedules at all—since
the ATUS accounts for all work hours
on any day.

Controlling for Skill and
Occupational Differences
Are the differences in work time
due to the different occupations and
skills found in each sector? Only
partially. A regression analysis® that
controls for age, education, race,
sex, marital status, residence in a
metropolitan area, and 22 broad

CHART 2

Government Employees Work About One Month Less

Over the course of a calendar year, federal, state, and local government
employees work about one month less than private-sector employees.

(accessed August 31, 2012).

Average Hours,
Hours Compared 40-Hour Work Weeks,
Worked in  to Private Compared to
One Year Sector Private Sector
Private Sector 2,083 — =
Federal Employees 1,930 153fewer 3.8 fewer [ I
State and Local Employees 1,8%  187fewer 4.7 fewer | IINENIEE

Source: Author's calculations based on data from the U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of
Labor Statistics, American Time Use Survey, 2003-2010, http://www.bls.gov/tus/
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occupational indicator variables
reveals that significant differences
remain.

After controls, private-sector
employees work 2.2 more hours
per week than federal workers, and
3.2 more 40-hour weeks per year.
Compared to state and local work-
ers, private employees work 2.3 more
hours per week and 3.3 more weeks
per year. Therefore, the observed
differences in work time are likely
due in part to differences in public
and private employment per se, not
merely differences in types of jobs or
workers in each sector. Table 1 sum-
marizes the effects of the controls on
the comparisons.

Itisinteresting to note how differ-
ent controls affect the comparisons.
Controlling for occupation shrinks

the differences in work time, but con-
trolling for individual characteristics
increases the differences. (Table 1
reports the combined effects.) Put
another way, public workers are par-
tially “excused” for working shorter
hours given their occupations, but
they are especially “guilty” of work-
ing too little given their skills and
demographic profile.

A control variable not included
above is receipt of overtime pay. A
recent paper attempted to explain
the lower work time reported by
state and local workers in the CPS
this way: “Public employees, par-
ticularly higher level professional
employees, have fewer opportuni-
ties to work overtime than those
who work in the private sector.”
The overtime-opportunity theory is

8.  Since most teachers are state and local government workers, including them would cause a downward bias of the observed work hours in the state and local
category. Future Heritage Foundation research will analyze what can be learned about the teacher work year from the ATUS.

9.  The regression technique is ordinary least squares (OLS). For a discussion of using OLS regression with time-use data, see Frazis and Stewart,

“How to Think About Time-Use Data.”

10. Jeffrey H. Keefe, “Are New Jersey Public Employees Overpaid?" Economic Policy Institute Briefing Paper No. 270, July 30, 2010, p. 1,
http://www.frenchesgrove.org/hypocrisy/nj%20workers.pdf (accessed September 4, 2012). The quote is perplexing in that educated professionals
make up only a small fraction—about 6 percent, based on CPS data—of workers who receive overtime pay.
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TABLE1

Occupational Controls

Private Minus Federal
Private Minus State and Local

Private Minus Federal
Private Minus State and Local

Work Time Differences Before and After Skill and

Controls are age, education, race, sex, marital status, residence in a city or
suburb, and 22 occupational categories.

Before Controls After Controls
2.6 2.2
3.3 2.3

Before Controls After Controls
3.8 3.2
47 3.3

Source: Author's calculations based on data from the U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Sta-
tistics, American Time Use Survey, 2003-2010, http://www.bls.gov/tus/ (accessed August 31, 2012).

Typical Work Week (Hours)

Full Year (Weeks)
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not directly relevant to this analysis,
since the purpose here is to measure
work time in the public and private
sectors, not to speculate about how
much government employees might

work if employment policies changed.

But it is worth noting that including a
control variable for receiving over-
time pay makes essentially no differ-
ence in the results of the work-time
regression. Opportunity for overtime
does not account for the public-pri-
vate disparity in work time.

Caveats and
Robustness Checks

All of the results presented above
require an interpretive caveat. The
ATUS measures work time, not work
effort or work effectiveness. If, for

example, one person works half as
long but twice as hard as another
person, both people may have equal
productivity. How productive a pub-
lic employee is compared to a private
employee during a given hour of work
is not something that can be ana-
lyzed with the ATUS.

Interpretation aside, the results
are robust across alternative meth-
ods of data analysis. For example, the
main results are based on averaging
weekday hours and weekend hours
separately, then combining them to
estimate total hours. The purpose
of separate estimates is to mitigate
any effects of one group being inter-
viewed more often on weekends,
which would bias the results. Without
separate weekday and weekend

estimates, the public-private differ-
ences in work hours would be slightly
greater than reported here.

A more sophisticated reweight-
ing technique called entropy balanc-
ing was employed as an additional
robustness check." Rather than
calculating weekdays and weekends
separately, entropy balancing creates
anew set of weights that ensures that
all groups in question have exactly
the same distribution of interviews
across the week. The results were
very similar to the simpler method of
separating weekdays and weekends.

Finally, the definition of work
used in the paper (“work, main job”)
excludes “work-related activities,”
such as commuting or meeting co-
workers in social settings. But using
abroader definition of work does not
substantially affect the results.

Conclusion

According to a detailed “time
diary” dataset that measures work
wherever and whenever it takes place,
government employees work around
three fewer hours per week and
roughly one less month per year than
private-sector workers. Substantial
differences in work time persist even
after controlling for occupational
and skill differences between sectors.

The “underworked” government
employee should be of concern to
taxpayers who expect private-sector
levels of work in the public sector in
exchange for private-sector lev-
els of compensation. With several
recent studies suggesting an overall
compensation premium for public
employees,'? reducing aspects of

1. Jens Hainmueller, “Entropy Balancing for Causal Effects: A Multivariate Reweighting Method to Produce Balanced Samples in Observational Studies,”
Political Analysis, Vol. 20 (2012), pp. 25-46, http://www.mit.edu/~jhainm/Paper/eb.pdf (accessed August 30, 2012).

12.  See, for example, Justin Falk, “Comparing the Compensation of Federal and Private-Sector Employees,” Congressional Budget Office, January 30, 2012,
http://cbo.gov/doc.cfm?index=12696 (accessed August 30, 2012), and Andrew G. Biggs and Jason Richwine, “The Impact of Act 10 on Public
Sector Compensation in Wisconsin,” American Enterprise Institute Working Paper No. 2012-02, May 29, 2012,
http://www.aei.org/files/2012/05/30/-biggs-public-sector-pay-in-wisconsin_171058470108.pdf (accessed August 30, 2012).
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that premium—such as paid leave—
could be part of alarger strategy to
shrink the pay gap and save tax-
payer money.'* More generally, work
time differences are a reminder to
lawmakers that they should ensure
that public employees’ work time
and compensation are generally in
line with those of private-sector
employees.

—Jason Richwine, PhD, is
Senior Policy Analyst for Empirical
Studies in the Domestic Policy
Studies Department at The Heritage
Foundation.

13.  For related reform ideas, see James Sherk, “Opportunity, Parity, Choice: A Labor Agenda for the 112th Congress,” Heritage Foundation Special Report No. 96,
July 14, 2011, pp. 9-16, http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2011/07/opportunity-parity-choice-a-labor-agenda-for-the-112th-congress.




