
 Time: Concepts & Trends 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

How Attitudes, Personal Choices, Cultural Norms and 
Public Policies Impact on Relationships and Wellbeing 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
About the Relationships Foundation 

 
Relationships Foundation is the think tank for a better connected society. 
 
We believe that a good society is built on good relationships, from family and community to public service and 
business. 
 
We study the effect that culture, business and government have on relationships. We create new ideas for 
strengthening social connections and campaign on issues where relationships are being undermined. And we 
train and equip people to think relationally for themselves. 
 
We work with a wide range of leaders in business, academia, public services and politics to implement relational 
ideas. Our approach goes beyond the traditional left-right political distinction and we work with any party or 
group that wants to engage with us. 
 
 
 
Author: David Wong 
 
 
 
First published September 2009 
 
© Relationships Foundation 2009 
3 Hooper Street 
Cambridge CB1 2NZ 
United Kingdom 
T: +44 (0)1223 566333 
F: +44 (0)1223 566359 
W: www.relationshipsfoundation.org 



   

   

   

   

   

   
   

Time: Concepts & Trends 
 
 

How Attitudes, Personal Choices, Cultural Norms and Public 
Policies Impact on Relationships and Wellbeing 

 
 
 
 
          

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Time: Concepts & Trends 
How Attitudes, Personal Choices, Cultural Norms and Public Policies Impact on Relationships and Wellbeing 

 
 

 

 4 

    

CCCooonnnttteeennntttsss   
   
 

 

LIST OF FIGURES 
 
LIST OF TABLES 
 
GLOSSARY OF ACRONYMS 
 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
PREFACE Why the Fuss About Time? 
 

6 
 

8 
 

9 
 

10 
 

25 

CHAPTER 1 About Time 
 

1.1 An enigma called “time” 
 
1.2 Early concepts and measurement of time  

1.2.1 A primitive concept 

1.2.2 Keeping time 

 
1.3 The philosophical debate on time     
 1.3.1 The Newtonian perspective 

1.3.2 The Kantian perspective  

 

27 
 

27 
 

28 
28 

28 
 

31 
31 

31 
 

CHAPTER 2 Conceptualising Time        
  

2.1 The Dialogic Model       
  2.1.1 Objective time 

2.1.2 Seasonal time 

2.1.3 Recalled time 

2.1.4 Immediate time 

 
2.2 Time orientation       

  2.2.1 Sequential vs synchronous time 

2.2.2 Cultural dispositions to time orientation 
2.2.3 The psychology of short- and long-termism 

 
2.3 Reconciling the different systems of time – a case for getting 

the balance right?   
 
2.4 The Aas typology of time and some related trends in 

contemporary Britain 
2.4.1 The Aas typology 

2.4.2 Trends in contemporary Britain based on the Aas typology 

 

33 
 

33 
34 

35 

36 

37 
 

38 
38 

39 
41 
 

43 
 
 

46 
 

46 

47 
 

CHAPTER 3 Conceptualising the Experience of Time     
   

3.1 Time judgement  

52 
 

52 



Time: Concepts & Trends 
How Attitudes, Personal Choices, Cultural Norms and Public Policies Impact on Relationships and Wellbeing 

 
 

 

 5 

3.1.1 The kappa and tau effects 

3.1.2 The experience of time over time     

 
3.2 The concept of flow       

  
3.3 Some implications of flow      

  3.3.1 Work 

3.3.2 Education 

3.3.3 Relationships 

 

52 

54 
 

55 
 

56 
57 

59 

63 

CHAPTER 4 The Experience of Time in Britain Today     
   

4.1 The culture of speed        
4.1.1 Travel and its consequences 

4.1.2 Urbanisation and modern living 

4.1.3 Work 
4.1.4 Other consequences of speed 

 
4.2 The myopia of short-termism      

  4.2.1 Myopic capitalism 
4.2.2 Myopic growth 

4.2.3 Myopic league 

 
4.3 The culture of instantaneity and the 24/7 society   

  4.3.1 Technology 

4.3.2 Work 

4.3.3 Public policy and public services 

 
4.4 Leisure and free time in our society today 

4.4.1 Is there genuine leisure or free time? 

4.4.2 Have we become enslaved? 
4.4.3 Is there any respite? 

 
4.5 Time famine         

4.5.1 Time famine explored 
4.5.2 Our shrinking 24 hours 

4.5.3 Working time 

4.5.4 Working time and work interference with family life 

4.5.5 The case for flexible working? 

4.5.6 Time squeeze in education 
4.5.7 Children’s playtime 

4.5.8 Other public services 

 
4.6 Time (dis)empowerment       

4.6.1 Control over time 

4.6.2 An obsession with testing and an overly prescriptive education 

system 

4.6.3 De-professionalisation of the teaching profession 
4.6.4 The death of spontaneous policing 

4.6.5 A target-laden health service in the miry clay of bureaucracy 

4.6.6 Other cases of obsession with targets in public services 

 

66 
 

66 
67 

73 

74 
75 
 

77 
77 
80 

81 
 

84 
85 

88 

88 
 

91 
91 

93 
96 
 

97 
98 
99 

101 

106 

109 

111 
116 

118 
 

119 
119 

122 

 

125 
128 

132 

135 

EPILOGUE A Call to Take Stock 
 
REFERENCES 

138 
 

142 

 



Time: Concepts & Trends 
How Attitudes, Personal Choices, Cultural Norms and Public Policies Impact on Relationships and Wellbeing 

 
 

 

 6 

    

LLLiiisssttt   ooofff   FFFiiiggguuurrreeesss   
   
 

 
Figure 2.1:  The Dialogic Model of Time. 
 
Figure 2.2:  Reconciling the different systems of time. 
 
Figure 2.3:  Average travelling time by purpose in Britain, 1995/97 and 2006. 
 
Figure 2.4: Average time spent on activities per person per day in the UK  

(minutes). 
 
Figure 2.5:  Eating time on an average day among OECD member countries. 
 
Figure 3.1:  Vacancies for selected care occupations in England, Jul 2003 – Jun  

2008. 
 
Figure 3.2:  Academic attainment by truancy levels in Year 11 in England, 2006. 
 
Figure 3.3:  Full-time mathematics teacher vacancy rates in local authority 

maintained schools in England, 1997 and 2001-2009. 
 
Figure 4.1:  Average annual travelling time by mode of transport in Britain, 

1995/97 – 2006. 
 
Figure 4.2:  Quarterly public performance measure for all train operators in 

Britain, 2002/03-Q3 2008/09 (% of trains arriving on time). 
 
Figure 4.3:  Length of residence of households in England, 2007/08. 
 
Figure 4.4:  Length of residence of households in England by type of tenure,  

2007/08. 
 
Figure 4.5:  Percentage of people who knew many people in their 

neighbourhoods and thought many people in their neighbourhoods 
could be trusted in England and Wales by length of residence, 2001. 

 
Figure 4.6:  Average traffic speeds in central London, 1968-2007. 
 
Figure 4.7:  GDP, public sector net debt, net lending to individuals and 

consumer credit in the United Kingdom, 1991-2008. 
 
Figure 4.8:  English Premier League rivals compared: managerial tenure and 

trophies, 1996/97 – 2008/09. 
 
Figure 4.9:  Number of alcohol related hospital admissions in England, 2002/03 – 

33 
 

44 
 

48 
 

49 
 
 

51 
 

58 
 
 

61 
 

62 
 
 

67 
 
 

69 
 
 

70 
 

70 
 
 

71 
 
 
 

72 
 

81 
 
 

84 
 
 

90 



Time: Concepts & Trends 
How Attitudes, Personal Choices, Cultural Norms and Public Policies Impact on Relationships and Wellbeing 

 
 

 

 7 

2007/08. 
 
Figure 4.10:  Correlations between residual and broad (based on time use surveys) 

leisure time (hours per annum) and life satisfaction scores (based on 
Gallup World Poll 2006) among OECD countries. 

 
Figure 4.11:  Sleeping time on an average day among OECD member countries. 
 
Figure 4.12:  Average hours worked per week among full-time workers in Europe, 

2008. 
 
Figure 4.13:  Average hours worked per week among full-time workers among the 

EU-15, 1997-2008. 
 
Figure 4.14:  Hours worked per week among managers in the United Kingdom. 
 
Figure 4.15:  Ratio of students to teaching staff in primary schools among OECD 

member countries, 2006. 
 
Figure 4.16:  Number of pupils in large infant classes (more than 30 pupils) and 

average infant class sizes in England, 2004-2009. 
 
Figure 4.17:  Compulsory and intended instruction time (hours) for 7-to-8-year-

olds in public institutions among OECD member countries, 2006. 
 
Figure 4.18:  Percentage of people able to choose how time was spent in OECD 

member countries, 2008 or latest available year. 
 
Figure 4.19:  Cumulative educational spending versus 2006 PISA mathematics 

scores among OECD member countries. 

 
 

92 
 
 
 

100 
 

102 
 
 

103 
 
 

104 
 

114 
 
 

115 
 
 

115 
 
 

119 
 
 

123 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Time: Concepts & Trends 
How Attitudes, Personal Choices, Cultural Norms and Public Policies Impact on Relationships and Wellbeing 

 
 

 

 8 

    

LLLiiisssttt   ooofff   TTTaaabbbllleeesss   
   
 

 
Table 3.1:  Prevalence of different types of leisure activities among OECD 

member countries (% total leisure time). 
 
Table 4.1:  Number of managers, average tenure of managers and average win 

percentages among English football clubs with the lowest and 
highest turnover of managers, 1992-2005. 

 
Table 4.2:  Annual residual leisure time (hours) among full-year-equivalent 

workers in OECD member countries, 2007. 
 
Table 4.3:  The proportion of time (%) spent on leisure across an average 24-

hour day among OECD member countries. 
 
Table 4.4:  Average class size in state primary schools among OECD member 

countries, 2000 and 2006 (number of pupils). 
 
Table 4.5: Fixed period exclusions in primary and secondary schools in England, 

2003/04 – 2006/07. 
 
Table 4.6:  End of Custody Licence releases, recalls and reoffending in England 

and Wales, 29 Jun 2007 – 30 Apr 2009. 

65 
 
 

83 
 
 
 

94 
 
 

95 
 
 

113 
 
 

127 
 
 

136 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Time: Concepts & Trends 
How Attitudes, Personal Choices, Cultural Norms and Public Policies Impact on Relationships and Wellbeing 

 
 

 

 9 

    

GGGlllooossssssaaarrryyy   ooofff   AAAcccrrrooonnnyyymmmsss   
   
 

 

A&E  Accident and emergency 
ATM  Automated teller machine 
BBC  British Broadcasting Corporation 
BC  Before Christ 
BP  Before present 
CBI  Confederation of British Industry 
CCTV  Closed-circuit television 
CDU  Clinical decision unit 
DVD  Digital video disc 
EU  The European Union 
FA  Football Association 
G7  Group of seven industrialised nations 
Gb  Gigabit 
GCSE  General Certificate of Secondary Education 
GDP  Gross Domestic Product 
GMAT  Graduate Management Admission Test 
GP  General practitioner 
JIT  Just-in-time 
KPI  Key performance indicator 
M&A  Merger and acquisition 
Mb  Megabit 
MP  Member of Parliament 
NHS  National Health Service 
NICE  National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence 
OECD  Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development 
Ofcom  Office of Communications 
Ofsted  Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills 
ONS  Office for National Statistics 
PC  Personal computer 
PCSO  Police Community Support Officer 
PCT  Primary Care Trust 
PIN  Personal identification number 
PISA   Programme for International Student Assessment 
PLC  Public limited company 
PPM  Public Performance Measure 
R&D  Research and development 
SAT  Standard Assessment Test 
UK  The United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland 
UNICEF  United Nations Children’s Fund 
US  The United States of America 
WIF  Work interference with family life 

 



Time: Concepts & Trends 
How Attitudes, Personal Choices, Cultural Norms and Public Policies Impact on Relationships and Wellbeing 

 
 

 

 10 

    

EEExxxeeecccuuutttiiivvveee   SSSuuummmmmmaaarrryyy   
   
 

 

This extended essay is an attempt to explore, from a predominantly conceptual viewpoint, how 

our attitudes, personal choices and cultural norms with regard to time and the use of time affect 

our social connections – or what we broadly call “relationships” – and our wellbeing. It also 

seeks to explore how public policies can also shape the availability of time and the way time is 

used in the delivery of frontline public services, the consequences of which also ultimately 

impact on our wellbeing. 

 

This essay is therefore primarily interested in two interlinked pillars of time – its concepts and 

some societal trends pertaining to time and time use. How we conceptualise time affects how 

we behave, which in turn alters the spatial-temporal environment that impacts on our 

relationships and consequently our wellbeing. By exploring how we view time and examining 

some contemporary trends, issues and problems related to time and time use, we may just be 

able discover a lot more about ourselves and our society that has not been properly understood 

before. 

 

 

About Time 

 

The early concept of what had eventually become known as “time” was merely a means of 

orientation in the social sphere and of regulating the communal life of human beings. Those in 

the early civilisations sought to orientate themselves by following a certain natural process such 

as the standard sequence, including the changing of seasons, the migration of birds and the ebb 

and flow of the tide. This later evolved to become chronometry, or the science of timekeeping, 

which until today takes two distinct forms, namely the clock and the calendar. 

 

The philosophical debate on the nature of time has traditionally taken either of two diametrically 

opposed positions. On the one side of the argument is the Newtonian perspective that holds 

that time exists objectively as part of natural creation, independent of man. Time is thought to 

be a dimension in which events occur in sequence and where the clock is the primary metaphor. 

It is also abstract, absolute, unitary, invariant, linear, mechanical and quantitative. On the other 

side of the fence is the Kantian perspective that argues that time is a kind of synoptic view of 

events residing in the peculiar nature of human consciousness or reason which precedes human 

experience as its condition. Time is thought to be neither an event nor a thing, and thus is not 

itself measurable nor can it be travelled, but is instead part of a fundamental intellectual 

structure within which humans sequence and compare events. It is also subjective and neither 
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fixed nor invariant, and is a product of the norms, beliefs and customs of individuals and 

groups. 

 

 

Conceptualising Time 

 

The Dialogic Model 

 

The Dialogic Model of Time is a framework that helps us understand the structure and nature of 

time that comprises both external and internal systems. Within the external system there are two 

sub-systems of time, namely objective time and seasonal time, while within the internal system 

there are recalled time and immediate time. 

 

Objective, or chronological, time is the human-invented, most pervasive system in our daily lives 

that has dominated human civilisation by means of the clock and the calendar, and is typically 

used to measure the timing or duration of an activity or event. While this system allows for 

coordination of activities and scheduling, which are pivotal bases for technological 

advancement, it is also a mechanistic system that encourages objectivity, linear thinking and the 

perception of living beings as objects that can be organised. 

 

Seasonal time, on the other hand, involves a more qualitative discernment of a whole range of 

factors and is primarily concerned with timing, which has to be discerned rather than checked 

against the clock. Reading the variables in seasonal time may lead to prudent decisions and 

actions, whereas pushing the swing at the wrong moment can be destructive. However, it may 

also lead to the acceptance of traditional limitations and impair people’s ability to challenge the 

status quo, push the boundaries and take responsibility. 

 

Memory of what is and what is not required structure our thinking and experience in recalled 

time. It implies focus and coordination, and reliability more than innovation, as the setting of 

targets and key performance indicators makes it possible to gauge a project’s progress from a 

distance. The obvious downside of recalled time, however, is its rigidity and inertia that may 

foster fixation and inability to adapt to changing conditions. 

 

Experience is of utmost importance in immediate time, where what is current and present is 

most valued. It denotes first-hand experience and spontaneity. It allows us to understand why 

things are working the way they are, and therefore obtain an understanding of ambiguous and 

complex situations. However, we also risk losing a sense of perspective and awareness of what is 

beyond our immediate sphere of activity.  

 

 

 

 

 



Time: Concepts & Trends 
How Attitudes, Personal Choices, Cultural Norms and Public Policies Impact on Relationships and Wellbeing 

 
 

 

 12 

Time orientation 

 

Human beings also orientate themselves according to either sequential or synchronous patterns. 

Time can be conceived of as a “race” or as a “dance”. In a race, we dash for the finishing line. In 

a dance, all the dancers’ steps are elegantly coordinated.  

 

The sequential view of time encourages tasks to be completed one after another, as time is 

believed to progress forward incrementally in a linear mode. Time commitments are taken 

seriously, while people are at ease with a series of short-term relationships that can be formed 

and terminated without much difficulty. Short-termism is often the order of the day and a 

culture of speed the norm. 

 

The synchronous view of time encourages multiple tasks to be carried out in parallel processes 

before being combined at precisely the right moment. Time is considered to progress circularly 

and time commitments are desirable rather than absolute objectives. People prefer long-term 

relationships and permanent links that are formed through a lifetime and periodically renewed 

in cycles of re-acquaintance.  

 

Both the sequential and synchronous views are valid and indeed useful in their own right; in fact 

there are many areas where these dichotomous views are converging. But societies generally 

tend to be more comfortable with one way of viewing time than the other. Studies have 

discovered a general link between national cultures and time orientation. Britain, the US, Russia 

and the Netherlands seem more oriented to ever faster sequences, whereas Japan, France, China 

and most Asian and Latin cultures in general are more concerned with synchronisation.  

 

In contemporary Britain, however, a large majority in society are too pre-occupied by objective 

time, which is experienced internally through recalled time. We live hurried lives, often race 

against the clock, find ourselves constantly battling against time to catch the train or the bus, 

and are enslaved by our tight schedules. We work long and, at times, unsocial hours. As a result, 

we hardly have enough time for our families, let alone our neighbours and those in the 

community. In our economy, we find that most firms are highly aggressive, competitive and 

performance-driven. There are sales and profit targets to meet, failing which our jobs might be 

on the line. Spending time building relationships is among the niceties that have their place 

once the priorities of delivering pre-determined goals within a pre-determined timeframe are 

met. 

 

A key question for our society is whether we have reached a point where living largely in 

objective time – and by extension, recalled and sequential time – is no longer sustainable for 

our wellbeing going forward. The ability and capacity to move fluently between the two 

seemingly conflicting time systems is essential for the wellbeing of the individual and the 

society. In order to build a progressive British society grounded on strong relationships that are 

sustainable and ultimately crucial for our wellbeing, getting that balance right is imperative. 
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Some contemporary trends in Britain based on the Aas typology 

 

Various time-use studies have analysed their data and reported their findings using a structural 

framework developed by the late Norwegian time-use researcher Dagfinn Aas, who classified 

time into four meaningful categories, namely necessary time, contracted time, committed time 

and free time. 

 

Necessary time refers to the time required for self-maintenance and the serving of basic 

physiological needs. It relates to activities such as eating, sleeping, grooming and exercising. 

Contracted time refers to the time we allocate to an agreement to work or some form of 

contractual activity. When we commute using contracted time, we do so based on the 

understanding that the travel time is directly related to paid work. Committed time has domestic 

connotations and refers to the time we allocate to maintaining a home and a family. Within the 

same context it also refers to the time to which one is obligated, but for which a substitute 

service could be purchased. Free time refers to what remains of the day after the three other 

types of time above have been subtracted from the 24-hour day. 

 

In reality, though, Aas’s four categories of time are not as distinct in practice as they are in 

theory. It is not uncommon to find an overlap of two or more types of time at any one duration 

or during any one activity. The most significant implication of Aas’s categories is perhaps our 

inclinations or habits in relation to our use of time, one manifestation of which is in our travels: 

 

� Approximately 6% of our day is taken up by travelling; a person working full-time spends 

an average of 99 minutes per day travelling, while a person working part-time spends only 

6 minutes less.  

� Contracted and committed time users may perceive their commute to be more important 

than the commute of necessary or free time users, and as such may be more inclined to 

use motorised private or public transport.  

� The above offers one possible explanation for overcrowding on public transport and 

congestion on the roads. We spend an average of 52 minutes per day travelling by car or 

van. While it took us an average of 23.7 minutes to commute to or from work in 1995/97, 

it took us 27.2 minutes in 2006. 

 

Aas’s categories also help us see how our lifestyles often result in the conflict between 

categories, for instance contracted time conflicting with committed time, necessary time or free 

time: 

 

� Apart from only the Romanians and the Bulgarians, Britons work the longest hours in 

Europe, averaging 41.4 hours per week in 2007 – almost 2 hours more than the average 

among the 15 original members of the EU. We are therefore finding it increasingly arduous 

to juggle long working hours and family life.  

� 11% from a sample of 3,000 respondents admitted to taking work on holiday with them. 
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� Lunch breaks are getting ever shorter, currently at an average of only 27 minutes, and only 

16% of employees regularly take a proper lunch break. 

� The UK is among those within the OECD that take the least time to eat, averaging 85 

minutes per day – well below the OECD average of 101 minutes, and far below the French 

(135 minutes), Italians (114 minutes) and Spanish (106 minutes). 

� BlackBerrys and mobile phones are forcing us to do an extra 3 hours’ work every day, 

while almost 80% of office workers say they put in at least 11 hours a day simply because 

the internet and other innovations have made them more contactable. Six in ten 

businesspeople have taken their BlackBerry or mobile phone to bed with them, while more 

than 33% have at some point in time made themselves available to work at any time of the 

day. 

 

 

Conceptualising the Experience of Time 

 

Time judgement  

 

Time judgement is a form of temporal illusion whereby time intervals between events are 

perceived as relatively longer or shorter depending on the relative spatial positions of the 

events. 

 

The kappa effect can be explained by considering two journeys that take an equal amount of 

time. The journey that covers more distance will seem to have taken longer than the journey 

covering less distance, although both journeys actually take an equal amount of time. It implies 

that a faster journey covering more distance will still appear more time consuming than a 

slower journey covering less distance. This perhaps explains why we experience a sense of being 

rushed, pressured, harried and hassled in our fast-paced, 24/7 modern lifestyles. As we try to fit 

everything into a 24-hour day, we invariably feel utterly exhausted and often feel as though the 

day seems much longer than 24 hours.  

 

The tau effect, on the other hand, describes how, of two journeys covering the same distance, 

the journey that takes more time to complete will appear to have covered more distance than 

the journey that takes less time to complete. It implies that a slower journey will appear to have 

covered more ground than one that is faster. This perhaps explains why we experience greater 

satisfaction and fulfilment in relationships where we care to devote significant amounts of time 

although the same objective or task is achieved. An example of this is reading a short story book 

with a child.   

 

Another phenomenon in time judgement is the experience of time over time. No particular 

moment in time can be said to be absolutely qualified or experienced alike as another. Time 

appears to pass more quickly as one gets older. Hence an hour appears much longer to a young 

child than to an older adult even though the length of time in question is the same.  
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Flow 

 

Flow is defined as “the state in which people are so involved in an activity that nothing else 

seems to matter; the experience itself is so enjoyable that people will do it even at great cost, for 

the sheer sake of doing it.” Also implying effortless concentration and enjoyment, it describes 

the experience of time where the end result of an activity is often less important than the 

process of carrying out the activity itself, and where external rewards associated with it are less 

important than the intrinsic pleasures derived from it.  

 

For flow to occur, several pre-requisites must be met. They include a clear set of goals that 

require appropriate responses followed by prompt feedback, challenging activities that involve a 

fine balance of the degree of skill required, the task being among the doer’s favourite activities, 

concentration on the task at hand, and an ultimate loss of self-consciousness, during when one 

loses awareness of passing time. 

  

The experience of flow, or the lack of it, carries several important implications in work and in 

education: 

 

� Flow may partly explain many people’s disillusionment with work and attraction to more 

free time, despite the greater likelihood that work may lead to flow owing to its structured 

tasks, the availability of feedback and the challenge involved. 

� The historical disrepute of work has much to do with the nature of jobs – dull, either 

unchallenging or too overwhelming, lacking in clear directions or structure, stifling, 

pressured, hassled, or simply stressful.  

� Government meddling in the form of misguided policies and over-prescription adds to the 

disillusionment and the reduction of flow in the work of teachers and NHS staff. Many 

social workers either have left or are leaving the profession as a result of the lack of flow as 

evidenced by the burden of bureaucracy and heavy caseloads, which have left many 

disillusioned, exhausted and uninspired.  

� The experience of flow moderates the perceived slow passing of time among children and 

fosters a deeper level of engagement that is crucial for children’s learning and 

development. Lessons or activities that lack dynamism, are devoid of exploration and 

interaction, and that fail to spark the curiosity of students are unlikely to produce flow 

experiences. 

� An education system that gears students towards passing examinations results in the 

experience of boredom and jadedness in school, as the joy of learning and exploring is on 

the wane. Many teenagers are attracted to truancy, delinquency, anti-social behaviour, 

crime and drugs which apparently offer the flow, challenge, excitement and absorption 

they crave for.  

 

In the area of relationships, flow experiences are equally pivotal. When the conditions for the 

occurrence of flow are met it is possible to experience the flow that comes from optimal 

interaction. The strong effects of interpersonal interactions on the quality of experience suggest 
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that investing time and energy in relationships is a good way to improve our wellbeing. Sadly, 

though, the amount of time we spend with others is either too little in itself or too little to allow 

for the cultivation of meaningful flow experiences. Our television-watching habits bear 

testimony to this: 

 

� Primary school-age children spend little time interacting with their parents, and much 

more time – 7 hours and 46 minutes a week – watching television than reading books, 

which averaged just 3 hours and 51 minutes per week. 

� Watching television affords few opportunities for flow experiences as compared to 

interacting with others or reading a good book. Only 37% of daily television viewers derive 

a great deal of enjoyment, while 23% obtain no or not much enjoyment. 

� However, adults spend an average of 2 hours and 37 minutes per day watching television 

compared to just 24 minutes per day reading. 91% of people watch television several 

times a week or more, while 74% do so every day. Watching television takes up 41% of our 

leisure time, topped only by the Mexicans (48%), the Japanese (47%) and the Americans 

(44%), while the OECD average is 36%.  

� Those who were unhappy watched up to 30% more television than happy people, who 

were instead more inclined to socialise or read newspapers. 

� While 66% of less frequent television viewers participated in the activities of a social or 

cultural group in the last year, only 54% among frequent viewers did so. We spend only 

7% of our leisure time socialising in the form of visiting or entertaining friends, below the 

OECD average of 11% and far below the amount spent by the Turks (34%), the Canadians 

(21%) and the Norwegians (14%). 

 

 

The Experience of Time in Britain Today 

 

The culture of speed 

 

Our modern society’s need for speed pervades every aspect of life as a result of viewing time as 

sequential, irreversible and non-renewable. The overarching belief seems to be that the longer a 

sequence takes, the more time, money and life are wasted. 

 

Our need for speed is well characterised by our travels. For many, rail represents the fastest 

mode of transport, which probably explains to a large extent the increase in rail passenger travel 

from 35.6 billion passenger kilometres in 1958 to 49.0 billion passenger kilometres half a 

century later. In 2006/07 alone, there were 1.2 billion journeys by rail in the UK, and the 

number of passenger services had increased from 18,000 trains running each day in 2000 to 

22,000 in 2007. 

 

One consequence of the speed of travel attributed to modern railways can be seen in the 

patterns of housing and rootedness in local communities today. Prior to the housing market 

slump, every minute on the train cut £1,000 off the average house price, resulting in stations 
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that were within 80 to 120 minutes’ journey from London seeing commuter numbers grow by 

almost 9% in 2006/07, while those closer to London recording only a 4% growth. A 

combination of this and high property prices has given rise to a swathe of private renters who 

frequently move from one place to another in search of more desirable or more affordable 

housing. Government figures show that 2.37 million households, or 11%, have been resident at 

their current address for less than one year. The trend of “ex-urbs” spending the majority of 

their working day in London and returning home late at night only to rest and sleep and the 

habit of frequently moving have an arguably detrimental effect on the building of 

neighbourhood relations and participation in the community.  

 

The situation with our British traffic represents a paradox to our insatiable appetite for speed. On 

the one hand we live in a culture of speed; on the other we increasingly take to the roads where 

our need for speed is often curtailed. Average daily traffic flow had increased by 71% to 3,600 

vehicles per day between 1983 and 2007, averaged over all classes of road. Despite the oft-

trumpeted public spending on transport being 54% higher in real terms today than it was in 

1997, overall traffic congestion has worsened in the past decade. The psychological effects of 

this on road users cannot be underestimated, what’s more with travel by car accounting for 

60% of our total time spent travelling in 2006, a 4% increase from ten years prior. 

 

Our thirst for speed in modern living is clearly evident in almost every facet of life. Whether we 

realise it or not, the culture of speed is cleverly structured into a number of consumer goods and 

services, including convenience products such as frozen and ready meals; related white goods 

such as dishwashers, tumble dryers and microwave ovens; and service providers such as travel 

agents, personal buying assistants and courier services. We also have ever-increasing broadband 

speeds that have made our online experience unrecognisable from the slow crawl of the dial-up 

years. We might also be familiar with how speed defines much of the characteristics of work and 

manifests itself in tight deadlines, rigid production schedules and pressures to be first on the 

market, besides the use of “multicommunicating” to participate in several interactions at the 

same time. 

 

Speed, though desirable in many circumstances, can potentially bring about some nasty side-

effects. The pressures of competition and speed to market have driven many to work long 

hours. But when overworked and stressed, not only will people’s relationships – especially 

those within the family – become strained, there have also been cases where it has cost people 

their lives, as the Japanese have often discovered. Studies have warned that too much computer 

use could be responsible for the increase in the levels of Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder 

and the deterioration of other brain functions linked to human interaction such as empathy and 

the ability to think in abstract terms. 

 

The myopia of short-termism 

 

Entrenched in an objective time system where time is viewed as sequential, we are now 

increasingly unwilling to take a long-term view. Making a quick buck – even at the expense of 
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human relationships and longer term wellbeing – seems to be the obsession of many in modern 

Britain.  

 

Investment analysts and hedge fund managers commonly base their stock selections on short-

term earnings and portfolio tracking error rather than on discounted cash flow, despite the latter 

measure being the standard for valuing financial assets in well-functioning capital markets. 

Meanwhile, corporate executives, concerned with their reputations – and probably their jobs – 

and the company’s stock price, cannot be absolved of the blame either. Many likewise focus on 

short-term performance measures, particularly year-on-year quarterly earnings. It is therefore 

unsurprising when companies decide to delay or abandon potentially value-creating 

investments for the longer term in order to meet immediate earnings expectations.  

 

A short-term mindset can also be seen in the relatively short holding period for stocks these 

days. While the average holding period until the mid-1960s was approximately 7 years, today 

the average holding period in professionally-managed funds is less than a year and annual 

portfolio turnover is greater than 100%. Besides these relatively short holding periods, the 

patience needed for companies to grow organically is running very thin. Mergers and 

acquisitions are increasingly preferred over long-term organic growth, but while M&A activities 

may have boosted the short-term income of some shareholders, they seldom improved 

shareholder value over the long run.  

 

The current recession has exposed many people, not least the Government, as myopic to the 

consequences of fuelling the economy with a mountain of debt. Mounting personal debt and 

debt-fuelled asset bubbles are indeed the product of a culture of short-termism and a desire for 

quick returns that have given us a false sense of prosperity. Britain went into the current 

recession with the largest household debt ever seen among G7 economies, at approximately 

109% of GDP. That Britain’s economic prosperity over the last 15 years had been built on the 

shaky foundations of short-term growth and the sinking sands of ballooning debt is now an 

argument that even the most ardent of economists from the expansionary school will find hard 

to rebut. 

 

Another obvious area where the culture of short-termism is increasingly rife is in English football 

management. Research studying 678 managerial changes in the four tiers of professional 

football in England from August 1992 to December 2005 found that the average length of a 

football manager’s tenure was 2.19 years, and only one manager had spent more than 20 years 

in a job and three had spent more than 10. Just as the lack of continuity in any company may 

threaten to derail relationships and affect performance, the increasingly shorter tenures of 

managers in football damage relationships that take years to develop, refine and consolidate. 

More experienced managers who remain longer in their positions seem to achieve higher levels 

of success. Clubs with lower turnover of managers had an average win percentage of 40.91% 

compared to 32.53% for clubs with frequent changes in management during the period 

between 1992 and 2005. 
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The culture of instantaneity and the 24/7 society 

 

The idea of real time is closely associated with that of speed, and suggests that in today’s 

increasingly internet-dominated world, activities must happen instantly because geography, 

borders and time zones have become obliterated. What no one could have foreseen, though, 

was the extent of instantaneity that we experience in every sphere of life today – one that is 

geared towards rapid delivery, ubiquitous availability and the instant gratification of desires. 

 

Media technologies today bring with them the promise of instant delivery. The BBC iPlayer, mp3 

players, ever-increasing broadband speeds, digital cameras, 24/7 online banking and even 

Google are viewed by many as godsends that make our lives much easier. The proliferation and 

use of mobile phones is another example of the culture of instantaneity and 24/7 availability. 

They have become overwhelmingly ubiquitous and so entrenched in our lives that we are 

seemingly unable to live without them. Given its appeal of 24/7 instantaneity, our obsession 

with, and in some cases addiction to, technology is evidenced by a marked increase of 25% in 

computing time spent by computer users from 96 minutes per day in 2000 to 120 minutes per 

day in 2005. Teenagers today spend an average of 2.2 hours a day on social networking sites 

such as Bebo and MySpace, while some are now spending up to 16 hours a day playing games 

to the potential detriment of their education and social opportunities. 

 

But it is not just products and services that have become readily available – we ourselves have 

become the subject of availability. The effects of our “extended availability” can be increasingly 

seen in the blurring of home and work life as work subtly encroaches on home and family time. 

The tendency to check and send work-related emails outside normal working hours or at home, 

or indeed anytime within our 24-hour day, is now common.  

 

Although the average working hours for many of us may never account for more than one-third 

of our 24-hour day, the many facets of work itself are gravitating towards ever longer hours, if 

not a 24/7 normalcy. We are increasingly seeing shopping hours – which, on the flip side, are 

working hours for some people – lengthening. While as recent as 20 years ago shopping was 

practically non-existent on Sundays, as is still the case in many European countries, ever since 

the passing of the Sunday Trading Act 1994 shopping has become one of Britain’s favourite 

weekend pastimes. 24-hour news coverage and commentary in both broadcast and online 

formats effectively bring real time social and political contexts into not just our living rooms but 

also our lives as we live them.  

 

One of the clearest, and perhaps most devastating, manifestations yet of a 24/7 culture in public 

policy can be seen in the 24-hour licensing laws which introduced all-day drinking to England 

and Wales at the end of 2005, purportedly to counter the culture of binge-drinking and replace 

it with a continental style of relaxed drinking. However, the instantaneous, round-the-clock 

availability of alcohol has not only failed to eradicate binge-drinking but has instead led to a 

significant drain on police and NHS resources. At the same time, alcohol-fuelled violence is 

increasingly rife. In 2006/07, over half of violent attackers, where the attack resulted in 
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wounding and minor injuries, were believed to be under the influence of alcohol at the time of 

incident. A fifth of all violence in 2007/08 occurred in or around a pub or club, an increase from 

18% the previous year. Thanks in no small part to the liberal licensing laws, problems resulting 

from a deeply ingrained drinking culture now cost the NHS some £2.7 billion a year, twice the 

amount spent a decade ago. 

 

Leisure and free time in our society today 

 

Our society has also seemingly lost the ability to genuinely relax and unwind. A pertinent 

question for contemporary Britain therefore is whether we have become enslaved by the 

pressures associated with leisure in this modern age despite official data confirming that our 

“free time” had increased from 4.8 hours per day in 2000 to 5.4 hours per day in 2005. This is 

also despite the UK being able to boast of the 9th highest amount of annual residual leisure time 

of 7,230 hours within the OECD. However, we do not actually feel leisure-rich compared to 

many of our European neighbours. Instead, we feel as if we are increasingly overwhelmed by 

work and our time for genuine play seems to have been choked out of our 24-hour day by an 

endless list of errands, family commitments, vigorous activities and “productive leisure”.  

 

Sunday, once the day of rest in our society, has now become merely one of two days of what 

are often strenuous activities – and this isn’t even taking into account those who are deprived of 

their “opportunity” to engage in such strenuous activities thanks to the deregulation of Sunday 

trading in 1994. And while we used to average almost 9 hours per day in bed during the 

weekends in 2000, we only managed 8.8 hours five years later. This cannot possibly be the 

perfect way to recover from an already choc-a-bloc week. 

 

It is rather paradoxical that despite weekly working hours have almost halved in the past 150 

years, we are finding it increasingly difficult to find time during the week for pursuits of leisure 

or interest. Even in the most oppressive decades of the Industrial Revolution, when workers 

slaved away for more than 80 hours a week, some still managed to spend their few precious free 

hours engaging in literary pursuits or political action. But now we are complaining of the lack of 

free time for similar pursuits.  

 

Our summer holidays provide no respite either. A study involving 3,000 people reveals the 

average time most holidaymakers begin to unwind is 2 days, 9 hours and 25 minutes after 

arriving. Instead of finally having the luxury to relax, the busy Christmas holiday season only 

adds to the stress. But then even the traditional two days’ rest is coming under increasing threat. 

Three of Britain’s largest supermarkets kept some 1,474 shops open on Boxing Day last year, 

translating into a day of disruption for thousands of staff and their families in the midst of the 

festive season. 
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Time famine 

 

In our society today, we also seem to be gravitating towards a time famine. The escalating time 

costs that we bear effectively subtracts from the amount of time we have for our relationships 

with others or for the execution of tasks that impact on our wellbeing and that of others. Studies 

have also discovered that when we are squeezed for time we become less altruistic and less 

caring. Despite the fact that we actually have more time than we’ve ever had before, live for 

longer than ever before, and work fewer hours than we did a century ago, we have often 

wished our day was 25 hours long. And owing in large part to hectic lifestyles and long working 

hours, we are now going to bed later than ever and binging on “junk sleep”. 

 

Although most working time statistics show the UK’s average working week to be anything 

within the range of 36 to 38 hours, statistics on actual hours worked throw up an entirely 

different perspective. Full-time workers in the UK worked an average of 43 hours per week last 

year, making us the most prominent grafters in Europe after the Turks (53.7 hours), the 

Austrians (44 hours) and the Greeks (43.7 hours), while the EU average was 41.8 hours. The 

average UK manager works 45.6 hours per week. 28.5% of managers work over 48 hours per 

week, a trend seen most evidently in PLCs, where 39.8% of managers regularly work over 48 

hours. Over 91% of managers who work full-time regularly work in excess of their contracted 

hours. 

 

Time available for family and especially for young children is fast becoming, if it isn’t already, a 

commodity in extreme short supply, what with the precious little time we spend at home. 

Omitting sleeping time, we spend approximately a quarter of our day away and only about 

36.6% of our day at home, and couples spend on average just 2 hours per day together during 

the week and 3.5 hours per day at weekends. Six in ten dads who worked full-time thought they 

did not spend enough time with their new baby, while over a third of British men do not take 

any paternity leave, not even the two short weeks on full pay that they are legally entitled to. 

On average, men aged 16-49 with children work longer hours (5.43 hours per day) than those 

with no children in the household (4.35 hours per day). There are few signs that such trends are 

reversing, despite a plethora of empirical evidence showing a compellingly link between 

parental time and child wellbeing and between work interference in family life and family and 

individual wellbeing. The effects are often felt in levels of marital satisfaction; affective parental, 

marital and family distress; alcohol consumption; family breakdown and child development. 

 

Time famine is also a phenomenon that is acutely experienced in education. Large class sizes 

effectively reduce not just the amount of time teachers can devote to each student but also the 

amount of time for them to do their jobs properly in the classroom owing to disruptions 

emanating from pupils’ bad behaviour. Although average class sizes had shrunk in the last 

decade, the decrease had been marginal and, according to OECD figures, overall class sizes in 

our state primary schools were among the biggest in the developed world. Despite above 

average spending per primary level pupil, the average class in UK primary schools in 2006 had 

25.8 pupils. The OECD average was 21.5 pupils per class. The same problem is rife in infant 
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education. Even taking into account the Government’s guidelines on exceptions for classes in 

excess of 30 pupils, a total of 10,010 5-7-year-olds are currently being taught in “unlawfully” 

large classes, compared to 6,380 last year. 

 

The irony of the inadequate amount of time teachers can devote to individual primary level 

pupils is that England had the 6th longest annual compulsory instruction time (880 hours) and 

the 8th longest annual intended instruction time (890 hours) for 7-8-year-olds among OECD 

countries with comparable data, while the OECD averages were just 770 hours and 796 hours 

respectively. Despite longer working hours, teachers are complaining that the net amount of 

time available for devoting the necessary attention to pupils and for building positive teacher-

pupil relationships is increasingly being squeezed by non-core tasks and bureaucracy 

 

As if the time famine in schools is not bad enough, children are increasingly experiencing a 

dearth of unstructured playtime. The relentless pursuit of academic grades, driven in part by an 

exam-obsessed culture, is putting unprecedented pressure on children to achieve academically 

and is reflected in the escalating amount of homework schoolchildren are required to do. After-

school playtime is increasingly replaced with structured and extra-curricular activities, resulting 

in children having less free time to play, to explore the world on their own, or “just be kids”. 

 

Time (dis)empowerment  

 

Encompassing all domains of life including both work and non-work, 75.6% of people in the UK 

were able to choose how their time was spent – which means, at least on a broad level, around 

one quarter of us felt we did not have control over our time. But more ominous than the control 

mechanisms that restrict our freedom in using our time at work is the systematic erosion of 

frontline agents’ autonomy and control over time in delivering public services through a raft of 

Government-imposed bureaucracy and an obsession with targets. A target-centric and a top-

down policy approach to public services dictate how teachers, the police, prison governors, 

doctors and nurses should use their time when the professionals themselves are actually the 

ones most competent to do so. This effectively undermines their professional discretion, distorts 

priorities and hampers the timeliness of intervention in critical cases that may have far-reaching 

impact on our wellbeing. 

 

For instance, an obsession with targets, league tables and testing has resulted in time being 

increasingly spent on gearing students towards passing examinations, often at the expense of 

time that can be afforded on genuine in-depth learning and understanding of a subject through 

exploration, discovery and questioning. This has also created a culture of “teach, test and 

forget”. Even infants’ freedom to develop is being increasingly stifled as they are now assessed 

against some 300 “tick box targets” under the Early Years Foundation Stage. Teachers meanwhile 

suffer from de-professionalisation of their role as a result of increasing interference, over-

prescription and control by external agencies and the burden of bureaucracy. Despite the 

increasingly alarming levels of poor discipline in schools and the stifling constraints that restrict 

teachers’ powers and discretion to act, Government policy is trained on encouraging schools to 
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reduce exclusions, which, as a matter of expedience, then reflects better on schools’ Ofsted 

ratings. 

 

As a result, teachers have become less autonomous, students less able to think and less 

entrepreneurial, standards dumbed down and the system as a whole more regulated than ever. 

One-in-five 11-year-olds are failing to reach the standard expected of their age in English and 

mathematics, resulting in many children leaving primary school without mastering the basics. 

Despite spending more per student than many other OECD countries, British students’ 

performance in mathematics had shown a marked decline compared to those of other 

developed nations that had spent less. One in seven young children were unable to write their 

own names after a year of school, almost 80,000 5-year-olds struggled to hold a pen properly or 

form basic words, and thousands more could not say the alphabet or count to ten. 

 

The police, too, are finding their work hampered by the same stumbling blocks. As several chief 

constables have already warned, red tape and bureaucracy, coupled with over-supervision and 

the burden to meet targets, are causing the death of “spontaneous” policing, as officers’ ability 

to use their discretion on the job is being stifled and, in many respects, crucial policing time is 

being wasted. The following figures provide some examples: 

 

� 13: the number of hours officers spent filling in forms just to follow a serial burglar. 

� 10: the number of separate pieces of paperwork for authorisation to carry out surveillance 

on one suspect. 

� 17: the number of pages of a form for authorisation to reposition a public CCTV camera. 

� 7: the number of pages of a form for authorisation to use a pair of binoculars to watch a 

crime suspect. 

� 19.7: the percentage of officers’ time spent on paperwork. 

� 13.6: the percentage of officers’ time spent on the beat. 

 

Over the last decade, local police forces had been set a whole range of national targets, highly 

prescriptive performance management frameworks and rigid performance indicators – the 

conformance to which consumed a huge amount of otherwise productive policing time. In 

addition, approximately 320 new criminal offences were introduced per year since May 1997, 

many of them for rather frivolous and downright petty offences. This “legislative diarrhoea” is 

further tying up officers’ time and preventing them from investigating crimes that really matter 

to public safety. No wonder some 9% of the public worry about becoming a victim of crime on 

a daily basis, while 59% of people attribute the fact that they are more frightened or anxious 

than they used to be to the risk of crime. If the Government had empowered frontline police 

officers to do their jobs and cut red tape to free up time for officers to patrol the streets, the 

increasing tendency to resort to “ersatz policing” in the form of police community support 

officers might not have been necessary in the first place.  

 

The NHS, too, is not spared. That nurses now have to spend a considerable amount of their time 

filling in forms flies in the face of the profession’s central duty and focus on patient care. Nurses 
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are now estimated to be spending as much as 40% of their time “writing and capturing data to 

help the managers upstairs appear to reach their targets”. Patients are ultimately the ones on 

the receiving end of some counter-productive Government targets. For instance, doctors have 

long warned that the Government’s rigid 4-hour waiting time target for hospital A&E treatment 

has led to all sorts of distorted priorities and “cheating”, as evident in many cases where the 

practice of “stopping the clock” have seen emergency patients made to wait for hours in parked 

ambulances or dumped in clinical decision units. 

 

The Government’s policy on the early release of prisoners is not only increasingly undermining 

the judgement of judges and the work of prison governors, but is also placing our safety and 

wellbeing at risk as a result of the insufficient time accorded to the proper rehabilitation of some 

convicts. As at the end of April 2009, 57,369 prisoners had been let out early to ease 

overcrowding under the End of Custody Licence release scheme, which began in mid-2007. 

However, a total of 1,942 criminals had been recalled to custody for either committing new 

offences or breaching their conditions and some 882 released prisoners were suspected of 

committing 1,192 new offences since the early release scheme began. Criminals who were 

spared jail and supervised by the Probation Service were committing one murder and one rape 

every week. 

 

 

A Call to Take Stock 

 

With the use and passing of time, relationships can be either fostered or terminated, built or 

destroyed, repaired or left to decay, strengthened or weakened, and enjoyed or endured. It is 

clear that our attitude towards time, the choices we make with regard to how we use our time, 

our experience of time and public policies that either directly or indirectly influence our use and 

control of time all conspire to create a profound and far reaching impact on the way we live our 

lives, the way we work and play, how public services are delivered, our relationships and, 

consequently, our wellbeing. It is in this context that Britain, as a nation, ought to ask itself a 

number of key questions: 

 

� Have we reached a point where living predominantly in objective time is no longer 

sustainable for our wellbeing going forward? 

� Are we spending and investing enough time in relationships that matter to our wellbeing? 

� On a broader level, do we simply have time for people? 

� Are we living only for the present? 

� Have we become so used to the instantaneous gratification of our desires that we resent 

delays or anything that is not ubiquitous? 

� Have we lost the ability to rest, relax, relate and recharge our batteries? 

� Are service relationships in our frontline public services contributing to the attainment of 

some desired outcomes that are most important for our wellbeing?  

� Will Britain risk ending up being a materially wealthy but a time poor and relationally 

impoverished nation? 
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PPPRRREEEFFFAAACCCEEE   WWWhhhyyy   ttthhheee   FFFuuussssss   AAAbbbooouuuttt   TTTiiimmmeee???   

 

Because it ultimately affects our relationships and our wellbeing. That may be the short and 

simple answer, but to understand how it affects our wellbeing requires us to learn more about 

what time is and how it shapes our behaviour. 

 

This extended essay is an attempt to explore, from a predominantly conceptual viewpoint, how 

our attitudes, personal choices and cultural norms with regard to time and the use of time affect 

our social connections – or what we broadly call “relationships” – and our wellbeing. It also 

seeks to explore how public policies can also shape the availability of time and the way time is 

used in the delivery of frontline public services, the consequences of which also ultimately 

impact on our wellbeing. 

 

This essay is therefore primarily interested in two interlinked pillars of time – its concepts and 

some societal trends pertaining to time and time use. The first pillar, concepts, refers to how 

we think about time and how we believe time works. It is also about how time is defined, 

measured and experienced in different societies and cultures. Attempts to conceptualise time 

often give rise to questions such as “is time an object or is it a fiction of our minds?”, “why are 

some cultures so particular about punctuality while others are lackadaisical about it?” and “why 

time seems to fly when we are doing something interesting but seems to drag when we are 

doing something unpleasant?” 

 

Our society’s conceptualisation of time inevitably creates some underlying basic assumptions 

that precondition the way we behave and use and experience time. These assumptions lend 

themselves to the second pillar of time that this essay seeks to explore – societal trends. How 

we view time affects how we live. It is in this regard that we sometimes ask questions such as 

“when is the next state-of-the-art high speed train coming into service?”, “why did we allow a 

mountain of debt to build up during the more prosperous years?”, “why must I go to the local 

branch when I can bank online anytime I wish?”, “why do my weekends leave me as exhausted 

as during the week?”, “why do my kids keep asking for more time with me?” and “why are 

some people so fixated with targets in public services?” 

 

This essay begins by revisiting mankind’s early epistemological and ontological views on time in 

Chapter 1 before delving a little deeper into some modern ways of conceptualising time in 

Chapter 2. The various concepts of time, albeit somewhat inter-related, have seemingly split 

time into dichotomies, either end of which cultures have accustomed themselves to over 

generations. Based on a well known typology of time, some contemporary trends in Britain are 

sketched out. Chapter 3 explores another level of how we conceptualise time, namely the level 
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of experience. This chapter is primarily concerned with time judgement and the effects of 

“flow”. Based on how time is conceptualised in the British society, Chapter 4 explores some 

trends pertaining to time and time use in Britain today. These range from our affinity to speed 

and instantaneous gratification of desires to our predisposition towards the short-term and our 

seeming inability to genuinely relax. The chapter also examines the phenomenon of time famine 

that is increasingly rife in our modern society and concludes by looking at how time is used in 

our public services. The essay concludes by urging Britain as a nation to ask itself a few key 

questions based on the findings presented.    

 

It is hoped that this essay will shed some light on the oft-taken for granted ways we perceive 

time – many a times we are not even aware we perceive time in a particular way – and will aid 

public debate on whether our societal norms today, the choices we make, the way we 

experience time and the delivery of our public services are contributing positively to our 

relationships and our wellbeing. The essay is also part of a wider mission of the Relationships 

Foundation to help people think more relationally and to help shape a more relational society. 
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CCCHHHAAAPPPTTTEEERRR111    AAAbbbooouuuttt   TTTiiimmmeee   

 

1.1 An enigma called “time” 

 

Time, as Elliot Jaques (1982) asserts, is an enigma. Although we cannot experience time through 

our five senses, mankind is conscious of time and societies organise themselves around their 

conceptions of time. We unmistakably feel the pressure of 

everyday clock time and, more intensely as we grow 

older, the flight of calendar years. Yet time and its 

mysteries and peculiarities – some natural, others man-

made – have always fascinated mankind. While the state 

of Arizona as a whole does not observe Daylight Saving Time, the Navajo reservation in the state 

does. Hence, for about half the year, some institutions in the same town are an hour ahead of 

the others.  

 

Or consider someone who could miss celebrating Christmas altogether if she leaves London on 

24 December at 3.45pm and travel west via Los Angeles before arriving in Auckland at 7.25am 

on the morning of 26 December. Still, one wonders if scientists have really solved one of the 

most enduring mysteries of romance when they declared the time needed for a man to fall in 

love at first sight is a mere 8.2 seconds (Daily Telegraph, 25 Mar 2009). 

 

Anthony Giddens (1990) argues that one of the dominant characteristics of modernity is the 

separation of time from space made possible by the standardisation of time across the world. 

We thus see such human efforts to standardise temporal frameworks inscribed in official time 

zones and the 24-hour clock. But we might have also sometimes underestimated how strongly 

people may hold onto temporal frameworks and configurations that have long defined their 

societies. For instance, as though taking a cue from Britain’s reluctance to budge, more than 

72% of the 24,000 Jersey residents who went to the polls voted against replacing British time 

with Central European Time, despite the many benefits to the health of residents, the 

environment and tourism an extra hour of daylight would bring (Daily Telegraph, 16 Oct 2008). 

And if the world’s largest watchmaker, the Swatch Group, had its way the world would have 

abandoned local time zones in favour of a single “universal Internet time” that divided the day 

into 1,000 “Swatch beats” (Harmon, 1999). 

 

But one stark reality of our modern world is the emergence of a global economy and the 

growing effects of globalisation that are placing ever more intense pressures on Britain and, not 

least, on our time. These pressures have the potential to significantly alter the spatial-temporal 

“Time is the justice that 
examines all offenders.” 

William Shakespeare 
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environment that impacts on our relationships and consequently our wellbeing. Therefore, by 

exploring and examining some contemporary trends, issues and problems related to time, we 

may just be able discover a lot more about ourselves and our society that has not been properly 

understood before. 

 

 

1.2 Early concepts and measurement of time 

 

1.2.1 A primitive concept 

 

Right until the era of Galileo, the concept that had eventually become known as “time” was 

merely a means of orientation in the social sphere and of regulating the communal life of 

human beings. Those in the early civilisations sought to orientate themselves by following a 

certain natural process as the standard sequence. These included the changing of seasons, the 

migration of birds, the ebb and flow of the tide, and the coming and going of the sun and 

moon, all of which recurred with sufficient regularity to act as a ready-made yardstick for 

recurrent social activities.  

 

Palaeolithic-age artefacts suggest the possibility that the moon was used to calculate time as 

early as 12,000 BP, or possibly even 30,000 BP, while the Sumerian civilisation introduced the 

sexagesimal system based on the number 60 (Rudgley, 1999). Among the ancient philosophers, 

Plato had already alluded to the theory that the orbits of the sun, the moon and all other planets 

describe periods in time to the extent that each orbit represents the equivalent of different kinds 

of month or year simultaneously (Taylor, A.E., 1928). 

 

That human beings went on to devise ways to “keep”, i.e. measure, time was only a natural 

progression in the development of human civilisation. The philosopher John Locke captured the 

essence of and the rationale for the idea of measurement: 

 

“Time is duration set out by measures. Having thus got the idea of duration, the 

next thing natural for the mind to do, is to get some measure of this common 

duration, whereby it might judge of its different lengths, and consider the distinct 

order wherein several things exist; without which a great part of our knowledge 

would be confused, and a great part of history be rendered very useless. This 

consideration of duration, as set out by certain periods, and marked by certain 

measures or epochs, is that, I think, which most properly we call time.” (Locke, 

1690) 

 

1.2.2 Keeping time 

 

Chronometry, or the science of timekeeping, takes two distinct forms, namely the clock, a 

mechanism measuring the ongoing passage of time; and the calendar, a mathematical 

abstraction for calculating extensive periods of time. An early device invented for the former 
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purpose was an Egyptian instrument dating back to c.1500 BC and similar in shape to a bent T-

square that measured the passage of time from the shadow cast by its crossbar on a non-linear 

rule. The Egyptians also invented one of the most accurate timekeeping devices of the ancient 

world. The water clock, or clepsydra, was used to measure the hours even at night, but it 

required manual timekeeping to replenish the flow of water. Arab inventors made subsequent 

improvements to the use of water clocks until the Middle Ages, while the Greeks and Chaldeans 

maintained their own timekeeping records as an essential part of their astronomical 

observations (Barnett, 1998).  

 

Only in relatively recent age have clocks emerged as pivotal instruments for “measuring” purely 

natural processes, a norm that has only deepened the mystery of time. As the great sociologist-

philosopher Norbert Elias contended, clocks are themselves sequences of physical events, and 

these sequences can serve as social norms and be divided into evenly recurring patterns such as 

hours or minutes. Further, should the state of social development permit, these patterns can be 

made identical across a whole country or even many countries. In helping human beings to 

orientate themselves within a succession of social, biological and physical processes in which 

they find themselves, clocks effectively serve as a way of regulating human behaviour and 

coordinating it with natural processes. It follows that time, as Elias suggested, represents 

common features of observable sequences which people wish to grasp by referring them to a 

standard sequence (Elias, 2007).  

 

Ever since the Arabs invented the first mechanical clocks driven by weights and gears in the 11th 

century (al-Hassani, 2006), our fascination with this form of time measurement has never 

waned. From the hourglass, eighteen of which Ferdinand Magellan used on each ship for his 

circumnavigation of the globe in the 16th century (Bergreen, 2003), to John Harrison’s blend of 

lignum vitae wood, brass, bronze and steel components that compensated for changes in 

temperature and pressure and so produced chronometers of remarkable accuracy more than 

two centuries ago, to the £1 million Corpus Clock in Cambridge, dubbed the Chronophage, or 

time-eater (Highfield, 2008), ever more sophisticated clocks are continuously being invented, 

ostensibly to better and more objectively measure a concept that until today seems as abstract 

as it was in the beginning of civilisation.  

 

On the subject of better measurement itself, just when we thought we have reached the 

ultimate in time measurement mankind may yet see clocks more precise and accurate than ever. 

Presently, the International Bureau of Weights and Measures calculates global time by averaging 

data received from 300 atomic clocks at laboratories around the world. This system may soon be 

superseded by optical clocks that use lasers to capture strontium atoms and measure their 

frequencies, and thus measure time far more precisely than today’s clocks (Wagner, 2008). 

 

It took mankind several thousand years to learn how to produce calendars – the other form of 

chronometry – that harmonised, on the one hand, the human representation of time in the 

symbolic form of recurring time units essential for the regulation of social events and, on the 

other, the natural sequences, i.e. seasons, on which the symbolic representation was modelled. 
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The oldest calendar is that of the Egyptians, who divided the year into three seasons that 

reflected their agricultural society and into months, first ten and later twelve. Before Julius 

Caesar imposed on the Roman world a solar calendar in 45 BC, each major civilisation, from the 

Mesopotamians and the Athenians to the Mayans and the Chinese, had adopted variants of a 

similar calendar that were based primarily on natural processes and significant public events.  

 

The Gregorian calendar, introduced by Pope Gregory XIII in 1582 as a correction to the Julian 

calendar, was eventually adopted by different nations over a period of centuries and is today the 

most commonly used calendar in the world (O’Neil, 1978; Landes, 1983). It is a system 

historically based on the earth’s rotation around the sun and it involves dividing the year, i.e. 

one rotation around the sun, into equal segments of months and days, and the day, i.e. one 

rotation on the earth’s axis, into hours, minutes and seconds. The Greeks called this kind of time 

chronos, from which we derive the terms chronometer and chronology. Calendar time illustrates 

how the individual is embedded in a world in which there are many other people and many 

other natural processes. Using a calendar, it is possible to determine with a significant degree of 

precision the point at which one enters the flow of social and natural processes. For instance, 

the recurring time patterns of the days of the month show the return of one’s birthday, while 

the never returning but ever advancing years help one determine exactly how often since one’s 

birth the sun has returned to a position standardised by society, i.e. one’s age. 

 

Considering how far we have come since mankind first began conceiving of the concept of time 

through to the advent of measures to capture its passage, one would have thought that 

contemporary society has surely reached a stage where time is subservient to mankind. The 

reverse, however, is quite true. In the modern world, the external constraints of time – 

represented by clocks and calendars, or even timetables – dictate to a large extent characteristics 

that promote the formation of individual self-

constraints, particularly in developed societies such as 

ours. Albeit omnipresent and inevitable, the pressure 

of these external constraints is still relatively 

unobtrusive, unthreatening and rather moderate. We 

know when it is time to get out of bed and go to 

work, time to break for lunch, time to leave the office 

and return to the family, the deadline to submit a 

business proposal, the day on which a table ought to have been booked for a romantic wedding 

anniversary dinner, and the day when a half-day leave is to be taken to attend the children’s 

annual school play.  

 

Society today, however, has attempted to push the boundaries of these external constraints 

close to breaking point. We are increasingly time poor, working the longest hours in Europe, 

frequently skipping lunch or drastically cutting lunchtimes, constantly feeling rushed and 

harried, dashing from one place to another ferrying kids to their various activities, suffering from 

a lack of sleep, and often failing to spend sufficient time building and nurturing the many 

relationships that matter dearly to us. 

One would have thought 
that contemporary society 
has surely reached a stage 
where time is subservient 
to mankind – the reverse, 
however, is quite true. 
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1.3 The philosophical debate on time 

 

1.3.1 The Newtonian perspective 

 

Philosophical debate on the nature of time has 

traditionally taken either of two diametrically 

opposed positions. On the one side of the argument 

is the notion that time exists objectively as part of 

natural creation. In other words, it is independent of 

man (Clark, 1990). As this perspective asserts, time’s 

mode of being is fundamentally similar to that of 

other objects of nature save for its imperceptibility. 

Viewed as being part of the fundamental structure of 

the universe, time is a dimension in which events occur in sequence and where the clock is the 

primary metaphor. Given that other parts of the sequence persist like frames of a film strip, 

spread out across the linear time line, time travel is therefore argued to be a possibility, in theory 

at least. The Newtonian concept of time is perhaps the most prominent representative of this 

objectivist and realist conception that views time as abstract, absolute, unitary, invariant, linear, 

mechanical and quantitative. Isaac Newton believed time and space form a container for events, 

which is as real as the objects it contains.  

 

“Absolute, true, and mathematical time, in and of itself and of its own nature, 

without reference to anything external, flows uniformly and by another name is 

called duration.” (Newton, 1726)  

 

The objective view of time has coloured much of science and scientific progress. The great 

physicist Albert Einstein’s special theory of relativity posits that all of space and time is 

represented as a multi-dimensional space-time combo which embodies all of the past, the 

present and the future of the universe. According to this theory, the past, the present and the 

future have the same level of existence, but since our senses are not able to absorb the totality of 

the space-time combo at once, we absorb it in parts. What we absorb at a given time is called 

the present and what has already been absorbed is the past, while what is yet to be absorbed is 

known as the future (Miller, 1981). In line with the objective view that holds time as linear, the 

relativity theory likewise gives rise to the concept and possibility of time travel, which, although 

theoretically possible, has yet to be proven practical. 

 

1.3.2 The Kantian perspective 

 

On the other side is the argument that time is a kind of synoptic view of events residing in the 

peculiar nature of human consciousness or reason – essentially referring to the epistemological 

furniture of the mind – which precedes human experience as its condition. This paradigm, in the 

tradition of Gottfried Leibniz and Immanuel Kant, posits that time is neither an event nor a 

thing, and thus is not itself measurable nor can it be travelled. Instead, it is part of a 

The objective school: time 
exists objectively as part of 
natural creation, and is a 

dimension in which events 
occur in sequence and 
where the clock is the 

primary metaphor. 
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fundamental intellectual structure within which humans sequence and compare events. In stark 

contrast to Newton’s belief in absolute space, Leibniz believed that time and space are relative, 

and that time does not refer to any kind of entity that “flows” or that is a “container” for events 

(Martin, 1955; von Leyden, 1963).  

 

Though René Descartes, too, was among the early 

proponents of this view, Kantian philosophy that 

sees time and space as representing an a priori 

synthesis and that posits time as no more than an 

innate form of experience, and thus an unalterable 

fact of human nature, has emerged as probably the 

most influential expression of the subjectivist 

school. Kant held the view that time and space are 

elements of a systematic mental framework that 

necessarily structures the experiences of any rational agent or observing subject (Kant, 1787). 

Time is therefore viewed as subjective and neither fixed nor invariant, and is a product of the 

norms, beliefs and customs of individuals and groups. Modern sociologists of similar tradition 

view time as relative, contextual, organic and socially constructed (e.g. Adam, 1990; 

Glucksmann, 1998). 

 

Both traditions, though, share the basic assumption that time is represented as a fact of nature, 

only that in the one case it is an objective fact existing independently of human beings and in 

the other a subjective notion rooted in human nature. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The subjective school: time 
is neither an event nor a 
thing, and thus is not itself 
measurable nor can it be 
travelled, but resides in the 
peculiar nature of human 
consciousness or reason. 
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CCCHHHAAAPPPTTTEEERRR   222    CCCooonnnccceeeppptttuuuaaallliiisssiiinnnggg   TTTiiimmmeee   

 

2.1 The Dialogic Model 

 

Peter Garrett (2006) proposes a Dialogic Model (Figure 2.1), a framework that helps us 

understand the structure and nature of time that comprises both external and internal systems. 

Within the external system there are two sub-systems of time, namely objective time, where time 

is simply checked against a clock, calendar or timetable, and seasonal time, where a range of 

factors is involved in telling when the time is right. Also known as chronos and kairos 

respectively, these sub-systems reflect the underlying objective-subjective dichotomy.  

 

 

Figure 2.1: The Dialogic Model of Time (Garrett, 2006). 

 

 

 

 

There are likewise two sub-systems of time within the internal system, namely recalled time and 

immediate time. Recalled time is more memory-bound whereas immediate time is more 

presence-bound. Experienced differently depending on the level of awareness and participation, 

recalled time can be further sub-categorised into reactive time and reflective time, whilst 

immediate time includes consumed time and proprioceptive time. 
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2.1.1 Objective time 

 

Objective, or chronological, time is the human-invented, most pervasive system in our daily lives 

that has dominated human civilisation by means of the clock and is typically used to measure 

the timing or duration of an activity or event. Jaques (1982) notes that the clock notion of time is 

consistent with an atomic or mechanical view of the world and is the “serial time of succession 

… time measured by the chronometer, not by purpose”. This system of time invariably includes 

socially-constructed temporal rhythms that are based on either the calendar, the clock 

(Zerubaval, 1981), or other event-based cycles (Clark, 1985) that dictate human behaviour.  

 

The advantage of this system is arguably one of coordination. Because time is checked against 

the clock, coordination of activities and scheduling – for instance, the phases of implementation 

of a particular project – are possible. This has opened up a vast array of opportunities that has 

enabled enormous technological advancement, particularly in the developed world. Much of 

the information and communication technologies that are synonymous with the modern world 

in which we live today – computers, mobile phones, BlackBerrys, satnavs – were developed on 

the foundations of objective time.    

 

The dark side of objective time, though, is its impact on the way people, especially in the 

developed world, think. Being a mechanistic system of time that encourages objectivity, it 

fosters linear thinking and a way of perceiving where human beings, animals and other living 

organisms are conveniently considered as objects 

that can be organised. It is associated with an 

emphasis on time “commodification”, work 

discipline and machine time in organisations 

(Hassard, 1989; Adam, 1995). This paradigm of 

time gave rise to scientific management (Taylor, 

F.W., 1911), or better known as Taylorism, where 

time is viewed as money, and forms the bedrock on 

which repetitive processes, job specialisation and detailed, albeit mundane, sequences are 

refined and improved to drive efficiency, performance and ultimately shareholder value.  

 

As is evident in our economy today, precious little priority is given to human relationships and 

the wellbeing of employees and the larger society. Even on everyday terms, the implicit 

direction of objective time is to do the same things in shorter time – speed becomes the order of 

the day. Living in our modern society with time checked against the clock, we often prefer to 

drive rather than walk, to email rather than meet up, to bank electronically rather than to visit 

our local branch, to purchase online rather than go to a local store, and to microwave frozen 

food rather than cooking fresh food. 

 

 

 

 

Though objective time 
allows for coordination and 
scheduling, it is mechanistic 
and encourages objectivity, 
linear thinking and time 
“commodification”. 
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2.1.2 Seasonal time 

 

Seasonal time, or kairos in Greek, on the other hand, is based on a very different sense of time. 

Unlike the single-mindedness with which we live in objective time, it involves a more qualitative 

discernment of a whole range of factors. Also called “event time”, it is essentially 

“heterogeneous, discontinuous and un-equivalent when different time periods are compared” 

(Starkey, 1989) and refers to “the human and living time of intentions and goals … the time not 

of measurement but of human activity, of opportunity” (Jaques, 1982).  

 

The key question within seasonal time is one of timing, 

which has to be discerned rather than checked against 

the clock. Eating when you are hungry instead of only 

at the organisation-sanctioned 1.00pm lunch break or 

sleeping when your body signals you and when your 

eyes are heavy instead of because the clock has just 

struck midnight are examples of seasonal time. Or 

consider a farmer waiting to harvest his crops. It is a matter of timing and, given the range of 

variables involved, it cannot be predicted a year in advance, as it is dependent on the maturity 

of the grain, moisture, air pressure, availability of labour and the weather during the harvesting 

season. The biological clocks in our cells, which consist of interlinked cycles of waxing and 

waning proteins, are also examples of seasonal time. 

 

One advantage of seasonal time is the inclination to follow our own rhythm and pace guided by 

an inner sense of participation and direction that is coherent with the external environment. This 

leads to greater sustainability, as one who conforms to life’s natural pace and rhythm gives 

himself a greater chance of avoiding stress and burn-out. Many who work long hours over an 

extended period of time, thereby effectively defying their biological clocks and the natural pace 

of their bodies, do so to the detriment of their personal health and wellbeing. It is therefore 

hardly surprising that in our increasingly 24/7, frenetic lifestyle society work-related stress has 

become a major source of ill health (Robertson, 2005).  

 

Reading the variables in seasonal time may well 

lead to prudent decisions and actions, whereas 

pushing the swing at the wrong moment can be 

destructive, as many financial institutions have 

discovered in the current economic turmoil. For 

the past decade, bankers, who are often bound 

by objective time, had a voracious appetite for 

unbridled expansion, often for the sake of 

meeting or exceeding successive quarterly profit 

targets. Financial markets, just like the real economy, are known to be cyclical, and therefore 

effectively seasonal, in nature. They are invariably at the mercy of systemic imbalances, rogue or 

imprudent activities, social trends and, as many now acknowledge, investor herd behaviour. 

“But what minutes! Count 
them by sensation, and 
not by calendars, and 

each moment is a day.” 
Benjamin Disraeli 

Reading the variables in 
seasonal time may lead to 
prudent decisions and actions, 
but may also impair people’s 
ability to challenge the status 
quo, push the boundaries and 
take responsibility. 
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Failure to read the early signs of changing times and moods, and compounded by continuous 

exposure to risky lending and highly-leveraged expansion, has only proved costly.  

 

The shadow side of seasonal time, however, is arguably its impact on the way people think 

about their personal responsibility and accountability. Swimming with the tide and being in 

tune with the environment seem fine but, if carried too far, may impair people’s ability to 

challenge the status quo and push the boundaries. Instead, it leads to an acceptance of 

traditional limitations, which may or may not be valid, and the avoidance of personal 

responsibility. If everyone in Britain accepts his or her fate in these economically-challenging 

times, and lays blame on systemic imbalances and American sub-prime loans, no one will 

ultimately be held accountable for economic or corporate mismanagement nor will anyone 

shoulder the responsibility to engineer a recovery.  

 

There is also the risk that some advantages of seasonal time may be exploited or even abused to 

satisfy mankind’s propensity to live and operate in objective time. An £8 million European 

project, Euclock, involving scientists at 29 sites in 11 countries has been launched to find the 

secrets of nature’s timepieces and to recreate one, hence offering us the opportunity to “play 

with time” (Highfield, 2006). The understanding from this can eventually be used to alter when 

plants flower and produce fruit, effectively heralding a new incarnation of genetic modification 

in agriculture and food production. 

 

2.1.3 Recalled time 

 

Memory of what is and what is not required structure our thinking and experience in recalled 

time. Often linked to objective time, recalled time can be seen in project management, where 

we stick to the plan, the budget and the timeline as defined for the project instead of wasting 

our time and effort in continuously rethinking and redefining them. Functioning in recalled time 

is advantageous in that it provides focus and coordination, is measurable, and allows for people 

to be trained for their tasks and, if need be, easily replaced. It implies reliability more than 

innovation, as the setting of targets and key performance indicators (KPIs) makes it possible to 

gauge a project’s progress from a distance.  

 

Recalled time is often used in public policy today, 

where targets and KPIs are set for a wide range of 

public services, from waiting time in the NHS to the 

meticulous filling of forms required of the police 

and GPs’ record keeping, and from the prompt 

payment performance of local authorities to the 

punctuality of trains. Where the task is more 

technical and repetitive, where the external 

conditions and assumptions remain reasonably stable, and where sound qualitative judgement 

is not frequently required, recalled time may prove to be very useful. 

 

The downside of recalled 
time can be seen in public 

services today, where a 
fixation with excessive 
targets and rigid KPIs 

distorts important priorities. 
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The obvious downside of recalled time, however, is its rigidity and inertia, and the resulting 

impact it has on people’s behaviour. Functioning in recalled time may foster fixation and 

inability to adapt to changing conditions. When the external environment is fluid and evolves 

rapidly, we often discover that our original plans are no longer as relevant as they seemed to be 

at the outset. For businesspeople, fixation with recalled time may result in being myopic of 

changing social trends, market conditions, competitor’s strategy, consumer needs, competing 

products or services, and global economic conditions.  

 

Obstinate adherence to a fixed plan or strategy and ignoring the inevitability of changing 

conditions have spelled doom and gloom for many. One needs only to think of how Kodak lost 

its leadership position in photography equipment and products when it stuck to what it did best 

and for a long time ignored the digital photography revolution. Or consider how political 

parties can remain in the wilderness for long periods until they finally abandon their fixation 

with their traditional, and somewhat outdated, political narratives in favour of ideas that better 

reflect the realities of the day.  

 

Rigidity that distorts some genuinely important priorities can also result from a fixation with 

recalled time in the form of targets and KPIs. As part of meeting accountability targets at the 

expense of time on the beat, police officers have been found to spend more than 13 hours filling 

up forms just to follow a serial burglar, while carrying out surveillance on one suspect can 

involve 10 separate pieces of paperwork to secure the necessary authorisations (Tibbetts, 

2008a). This compares to just 14% of police time spent on patrol (Hansard, 10 Dec 2007; House 

of Commons Home Affairs Committee, 2008).  

 

In the criminal justice system, convicted offenders jailed for under 4 years are automatically 

released halfway through their terms. This takes no account of their suitability for release or their 

readiness to reintegrate into the community, let alone the fact that some 19% of the 34,000 

who have been let out early since 2007 were violent criminals (Irvine, 2008a), and some 882 

released prisoners were suspected of committing 1,192 new offences since the early release 

scheme began (Ministry of Justice, 2009). 

 

2.1.4 Immediate time 

 

Experience is of utmost importance in immediate time, where what is current and present is 

most valued. Closely related to seasonal time, it denotes first-hand experience and spontaneity. 

Instead of locating or orientating ourselves in relation to a pre-determined schedule, we engage 

by being more focussed on the present – including on what is discernible physically, mentally, 

emotionally and spiritually – where engagement, awareness and participation are crucial.  

 

Functioning in immediate time allows us to understand why things are working in a given 

situation in the way they currently are and therefore obtain an understanding of complex 

situations that might involve a high number of stakeholders and a high level of ambiguity. In 

some relationships it may also be known as quality time, that is a period of real, direct and 
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spontaneous engagement with another person. Spending immediate time with young children 

provides parents with unique and unparalleled insights into the behaviour of their children that 

cannot be captured by someone else’s, say a teacher’s or babysitter’s, account. 

 

The flip side of living in immediate time, however, 

is the possibility of losing a sense of perspective 

and awareness of what is beyond our immediate 

sphere of activity, besides the high level of energy 

that is required for engagement. The effects of this 

are just as real at home as they are at work. Being 

caught up in the enjoyment of playing with a 

child may sometimes result in losing awareness of 

passing time and other household chores that 

need doing. Similarly, being caught up in the 

excitement of work – possibly the thrill of a real prospect of closing a deal – may drive us to be 

so consumed with work that we may forget to live in recalled time, for instance the pre-planned 

wedding anniversary dinner or picking up the children from their piano lessons. 

 

 

2.2 Time orientation 

 

2.2.1 Sequential vs synchronous time 

 

The Dialogic Model bears quite profound similarities with an older concept of time – time 

orientation, where time is viewed as either sequential or synchronous. Time can be conceived of 

as a “race” or as a “dance”. In a race, we dash for the finishing line. In a dance, all the dancers’ 

steps are elegantly coordinated (Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars, 1993).  

 

The former view of time is sequential and encourages tasks to be completed one after another, 

very much like the old-fashioned assembly line manufacturing. Time moves forward 

incrementally in a linear mode and, just as in the 

Dialogic Model, is considered to be objective, i.e. it 

can be checked against the clock, calendar or 

timetable. Time commitments are taken seriously 

and, not unlike functioning in recalled time, 

keeping to schedule is emphasised. The sanctity of 

the first-come-first-served principle is preserved, 

while rationality and logic are conceived of as fault-

free, direct sequences of causes and effects. People are at ease with a series of short-term 

relationships that can be formed and terminated without much difficulty. In the domain of 

work, individuals are responsible for their own latest performance, the results on which they are 

appraised and rewarded or sanctioned.  

 

Though immediate time 
allows us to understand 
complex situations with high 
ambiguity, we risk losing a 
sense of perspective and 
awareness of what is beyond 
our immediate sphere of 
activity. 

Time can be conceived of as 
a “race” or as a “dance”. In 

a race, we dash for the 
finishing line. In a dance, all 

the dancers’ steps are 
elegantly coordinated. 
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As such, short-termism becomes the order of the day. A culture of speed becomes the norm, 

where primacy is placed on either achieving more in a given time or achieving the same in a 

shorter time. Traditional manufacturing based on Taylor’s scientific management principles, the 

present day international financial system and the way investors reward or punish public listed 

companies based on their quarterly results are but just three common examples of viewing the 

world in sequential time. Other examples include the drive towards producing ever more 

university graduates as quickly as possible with scant regard for the quality of education they 

receive and the setting and meeting of targets in the NHS without sufficiently taking into 

account the trade-off in quality of services and patient care. Because everyone is racing against 

time and striving to shore up the figures, no one cares about, or indeed has time for, 

relationships.     

 

The latter view of time is synchronous and encourages multiple tasks to be carried out in parallel 

processes before being combined at precisely the right moment. Bearing similarities to seasonal 

time and immediate time in the Dialogic Model, time, viewed as a subjective construct, is 

considered to progress circularly – the present experience is a result of the past and provides 

feedback to correct our future aims. Time commitments are considered as desirable rather than 

as absolute objectives. Instead of sticking rigidly to pre-determined plans, and therefore in quite 

similar veins to immediate time, human interaction and completing “human transactions” are 

emphasised. Reasonableness is conceived of as encompassing and synchronising several aims 

and objectives into an inclusive process. People prefer long-term relationships and permanent 

links that are formed through a lifetime and periodically renewed in cycles of re-acquaintance.  

 

Through a synchronous lens, people tend to be seen as sources of intelligent communication, 

capable of high-context relationships and important agents for the wellbeing of each other. In 

the domain of work, groups are responsible for how relevant the past is in the present and how 

the present is used to promote a better future. Flexible and just-in-time (JIT) manufacturing, and 

the long-term development plans common in many Asian economies are examples of viewing 

the world in synchronous time.  

 

2.2.2 Cultural dispositions to time orientation 

 

Both views, though, are valid and indeed useful in their own right, but societies tend to be more 

comfortable with one way of viewing time than the other, leading to the promulgation of 

different time orientations all over the world throughout history. As Bertrand Russell suggests: 

 

“There is after all not one universal time, except by an elaborate construction; there 

are only local times, each of which may be taken to be the time within one 

biography.” (Russell, 1921)  

 

The Spanish and Mediterranean Europeans may take a siesta in the heat of early afternoon 

before resuming work and have dinner only at 9.00pm or 10.00pm. Japanese negotiators are 

known for making their demands just as the British and the Americans are due to fly home and 
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are looking at their watches, which is why some American executives are trained to respond to 

Japanese inquiries about their schedules with the reply: “As long as it takes” (Hall and Hall, 

1987). At a business lunch, German executives might grind their teeth as their French 

counterparts pass around the menu during the early part of the meeting. For the Germans, time 

is exact and precise, a promise adhered to, but for the French, it is soft and flexible, something 

to be folded and moulded. 

 

Studies have discovered a general link between national cultures and time orientation. Britain, 

the US, Russia and the Netherlands seem more oriented to ever faster sequences, whereas Japan, 

France, China and most Asian and Latin cultures in general are more concerned with 

synchronisation (Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars, 1993, 2000). Is it any wonder then that 

American-style aptitude tests – the GMAT, for instance – that are widely used in the Western 

world are to be attempted and completed at high speed? Thomas Cottle’s (1968) Circles Test, 

which measured the extent to which cultures thought of time as sequential or time as 

“telescoped”, i.e. synchronous, revealed that the Americans were among the most sequential of 

the cultures studied, whereas the Japanese synchronised time more than any others while still 

maintaining a direction towards the future. Britons followed the Americans closely except that 

the British past had a greater bearing on the present unlike the Americans whose past was 

irrelevant to the present and the future. More recent research by Fons Trompenaars and Charles 

Hampden-Turner (1997) suggests the same cultural orientations towards time hold true in the 

modern era. 

 

One example of cultural manifestations of time orientation is the way we view innovation as 

compared to how East Asians view it (Reich, 1989). For most of us, innovation begins with R&D, 

which is concentrated in research laboratories that are frequently located in leafy incubators and 

bucolic technology parks – for example, the Silicon Valley in California and the Silicon Fen in 

Cambridge – where creative geniuses are given time and space to “ideate” and emerge with 

breakthrough concepts. R&D is often detached from and has little connection to the rest of the 

firm’s operations. Proposals emerging from the laboratories are scrutinised by business analysts 

on a case-by-case basis, and only those deemed financially viable and ultimately approved will 

be turned over to manufacturing engineers, technicians and production designers. The 

responsibility for distributing, marketing and selling the finished products will then come under 

the purview of sales and marketing. The implicit assumption is that product designs emerge 

fully developed from research before going into production, and therefore it is not unusual for 

firms to postpone the manufacturing until the R&D team has discovered solutions to a problem 

and design engineers have translated the solutions into a specific design. This traditional 

sequential approach, even with feedback loops and Quality Circles built in and strict Total 

Quality Management principles adhered to, sometimes prolongs development times and results 

in lost market opportunities.  

 

In stark contrast, Japanese firms may begin the process anywhere – from a borrowed process 

design to a reengineered product purchased from abroad or the refinement of a foreign 

invention. Instead of R&D working in isolation from remote locations, researchers, scientists, 
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designers, manufacturing engineers, production staff, and sales and marketing personnel all 

work simultaneously to address recurring problems and initiate solutions. Working in cross-

disciplinary teams, representatives from all functional departments pool resources and energy in 

a coordinated and synchronised fashion. The customer’s future requirements drive synchronised 

circles of improvement and rapid redeployment of resources. The Japanese method has been 

widely credited as one of the key factors contributing to the rise of Japanese firms in the 1970s 

through to the early 1990s. 

 

Rather unsurprisingly, the Japanese’s view of time as 

synchronous has left an industrial legacy that includes 

JIT delivery of supplies and split-second coordination 

of activities in the factory. The British and the 

Americans, who on the other hand emphasise 

sequential speed, tend to run machines at the highest 

speeds possible. Large stockpiles of inventories are in 

place so that machines will never have to stop as a 

result of running out of widgets to work on. Whereas 

the Japanese, with JIT principles based on synchronised processes, tend to keep inventories at a 

minimum and regard large stockpiles of inventories as a sign of poor coordination. Neither view 

of time is necessarily superior to the other across the board in every situation; while high speed 

reduces costs, so do lower inventories. They are just different ways cultures view time. Clearly, 

each has its own advantages and disadvantages. In certain areas, particularly in the business 

practices of large multinationals, these dichotomous views are even converging. 

 

2.2.3 The psychology of short- and long-termism 

 

If we perceive the long-term future as far away, chances are we will not take it very seriously. 

Instead, logic dictates that we do in the present what is most profitable and practicable so as to 

allow us to face the future in a reasonably solid position. In a linear world of cause and effect, 

the past is deemed to have caused the present, which will in return cause the future. The future, 

though, is relatively unknowable due to the potentially infinite number of variables, or “causes”, 

jostling each other to produce the effects.  

 

What the sequential mentality does know, though, is that sequences can snowball. A large 

return this quarter can make possible a still larger return in the next, which makes possible an 

even larger one in the following quarter. Investors will be willing to invest more in the future if 

the current results are good enough. To break this spiral of exponentially ballooning returns by 

sacrificing profits in this quarter and the next for some plausible reasons on the grounds that 

profits will be more sustainable in the future, flies in the face of capitalism and, particularly, the 

way capital markets operate. Investors seek the best bet and they seek it now; hence any 

withdrawal of funds in the short-term could potentially damage future prospects. The spill-over 

effects this has on time is that people will work harder and ever longer hours to ensure this 

Neither view of time is 
necessarily superior to the 
other; while high speed 
reduces costs, so do lower 
inventories. They are just 
different ways cultures 
view time. 
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quarter’s results are better than the last’s, often resulting in work-related stress and work-family 

life interference.  

 

Whereas in public services, this short-term mindset can perhaps partly explain the 

Government’s decision last year to allow Royal Mail to close 2,500 out of 14,000 post office 

branches in an attempt to cut the network’s annual subsidy by £40 million to £150 million a 

year, despite the foregone conclusion that this would result in longer queues, and therefore 

wasted time, in the hardest hit areas (Hope, 2008a). Immediate savings produced by these cuts 

are deemed more important than the convenience for and the longer term time costs 

transferred to the tax-paying public. 

 

However, if we perceive the future as being “already in the present” in the form of assumptions, 

plans and visions, and is intrinsically tied to decisions made in the past and the present, we shall 

probably take the longer term future more seriously. As one Japanese executive remarked, “For 

Americans time is the enemy; for the Japanese time is an ally” (Senge, 1990). The synchronous 

mentality takes the fear out of time where opportunities are seen to recur in cybernetic circles. 

This mindset holds that the past has not simply flown, but re-presents itself to those grown 

wiser through learning and reflection.  

 

This cyclical view of time is perhaps one reason why many time-condensing cultures have much 

respect for age and seniority, while sequential cultures generally considers someone who is 

“over the hill” an object of shrinking importance and a liability. While it is common for 

politicians to surpass the 60-year-old milestone before successfully laying claim to the 

presidential or prime ministerial hot seats in Asia, heads of government in Britain and Europe are 

increasingly getting younger. In fact, one politician at 65 was given the shove from the 

leadership position of his party because he was deemed “too old to lead” (The Guardian, 6 Feb 

2007; BBC News, 15 Oct 2007; Daily Mail, 16 Oct 2007). 

 

One manifestation of synchronous thinking is the value and esteem some societies place on the 

teaching profession. For instance, teachers in Japan are valued because the knowledge 

implanted in children is believed to recur indefinitely in the future, and therefore, owing to their 

public role as “circulators”, earn an upper middle class salary (Vogel, 1989). Whereas in Britain, 

society does not seem to hold the teaching profession in the same regard. Teachers not only 

have to contend with relatively lower salaries, but also suffer from de-professionalisation of their 

role as a result of increasing interference and control by external agencies and the burden of 

bureaucracy (Leaton Gray, 2006a). 
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2.3 Reconciling the different systems of time – a case for getting the 

balance right? 

 

Objective-recalled time and seasonal-immediate time are both important, just as both sequential 

time and synchronous time are. It follows therefore that both short-termism and long-termism, 

too, are equally important. Both objective time and seasonal time systems are necessary in order 

to function effectively and succeed in the modern world. Without applying objective time, one 

cannot plan for the future and the world would be devoid of productive economic activities and 

life-changing innovations. The world will be less orderly and no one will be held accountable for 

their actions. On the other hand, without applying seasonal time, where the ebb and flow of life 

is deciphered, in strategic or visionary planning, the probability of becoming out of touch with 

reality and, as a result, marginalised is very high. The more complex the situation and the larger 

the number of variables involved, the more relevant seasonal time becomes as a governing time 

system for decision making. However, in order to build a progressive British society grounded 

on strong relationships that are sustainable and ultimately crucial for our wellbeing, getting that 

balance right is imperative (Figure 2.2). 

 

In contemporary Britain, however, a large majority in society are too pre-occupied by objective 

time, which is experienced internally through recalled time. We live hurried lives, often race 

against the clock, find ourselves constantly battling against time to catch the train or the bus, 

and are enslaved by our tight schedules. We work long and, at times, unsocial hours. As a result, 

we hardly have enough time for our families, let alone our neighbours and those in the 

community. In today’s Britain, those who really know their neighbours well are a fast-dying 

breed. In our economy, we find that most firms are highly aggressive, competitive and 

performance-driven within objective time. There are sales and profit targets to meet, failing 

which our jobs might be on the line. Spending time building relationships is among the niceties 

that have their place once the priorities of delivering pre-determined goals within a pre-

determined timeframe are met. 

 

We effectively live in recalled time, concentrating on the work or the plan, and see people 

largely through a professional and objective lens. Often unconscious of how it came about, we 

find ourselves servants to clocks, timetables, and schedules. The more successful we are at work, 

and the higher up we go in the corporate ladder, the more we experience objective time famine. 

Executives find themselves not only replying business emails on the weekends, but also on the 

train or as they eat via a BlackBerry. Time, performance and reward seem inseparable. The inner 

objective time engine seems ever so hard to stop. The Government, meanwhile, powers this 

engine up yet another gear. Objective and recalled time are increasingly dominant in public 

services in the form of targets and red tape. A large government barking instructions and 

guidelines, and laying down KPIs from the top, very often creates unpredicted and unforeseen 

consequences on people’s time and their subsequent implications on relationships and 

wellbeing. 
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Figure 2.2: Reconciling the different systems of time. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The ability and capacity to move fluently between the two seemingly conflicting time systems is 

essential for the wellbeing of the individual and the society. One possible way of reconciling the 

two time systems can be found in the everyday workplace. Without taking attention away from 

the task and the related plans, schedules and targets (objective-recalled time), employers can 

take the initiative to create a “contained relationship” 

which has more intensity and engagement, thereby 

increasing the presence, participation and awareness 

which allow for the internal experience of immediate 

time (Garrett, 2006). This may entail a variety of ways 

to build multiplexity in the organisation that may 

include creating dedicated talk spaces and 

communication-conducive office plans, and re-

engineering jobs to include greater elements of teamwork, coordination and synchronisation 

(Majchzak and Wang, 1996; Davenport and Prusak, 1998; Veitch et al., 2007; Ashcroft and 

Myers, 2010). While this may be the route to allowing seasonal time into the everyday 

experience at work, these containers of immediate engagement are initially created within 

pockets of chronologically measured time.  
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When driven to excess: 
culture of speed, time 
famine, hurried lifestyles, 
rigidity and fixation, 
exhaustion, target-
obsessed, what gets 
measured gets done, 
focus on task and 
achievements rather than 
on people and 
relationships, the shorter 
and quicker the better  

When driven to 

excess: lackadaisical 
attitudes, lack of 
accountability and 

responsibility, delays, 
procrastination, lack of 

awareness, lack of 
urgency, disregard for 
punctuality, do what is 
right in your own eyes, 
as long as it takes and 

no end in sight 

WWhheenn  rreeccoonncciilleedd::  

ssyynneerrggyy  aanndd  tthhee  

bbeesstt  ooff  bbootthh  

ssyysstteemmss  

A or B? Or 
a third 
way? 

The ability and capacity to 
move fluently between the 
two seemingly conflicting 
time systems is essential 
for the wellbeing of the 
individual and the society. 
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While in everyday life, Hampden-Turner encountered an interesting example at Changi Airport 

in Singapore, where the two seemingly conflicting time systems were seen reconciled. He 

recalls: 

 

“The check-out person at the airport bookshop took his book and credit card and 

then served the next person. When he complained that he had been abandoned, 

she informed him that his credit details were being checked. Sure enough, when the 

confirmation came through she returned to the first person in line and completed 

the transaction. In fact, she had saved herself and those waiting about 50% of the 

time spent in line. The credit check took about twenty seconds, and by that time she 

had begun processing the next customer’s card.” (Hampden-Turner and 

Trompenaars, 2000) 

 

The norm of queuing – what happens when we become fixated with it 

 

After taking your order staff in McDonald’s outlets begin serving the next customer in the queue while a 
particular item is either being fetched or requires a minute’s preparation. The same, however, cannot be said 
of all customer-fronting establishments in Britain, many where everyday examples of sequential time can be 
seen. A visit to one of the snack bars in the crowd-pulling Chatsworth House in the Peak District revealed how 
the traditional British sequential mindset had indeed stood the test of time. Customers in a queue were 
served on a strictly first-come-first-served basis, even if someone was holding up everyone else due to either 
problems with his credit card PIN or the Cornish pasty he ordered was still being prepared. That the queue 
was getting ever longer and precious time being wasted did not seem to bother the staff whose devotion to 
linear thinking was every bit unwavering. 

 

Based on the author’s less than amusing experience, Oct 2008. 

 

Our traditional sequential mindset, in so far as queuing is concerned, is perhaps a key factor that 

may explain the amount of time we waste in queues. A poll of some 3,000 Britons reveals that 

the average British adult wastes 5 hours and 35 minutes queuing each month. Over a year, each 

of us queue for an average of more than 67 hours, while over our adult lifetime, we each spend 

169 hours – the equivalent of 5 months, 2 weeks and 5 days – queuing. The largest amount of 

time spent queuing is to pay for the weekly shop, accounting for almost 53 minutes each 

month (Daily Telegraph, 26 Mar 2009). 

 

In the sphere of public policy, an example of objective-recalled time can be seen in the 

Government’s policy that allows for the early release of prisoners jailed for under 4 years 

regardless of whether they are violent criminals or if their rehabilitation has reached a level 

suitable for reintegration into the community. A possible reconciliation with seasonal-immediate 

time, instead, may be to reform sentences by empowering prison governors to decide if a 

prisoner is fit for release and to recall released prisoners who misbehave and reoffend within a 

pre-determined period of time. The governors will in turn be accountable to a higher committee 

operating within standard guidelines. Giving prison governors the freedom to exercise their 

discretion in so far as being responsible for a prisoner’s journey throughout the penal system, 
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while themselves being subject to a higher watchdog authority, may be the first step in trying to 

seek a balance between the two time systems. 

 

A key question Britain has to ask itself is whether we have reached a point where living solely in 

objective time – and by extension, recalled and sequential time – is no longer sustainable for 

our wellbeing going forward. We need to honestly assess if there truly are grounds for an 

argument towards redressing the balance by giving more weight to how we can also possibly 

live in seasonal time – and by extension, immediate and synchronous time. This will essentially 

entail examining areas of relationships that are critically affected by time. 

 

 

2.4 The Aas typology of time and some related trends in contemporary 

Britain 

 

2.4.1 The Aas typology 

 

The late Norwegian time-use researcher Dagfinn Aas classified time into four meaningful 

categories, namely necessary time, contracted time, committed time and free time (Aas, 1978, 

1982). Owing probably to the cohesion of this framework, various time-use studies have 

analysed their data and reported their findings using this structural framework. Each of the four 

categories can be illustrated by using the example of commuting. 

 

Necessary time refers to the time required for self-maintenance and the serving of basic 

physiological needs. It relates to activities such as eating, sleeping, grooming and exercising. 

When we commute using necessary time, we may do so based on the belief that it is an 

important activity for primarily personal, and perhaps secondarily socio-environmental, 

wellbeing. 

 

Contracted time refers to the time we allocate to an agreement to work or some form of 

contractual activity. When we commute using contracted time, we do so based on the 

understanding that the travel time is directly related to paid work – travelling to meet a client, 

for instance – and any interruption to this commuting time has direct implications on the work 

we are contracted to do. 

 

Committed time has domestic connotations and refers to the time we allocate to maintaining a 

home and a family. Within the same context it also refers to the time to which one is obligated, 

but for which a substitute service could be purchased. When we commute using committed 

time, we may do so based on a sense of duty to the family. Such commuting includes walking 

children to school or driving a spouse to work. The substitute is, of course, to send them off on 

the school bus or purchase an additional family car. 

 

Free time refers to what remains of the day after the three other types of time above have been 

subtracted from the 24-hour day. When we commute using free time, we may be inclined to 
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view it as a recreational activity. A leisurely bus ride that takes us to the botanic gardens for a day 

out may be one example. 

 

In reality, though, Aas’s four categories of time are not as distinct in practice as they are in 

theory. It is not uncommon to find an overlap of two or more types of time at any one duration 

or during any one activity. For example, tea time and toilet breaks (necessary time) during 

working hours (contracted time) have usually been taken for granted that we do not always 

realise they constitute some form of self-maintenance. We may also find committed time and 

free time often intertwined. Bringing the kids for a day out to the botanic gardens may be a form 

of recreation (free time) as well as part and parcel of our commitment to maintaining a family 

(committed time).         

 

2.4.2 Trends in contemporary Britain based on the Aas typology 

 

The most significant implication of Aas’s categories is perhaps our inclinations or habits in 

relation to our use of time. Some of these can be clearly seen in the contemporary British 

society. Approximately 6% of our day is taken up by travelling; a person working full-time 

spends an average of 99 minutes per day travelling, while a person working part-time spends 

only 6 minutes less (Lader et al., 2006). Contracted and committed time users may perceive 

their commute to be more important than the commute of necessary or free time users because 

theirs constitutes productive work. As such, it may stand to reason that morning rush hour 

commuters getting to work and parents on a school run may be more inclined towards 

motorised transport.  

 

And in so far as working hours and working 

arrangements remain rigid, or should there be a 

lack of provisions for various forms of flexible 

working, traditional morning and evening rush 

hours will herald severe overcrowding on public 

transport and congestion on the roads, with the 

latter leading almost surely to wasted hours 

getting stuck in traffic. Official figures reveal that 

we spend an average of 52 minutes per day 

travelling by car or van (Lader et al., 2006), while 

a recent study found that motorists in Birmingham, the worst city in Britain for commuting, 

spend more than an hour a day travelling to and from work as they negotiate its complex 

network of roads (ESRI UK, 2008; Millward, 2008). Simple arithmetic tells us this equates to over 

five hours a week commuting, making up a substantial portion of one working day. Statistics 

show that in the course of a decade, between 1995/97 and 2006, our journeys had taken longer 

and the average travelling time for every purpose had increased (Figure 2.3). While it took us an 

average of 23.7 minutes to commute to or from work in 1995/97, it took us 27.2 minutes in 

2006 (Department for Transport, 2009). 

 

A full-time worker spends an 
average of 99 minutes per day 

travelling; we spend an 
average of 52 minutes per day 
travelling by car or van; and 

the average travelling time for 
every purpose had increased 
between 1995/97 and 2006. 
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Figure 2.3: Average travelling time by purpose in Britain, 1995/97 and 2006. 
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Source: Chart developed from data in Department for Transport (2009), Transport Trends 2008 Edition, London: 
Department for Transport. 

 

 

On the other end of the continuum, commuting in free time is far less hassled, less likely to 

involve motorised transport and provides the greatest gains for building social capital as the free 

time commuter is more likely to slow down or terminate the commute at his discretion to 

undertake another activity, sometimes on a whim, or engage in social interaction. Besides 

possibly viewing the commute as part of one’s activity to which one’s free time has been 

committed, free time and committed time may also be found to intertwine. A mother who takes 

her toddler out for a stroll is an example. She may stop halfway to greet an elderly neighbour 

living in the next street, who may then invite her and her toddler in for a cup of tea, during 

when they catch up on what has been happening in their respective households since they last 

met a few weeks ago. Even so, a leisure trip in 2006, which on average took 25.8 minutes, 

consumed 7.5% more time than it did in 1995/97, when it took 24 minutes (Figure 2.3). 

 

There are also times when contracted time 

may conflict with committed time, necessary 

time or free time, as evident in Britain today. 

Apart from only the Romanians and the 

Bulgarians, Britons work the longest hours in 

Europe, averaging 41.4 hours per week in 2007 – almost two hours more than the average 

among the 15 original members of the European Union (Carley, 2008; Litterick, 2008). We are 

Apart from only the Romanians 
and the Bulgarians, Britons work 
the longest hours in Europe. 
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finding it increasingly arduous to juggle long working hours, increased commuting times and 

family life (The Employers Forum on Age, 2005).  

 

The culture of long hours and obsession with work have reduced the time available for family 

life and the pursuit of personal interests or leisure. If sleeping time is omitted, figures from the 

2005 ONS Time Use Survey reveal that we spend approximately a quarter of our day away and 

only about 36.6% of our day at home (Lader et al., 2006). Figure 2.4 shows a breakdown of 

how we, on average, spend our day. Despite 51% of adults aged 18 and over say their spouses 

or partners with whom they live are the most likely person they would talk to when feeling 

especially worried or stressed (ONS, 2009a), couples spend on average just 2 hours per day 

together during the week and 3.5 hours per day at weekends (Gatenby, 2004). 

 

 

Figure 2.4: Average time spent on activities* per person per day in the UK (minutes).  

Eating & drinking, 87

Personal care ie wash/dress, 

47

Employment, 175

Study, 15

Housework excl childcare, 
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Childcare (of own household 
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17

Social life & resting, 79
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Sport & outdoor activities, 14

Hobbies & games, 21

Reading, 28

Watching TV & Video, 148
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8
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*Excludes sleeping time, which takes up the largest proportion of average time spent at 508 minutes a day. 
 
Source: Chart developed from data in Lader, D., Short, S. and Gershuny, J. (2006), The Time Use Survey, 2005, 
London: Office for National Statistics. 

 

 

The former chairman of the Equality and Human Rights Commission revealed that six in ten 

dads who worked full-time thought they did not spend enough time with their new baby. Over 

a third of British men do not take any paternity leave, not even the two short weeks on full pay 

that they are legally entitled to (Groskop, 2008). In contrast to popular belief, men aged 16-49 

with children actually work longer hours than those with no children in the household – an 
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average of 5.43 hours per day among men with pre-school children compared with an average 

of 4.35 hours per day among men with no children (Lader et al., 2006). 

 

Work interference in family life is increasingly rife as 

many of us take work home, hence not only blurring the 

chasm between work and home/personal life but also 

allowing our contracted time to eat into our committed 

time and even our free time. Even our holidays are not 

spared either. A study discovered that 11% from a 

sample of 3,000 respondents admitted to taking work 

on holiday with them (Cockcroft, 2008). The current economic downturn has only exacerbated 

this problem as many workers feel the need to demonstrate commitment at work by working 

longer hours, though this often translates into nothing more than “presenteeism”, to avoid 

being made redundant amidst the anticipated tide of layoffs employers most commonly resort 

to in difficult times such as this. 

 

We are also increasingly witnessing how contracted time is eating into necessary time. One 

recent study discovered that lunch breaks are getting ever shorter, currently at an average of 

only 27 minutes, and only 16% of employees regularly take a proper lunch break, defined as 

approximately an hour’s break away from their desk at least three times a week (BBC News 

Magazine, 11 Aug 2008). While another study found that the average lunch break was slightly 

longer, at 29 minutes, it also discovered that most British office workers no longer took a proper 

lunch break. Even though British workers now take an average of 3.3 hours’ break per week, 7% 

take no break at all (Leach, 2009), perhaps holding fast to Gordon Gekko’s famous catchphrase 

“lunch is for wimps”.  

 

The current lunch break trend is only a microcosm 

of our larger dining habits, part of which includes 

our seeming reluctance to take time to eat. 

Although time-honoured dining cultures are on the 

wane in many parts of Europe as busy people are 

increasingly resorting to grabbing a bite at fast-food 

chains, many Europeans still spend more time on 

their meals than we do. Among 18 member 

countries surveyed by the OECD, the UK is among 

those that take the least time to eat (Figure 2.5). The average of 85 minutes we spend eating 

everyday is well below the OECD average of 101 minutes, and far below the amount of time the 

French (135 minutes), Italians (114 minutes) and Spanish (106 minutes) take to eat (OECD, 

2009a). 

 

Technology, for all its intents and purposes of driving efficiency and effectiveness, is proving to 

be more of a bane than a boon in so far as it allows our contracted time to intrude, sometimes 

rather unobtrusively, into other types of time-use in our daily lives. As in most cases of time 

Couples spend an 
average of just 2 hours 
per day together during 
the week and 3.5 hours 
per day at weekends. 

BlackBerrys and mobile 
phones are forcing us to do 
an extra 3 hours’ work every 
day. 60% of businesspeople 
have taken their BlackBerry 
or mobile phone to bed with 
them. 
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famine, committed time with the family and free time for our own leisure usually lose out. A 

study reveals that BlackBerrys and mobile phones are forcing us to do an extra 3 hours’ work 

every day, while almost 80% of office workers say they put in at least 11 hours a day simply 

because the internet and other innovations have made them more contactable. At the extreme, 

some 5% now work 14-hour days because of such gadgets. In annual terms, employees who 

are provided with WiFi, a BlackBerry and a mobile phone are working an extra 20 days per year 

– almost equivalent to their average holiday allowance. If that is not bad enough, now our 

necessary time in the form of a good night’s sleep is increasingly under threat as six in ten 

businesspeople have taken their BlackBerry or mobile phone to bed with them just in case they 

received an important work call or email, while more than 33% have at some point in time 

made themselves available to work at any time of the day (Clout, 2008). 

 

 

Figure 2.5: Eating time on an average day among OECD member countries. 
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CCCHHHAAAPPPTTTEEERRR   333 

CCCooonnnccceeeppptttuuuaaallliiisssiiinnnggg   ttthhheee   
EEExxxpppeeerrriiieeennnccceee   ooofff   TTTiiimmmeee 

 

3.1 Time judgement  

 

3.1.1 The kappa and tau effects 

 

How often have we felt another year has just flown by 

or as though time was passing at an ever faster rate? 

When totally absorbed in an activity – say, playing with 

a child, engaging in an interesting conversation or 

writing an essay – it is not unusual for us to discover 

that much time has passed without us noticing. As a 

result of total immersion and absorption, two hours 

may seem like just two minutes. Conversely, there 

must have also been times when we felt as though the clock was ticking very slowly. When 

stuck in an activity or a situation that is unpleasant, too difficult or dull – for instance, a terrible 

migraine, a boring lecture or extremely heavy traffic – two minutes may sometimes seem like 

two hours. When we are engaged in an interesting activity, time seems to fly, but when we are 

doing something unpleasant, time seems to drag. 

 

This phenomenon in time judgement is a form of temporal illusion whereby time intervals 

between events are perceived as relatively longer or shorter depending on the relative spatial 

positions of the events. In other words, the perception of temporal intervals appears to be 

directly affected by the perception of spatial intervals. This phenomenon is not an entirely recent 

discovery in science, but one that has already been articulated by French philosopher Nicolas 

Malebranche, albeit only as a seminal philosophical concept then, way back in the 17th century. 

He wrote: 

 

“Our experience of duration varies with the degree of attention with which it is 

perceived. An hour can appear as long as four hours, and four hours can seem to 

elapse as quickly as an hour. If a particular mind or conscious being were to 

experience a great number of sensations in a very short span of time, the durational 

extent of this short period might then, for the very reason that it represents a 

densely filled period of time, appear like that of a much longer period. The 

assumption underlying this argument is that there can be no real instants of time; 

any parts of duration may be subdivided ad infinitum so that, if a mind could 

attend to these small divisions and obtain a corresponding sensation of each, it 

When we are engaged in 
an interesting activity, 
time seems to fly, but 

when we are doing 
something unpleasant, 

time seems to drag. 
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would experience as a time-lapse or time-interval whatever is ordinarily called an 

instant.” (Malebranche, 1674) 

 

Although Malebranche’s philosophical views has long since become a truism, it came to many 

as something of a revelation when it was first debated in the 17th century and consequently 

demanded theoretical explanation. Locke (1690) then proposed the idea that our estimates of 

duration are connected with the feelings and ideas which events in time evoke in us by asserting 

“we have no perception of duration but by considering the train of ideas that take their turns in 

our understanding”. 

 

Not until the middle of the last century did mankind finally unravel the mystery of this 

phenomenon by conducting a series of experiments and observations that independently 

confirmed what was to be known as the kappa effect 

(Cohen et al., 1953). These observations have 

subsequently been elicited under different conditions, 

by another experimental procedure and over a further 

range of time intervals to verify the theory. The kappa 

effect can be explained by considering two journeys 

that take an equal amount of time. The journey that 

covers more distance will seem to have taken longer 

than the journey covering less distance, although both 

journeys actually take an equal amount of time. It implies that a faster journey covering more 

distance will still appear more time consuming than a slower journey covering less distance. 

 

Given that one and the same unit of time – whether a minute, an hour or a year – differs 

qualitatively or intrinsically according to the process in time of which it forms a part (von 

Leyden, 1963), this perhaps explains why we experience a sense of being rushed, pressured, 

harried and hassled in our fast-paced, 24/7 modern lifestyles as we juggle an endless list of 

chores and errands, hurry from one place to another, cramp in as many activities as possible 

into our schedule and struggle to fulfil commitments and obligations. Despite fitting all these 

into a 24-hour day, we often feel as though the day seems much longer than 24 hours. The 

implications then spill over into the context of our wellbeing when time pressures that are 

created on a given unit of time expended on a given activity lead to emotional, psychological 

and physical stress as well as affecting the quality of our relationships. 

 

A closely related phenomenon in time judgement 

and human psychology is the tau effect, which 

describes how, of two journeys covering the same 

distance, the journey that takes more time to 

complete will appear to have covered more 

distance than the journey that takes less time to complete. It implies that a slower journey will 

appear to have covered more ground than one that is faster. 

 

The journey that covers 
more distance will seem to 
have taken longer than the 
journey covering less 
distance, although both 
journeys actually take an 
equal amount of time. 

A slower journey will appear 
to have covered more ground 

than one that is faster. 
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While the kappa effect bears qualitative implications on our everyday lives, the tau effect carries 

some significant quantitative implications. The latter effect perhaps explains why we experience 

greater satisfaction and fulfilment in relationships where we care to devote significant amounts 

of time. Reading – or more accurately, breezing through – a short storybook with a child can 

take just 15 minutes. However, the same short storybook can also be completed in half an hour 

if one takes time to articulate certain interesting parts of it or bring life to certain characters in 

the story by acting them out and allowing the child to share his thoughts or ask questions. 

Although the same book is finished, the latter case will almost certainly seem to have covered 

more ground and provided a more stimulating and engaging experience for both the parent 

and the child. Similar experience of time can be extrapolated into other relationships in every 

sphere of our lives including those between spouses, neighbours, patient and doctor, student 

and teacher, and the elderly and the care giver.  

 

3.1.2 The experience of time over time 

 

Another phenomenon in time judgement is the experience of time over time. No particular 

moment in time can be said to be absolutely qualified or experienced alike as another. The 

importance of the difference between contemporary generations for the evaluation of historical 

processes is underscored in the theory that states that a particular moment lived through by 

men of different ages must mean to each of them something different, namely, a different 

“historical time” (Pinder, 1928). In simpler terms, it is argued that time appears to pass more 

quickly as one gets older. Stephen Hawking (1988) suggests that the perception of time is a 

ratio of unit of time over time lived. This means, for instance, an hour to a six-month-old toddler 

is approximately 1:4,032, while an hour to a 40-year-old is approximately 1:349,440. Hence an 

hour appears much longer to a young child than to an older adult even though the length of 

time in question is the same.  

 

This phenomenon has been widely studied and 

receives the backing of ample and plausible 

empirical evidence that serves to contribute to 

our perception of an increase in the speed of 

time as we get older (e.g. Tien and Burnes, 

2002). One significant implication of this can 

perhaps be found in education. Given that 

children generally perceive time to pass less 

quickly than adults do, it stands to reason that 

they are more likely to easily experience 

boredom and disengagement at school should lessons or activities be dull, unchallenging, un-

stimulating and un-interactive. This can be further explained by the concept of flow, which we 

will turn to shortly. 

 

Interestingly, various studies on time judgement and perception, many of which were 

conducted from a Newtonian perspective that holds time as an objective existence, seems to 

Because children generally 
perceive time to pass less 
quickly than adults do, they are 
more likely to easily experience 
boredom and disengagement 
at school should lessons be 
dull, unchallenging, un-
stimulating and un-interactive. 
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point to the conclusion that time is only in our minds – which, paradoxically, lends credence to 

the argument that time is indeed subjective and relative. 

 

 

3.2 The concept of flow 

 

Closely related to immediate time, as discussed in the Dialogic Model, is a concept underlining 

our experience of time on occasions where we may find ourselves expending high levels of 

energy for engagement, losing awareness of passing time, being caught up in the excitement of 

the activity and being consumed in the spontaneity of the present. 

 

A pianist performing in a concert is so immersed in what he is doing. With his full attention 

devoted to the repertoire for that evening, his fingers dance gracefully on the keys of the piano, 

as if gently caressing the symphony in an effortless alternate of largo and grazioso that is 

occasionally punctuated by the seemingly incongruous staccato and refrain. He and the 

accompanying orchestra seem to be one in soul and spirit as they breeze through each of the 

three movements. There is no room in his awareness for distractions, conflicts or contradictions. 

The concentration is most certainly intense, if inconspicuous, as he knows it only takes one 

distracting thought or emotion to knock him off his stride. The performance is so perfect that he 

wants it to last forever. There is no doubt he is enjoying every moment of it. 

 

This complete immersion – or, in layman’s terms, “being lost” – in an experience could occur in 

a variety of activities. Singing, dancing, playing football, skiing, reading a good book and 

playing on Nintendo Wii are just several examples. It can happen in work, for instance when 

one is striving towards closing a business deal, during a complicated operation that brings the 

best out of a surgeon’s skills, or when a professor delivers an engaging lecture. It can also 

happen in social interactions, for instance when chatting with a good friend or while playing 

with a toddler.  

 

These exceptional moments are what the Hungarian 

American psychologist Mihály Csíkszentmihályi (1990, 

1997, 2002) calls “flow” experiences. Flow is defined 

as “the state in which people are so involved in an 

activity that nothing else seems to matter; the 

experience itself is so enjoyable that people will do it 

even at great cost, for the sheer sake of doing it.” The 

metaphor of flow is indeed one that many people 

have used to describe the sense of seemingly 

effortless concentration and enjoyment they 

experience in moments that stand out as memorable in their lives and where, due in large part 

to the concentration and enjoyment, they are often unaware of how quickly time passes. 

Athletes may refer to it as “being in the zone”, while religious mystics (and some modern day 

hedonists) as being in “ecstasy”, and artistes and musicians may call it “aesthetic rapture”. It 

Flow is the state in which 
people are so involved in 
an activity that nothing 

else seems to matter; the 
experience itself is so 

enjoyable that people will 
do it……for the sheer 

sake of doing it. 



Time: Concepts & Trends 
How Attitudes, Personal Choices, Cultural Norms and Public Policies Impact on Relationships and Wellbeing 

 
 

 

 56 

also describes the experience of time where the end result of an activity is often less important 

than the process of carrying out the activity itself, and where external rewards associated with it 

are less important than the intrinsic pleasures derived from it. This echoes G.K. Chesterton’s 

(1928) opinion about the virtues of playing a sport for the love and enjoyment of playing, not of 

winning, and perhaps not of even playing well.  

 

Csíkszentmihályi’s research discovered several pre-requisites for flow to occur. For a start, a clear 

set of goals that require appropriate responses followed by prompt feedback are necessary 

conditions. It follows therefore that it is relatively easy for flow to occur in games such as chess 

and tennis or activities such as singing or mountain climbing. Clear goals and rules enable the 

activity to be carried out without the need to constantly question what should be done and how 

it is to be done, while immediate feedback allows the individual to know if he has succeeded.  

 

Secondly, flow occurs in challenging activities that involve a fine balance of the degree of skill 

required – too formidable a challenge will produce anxiety, while too easy an activity will 

produce boredom. This condition dictates that it is therefore unlikely for flow to occur in highly 

passive activities where there is little or no challenge involved such as watching television or 

sipping tea casually at the sidewalk café while watching the world go by, or in activities where 

the challenge is unreasonable or too formidable such as asking a schoolboy amateur tennis 

player to try beating the world number one professional or asking a third grade pianist to 

attempt Beethoven’s Third Symphony. 

 

Thirdly, flow also generally occurs when one is doing his or her favourite activity. This may range 

from anything such as gardening, listening to music, bowling or cooking to driving, chatting 

with friends or even at work. However, any of such activities invariably assume the first two 

conditions above are simultaneously satisfied. Otherwise it is unlikely that simply chatting with 

friends entails clear enough goals to attain or throws up a challenge formidable enough to 

overcome. 

 

For flow to occur concentration on the task at hand is also necessary. This refers to situations 

where one is thoroughly absorbed in an enjoyable, or favourite, activity that there is no room for 

any distracting thoughts. In a state of deep concentration, it is then likely that one will also 

experience a loss of self-consciousness, where one feels as though one is “merging” with the 

activity. It is in such condition where one loses awareness of passing time. 

  

 

3.3 Some implications of flow 

 

Csíkszentmihályi (1990, 1997, 2002) contends that the frequency with which people experience 

flow is rather universal. His studies show that approximately 20% of people experience flow as 

much as several times a day and around 40% experience flow sometimes, whereas about 15% 

have never experienced flow. Regardless of the scope and extent of generalisation across nations 

and cultures, that flow is largely a result of our own making connotes some interesting 
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implications on how the way we spend our time 

impacts on our wellbeing. Given that the most 

fulfilling activities are those that usually involve 

concentration and immersion, challenge and 

demands on skills, and a reasonable amount of 

autonomy and clear structures, it is arguable that 

the lack of flow is one of the major reasons why we 

may feel the time spent on certain activities does 

not bring much fulfilment in return. By the same token, in certain cases, getting the most out of 

time spent is not merely about rearranging or redistributing time, or indeed devoting more time 

to a given activity per se, but rather it is about the quality of time spent. 

 

3.3.1 Work 

 

Flow may also partly explain many people’s disillusionment with work and attraction to more 

free time, despite the greater likelihood that work may lead to flow owing to its structured tasks, 

the availability of feedback and the challenge involved. Csíkszentmihályi’s (1990) Experience 

Sampling Method studies, first developed in the early 1970s, found more occasions of flow on 

the job than in free time. As one prominent columnist puts it, “… getting things done is surely 

satisfying. Though I often complain about being too busy, the truth is that I find it quite 

exciting” (Kellaway, 2008).  

 

The historical disrepute of work, therefore, has much to do with the nature of jobs – dull, either 

unchallenging or too overwhelming, lacking in clear directions or structure, stifling, pressured, 

hassled, or simply stressful. An example of this can be seen in the NHS. The increasing demand 

on NHS services when the supply, i.e. number of doctors and nurses and budget, remains 

relatively constant places enormous pressure on staff to work ever faster, and results not only in 

a potential decline in the quality of care but also frustrates staff who are simply overwhelmed. 

For instance, the Royal College of Midwives claims that, as a result of funding for maternity 

services being cut by £55 million, midwives are overworked and overstretched, sometimes 

caring for three women in labour at the same time (Irvine, 2008b).  

 

Government meddling in the form of misguided policies and over-prescription adds to the 

disillusionment and the reduction of flow in work. Bureaucracy and excessive targets that are 

imposed without the corresponding investments or appropriate process reengineering create 

significant pressures on efficiency, distort professional 

autonomy and discretion, and take away the 

enjoyment of work. The case of an anaesthetist at 

Torbay Hospital in Devon giving up his career in the 

NHS to start his own hairdresser’s is symptomatic of 

this (Daily Telegraph, 5 Sept 2008). Claiming he was fed up with red tape and that working in 

hair and beauty was more challenging, and complaining of the lack of opportunity to try out 

Getting the most out of time 
spent is not merely about 
rearranging or redistributing 
time or devoting more time. 
It is about the quality of time 
spent. 

Bureaucracy and excessive 
targets can take away the 

enjoyment of work. 
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new ideas and having little power to make any changes, his switch arguably had more to do 

with the lack of flow in his NHS job than a natural penchant for hairdressing. 

 

Many social workers either have left or are leaving the profession as a result of the lack of flow as 

evidenced by the burden of bureaucracy and heavy caseloads, which have left many 

disillusioned, exhausted and uninspired. Approximately one in seven (14.6%) social worker 

posts across England is vacant, up from 11% since 2005, while there is a staggering rate of one 

in three in 8 English councils. A third of people who graduate with social work qualifications 

never enter the profession, while many who do leave within the first year (BBC News, 3 Feb 

2009; Kirkup, 2009). The number of vacancies for care workers, social workers, occupational 

therapists and other care and support-related occupations exceeded 100,000 in the second of 

half of 2007 and had remained at these high levels during the first half of 2008 (Figure 3.1), with 

over 80% of vacancies were for care workers (Commission for Social Care Inspection, 2009). 

 

 

Figure 3.1: Vacancies for selected care occupations in England, Jul 2003 – Jun 2008. 
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traditional role of trade unions in Britain, in so far as championing the cause of workers for 

better working conditions is concerned, is founded largely on the premise of seeking a fair deal 

for disadvantaged workers vis-à-vis powerful management and is based on viewing work as a 

contract or obligation of hours for money. The intrinsic quality of work is rarely on the agenda. 

 

3.3.2 Education 

 

The implications of flow are also profound in education. Lessons or activities that lack 

dynamism, are devoid of exploration and interaction, and that fail to spark the curiosity of 

students are highly unlikely to captivate children’s attention and imagination, much less result 

in complete immersion and engagement – attributes that characterise flow. By further 

implication, disengagement with lessons and, in general, school may seriously affect children’s 

development in the longer term. The experience of flow moderates the perceived slow passing 

of time among children and fosters a deeper level of engagement that is crucial for children’s 

learning and development. 

 

Csíkszentmihályi et al. (1993), in a longitudinal survey of over 200 talented teenagers to 

discover why some were able to develop their talents while others gave up, found that flow was 

the strongest predictor of subjective engagement and how far the students progressed. 

Although the study was carried out in the context of gifted students, the implications are 

potentially far reaching across the education system. An education system that gears students 

towards passing examinations results in the experience of boredom and jadedness in school 

among students, as the joy of learning and exploring is on the wane. A recent Ofsted report 

reveals that pupils are leaving school without a decent grasp of mathematics as lessons descend 

into little more than “teaching to the test” and most schools encourage children to regurgitate 

equations parrot-fashion to pass exams, but fail to ensure they properly understand them 

(Ofsted, 2008a), while MPs’ inquiries found that too many pupils consider mathematics lessons 

“boring” (House of Commons Public Accounts Committee, 2009). 

 

Despite being tested more than any other country in 

the developed world and more than at any other time 

in the history of British school education, it has been 

discovered that British teenagers today are no more 

intelligent than those a generation ago. In fact, as an 

academic study claims, the most intelligent 14-year-

old in 2008 is now only on a par with the brightest 

12-year-old in 1976 (Shayer, 2008), and this decline in 

brainpower is said to be attributable to national curriculum targets which drill children for tests 

(Bailey, 2008a). But more worryingly, the consequences of an exam-centric education system 

devoid of flow experiences go beyond merely retardation in intelligence, but are increasingly 

affecting the wellbeing of children. The SATs are contributing to mental health problems among 

children and holding bright children back as they are forced to rein in their imagination to give 

one-word answers needed to pass (Paton, 2008a), while the Government itself has admitted 

Despite being tested more 
than any other country in 
the developed world, 
British teenagers today are 
no more intelligent than 
those a generation ago. 
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that exam targets are burdensome and have failed to help improve the results of struggling 

pupils (Simpson, 2008a). 

 

The lack of flow experiences in the classroom 

makes spending time in school laborious, 

uninteresting and, in many respects, devoid of 

any element of “thrill”. An education system out 

of sync with the needs of modern times and 

imperatives for the 21st century effectively drives 

children to search for activities infused with flow 

and thrill outside school, some of which may 

bring devastating consequences. Instead of 

deriving excitement and pleasure from learning in school, many teenagers are attracted to 

truancy, delinquency, anti-social behaviour, crime and drugs which apparently offer the flow, 

challenge, excitement and absorption they crave for. The experience of boredom and jadedness 

in school as the joy of learning and exploring, i.e. “flow” experiences, is on the wane is made 

worse by an overarching focus on passing examinations. A survey of 148,988 children aged 10 

to 15 found evidence of a generation increasingly under pressure to perform in exams and 

turning to adult activities such as drink and drugs (Ofsted, 2008b). 

 

Statistics provide damning evidence on the level of truancy these days. More than 63,000 pupils 

skipped school every day last year as truancy rates hit a record high, while some 233,340 

children were classed as habitual truants after missing the equivalent of one day a week 

between September 2007 and July 2008. At the primary school level, the picture is just as 

alarming as the national overall. The equivalent of 18,600 pupils under 11 years of age now 

miss school every day – an increase of 1,300 compared to a year earlier (Paton, 2009a; 

Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2009a). Statistics show that truancy is strongly 

associated with poor educational attainment and crime. In 2006, persistent truants in Year 11 

were around five times less likely than those who did not truant – 13% compared to 67% – to 

gain five or more GCSEs grades A* to C, while 20% of pupils who were persistent truants gained 

no qualifications at all compared to 3% of those who did not truant (Figure 3.2) (ONS, 2009a). 

 

A Youth Justice Board report shows that 80% of young people who have played truant ten or 

more times have reoffended after being caught, compared to 68% of those who have played 

truant one to nine times, and 53% of those who have never played truant. 24% of young 

people in mainstream education say that since starting school they have played truant, 

compared with 63% who say they have never done so. Critically, a quarter of young people cite 

boredom as a key contributing factor (Youth Justice Board, 2009a). Research evidence from 

numerous other studies similarly suggests that boredom is one of the factors for both boys’ and 

girls’ offending (quoted in Youth Justice Board, 2009b). 

 

The Government’s high-profile crackdown on absences, which includes fines and even jail for 

parents, is hardly bearing fruit. These top-down measures have failed simply because they do 

Many teenagers are attracted 
to truancy, delinquency, anti-
social behaviour, crime and 
drugs which apparently offer 

the flow, challenge, 
excitement and absorption 

they crave for. 
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not address the root causes of truancy. While they are akin to a “stick” approach that sanctions 

deviation from the prescribed behaviour, they do not at the same time offer any suitable 

“carrot” that incentivises behaviour. In short, due to the lack of flow, some children are simply 

not motivated to attend school. This calls for an approach that offers teenagers genuine thrill, 

real challenges and excitement within the law. Learning flourishes where the cultivation of 

passionate interest, instead of a focus on passing exams, becomes a primary educational goal 

(Csíkszentmihályi et al., 1993).  

 

 

Figure 3.2: Academic attainment by truancy levels in Year 11 in England, 2006. 
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Source: Chart developed from data in ONS (2009a), Social Trends 39, London: Office for National Statistics. 

 

 

This implies a radical overhaul is needed in the education system to incorporate activities infused 

with flow. As opposed to strict rote learning, this may point to the greater use of interactive 

technologies and simulations to deepen understanding. It may also require moving beyond 

merely developing individual skills through logic-analytic exercises by integrating into the core 

curriculum some meaningful community work or volunteering services to broaden and deepen 

interpersonal and other skills. Attention should therefore be paid to conditions that enhance the 

experience of maximum rewards, and efforts should be expended to minimise the impact of 

exams and to refocus instead on the inherent satisfaction of learning. Given that the flow state is 

not static, once a skill has been mastered it is necessary to add more complexity if the student is 

not to become bored. This implies that the teacher’s sense of timing and pace, of when to 

intervene and when to hold back, is therefore crucial. In this regard, it is perhaps even more 

crucial for the Government to liberate teachers to exercise their sense of timing and pace. 
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The implications of flow are therefore equally important for teachers. Research by 

Csíkszentmihályi et al. (1993) suggests that the most influential teachers who enjoy their roles 

are those who always continue to nurture their interest in their subjects and do not take their 

ability to convey that enthusiasm for granted. However, bureaucracy and red tape, including the 

burden of non-core tasks, reduce teachers’ enjoyment of teaching and interacting with students. 

Britain’s obsession with league tables and testing has led to teaching being replaced by little 

more than exam indoctrination (Allen, 2008a), and instead of  provoking discussion on a topic 

and encouraging active interaction teachers are doing most of the talking (Ofsted, 2008a).  

 

This is particularly rife in the teaching of mathematics, where teachers are severely constrained 

and forced to teach to the test. It is therefore hardly surprising that in recent years there had 

been a rise in vacancies for mathematics teachers – 1.4% in January 2009 compared to 1.0% 

three years prior (Figure 3.3) (Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2009b) – as an 

increasing number of teachers were leaving either the subject or the profession altogether due 

to disillusionment and the lack of fulfilment teaching the subject. 

 

 

Figure 3.3: Full-time mathematics teacher vacancy rates in local authority maintained schools in 
England, 1997 and 2001-2009. 
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Source: Chart developed from data in Department for Children, Schools and Families (2009b), School Workforce 

in England, January 2009 (Provisional), London: Department for Children, Schools and Families. 

 

 

The actual experience of teaching that turns out to be very different to what many trainee 

teachers first thought it would be is claimed to be the major contributing factor to a third of 
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trainees dropping out of the profession after less than a year (Paton, 2008b). A headmistress and 

chairman of the Independent Association of Prep Schools warned: 

 

“What we want are children who will be able to survive in the 21st century, who are 

adaptable, capable and creative. We want our teachers to be the same but they 

can’t be the same if the criteria for success are mind-numbingly boring.” (Paton, 

2008a) 

 

3.3.3 Relationships 

 

Where the nature, occurrence and pre-conditions of flow are studied, the significance of the 

connection between flow and social interaction is, arguably, one that has often been ignored 

and ranks lower down the pecking order relative to the implications of flow at work and in other 

areas such as education. It is, however, a well known fact that people are relatively more 

depressed when they are alone as compared to when they are in the company of others. For as 

long as they are in others’ company and carrying out an activity that requires concentration, 

people with chronic depression or eating disorders experience moods that are indistinguishable 

from those of healthy people. However, when they are alone and idle, their minds begin to be 

occupied by depressing thoughts and their consciousness becomes scattered (Csíkszentmihályi, 

1997).  

 

This can be explained by the dynamics of social interaction where when we interact with 

another person, even a stranger, our attention becomes structured by external demands. In 

more intimate encounters, such as playing with a restless child, the level of both challenges and 

skills can escalate. Such interactions have many of the characteristics of flow activities, and they 

certainly require substantial investments of not only physical and mental energy, but also time. 

When the conditions for the occurrence of flow are met – in the context of social interactions, 

the compatibility of goals, or purpose, between interacting individuals is especially pivotal – it is 

possible to experience the flow that comes from optimal interaction. 

  

By implication, material prosperity brings with it only a limited degree of satisfaction with life. As 

is evident in the contemporary British society, affluence has not translated into greater fulfilment 

in life. Even in boom times – albeit much of it was built on record levels of debt and a bubble 

economy – social recession, with its symptoms sometimes well concealed in our private lives, 

was already fast setting in. Systemic loneliness, mental and eating disorders, alcoholism, drug 

addiction, anti-social behaviours and growing numbers of psychologically damaged children are 

all symptomatic of the failure of material wealth to provide the enduring fulfilment, excitement 

and experience of flow that positive relationships do. A survey shows that today’s women, 

instead of being interested in material luxuries, increasingly crave having more time with family 

and friends, and being part of a lasting marriage or partnership (Peterkin, 2008). 

 

The strong effects of companionship and social interaction on the quality of experience suggest 

that investing time and energy in relationships is a good way to improve our wellbeing. Sadly, 
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though, the amount of time we spend with others is 

either too little in itself or too little to allow for the 

cultivation of meaningful flow experiences. Research 

accompanying the Government-backed Booktime 

literacy project shows that primary school-age children 

spend little time interacting with their parents and 

much more time – 7 hours and 46 minutes a week – 

watching television than reading books, which 

averaged just 3 hours and 51 minutes per week (BBC News, 27 Sept 2007). Rather alarmingly, 

one in five children today consider the television to be the single thing they cannot live without 

(ChildWise, 2009). 

 

Even for adults, who are presumably busier people than children, an average of 2 hours and 37 

minutes per day are spent watching television compared to just 24 minutes per day devoted to 

reading, a figure that has already fallen from 28 minutes per day in 2000 (Lader et al., 2006). 

But when children do read, whether they read for pleasure, in which case there is a greater 

chance for flow to occur, or merely out of obligation, is another important concern. A report 

suggests that only 74% of children read for pleasure these days, a rate that has fallen from 84% 

in 2006 (ChildWise, 2009), while national statistics show that only 69% of children aged 9 and 

59% of those aged 11 in England said they enjoyed reading in 2007 (quoted in ONS, 2009a). 

 

Watching television – a largely passive and unchallenging activity – affords few opportunities for 

flow experiences as compared to interacting with others or reading a good book. Only 37% of 

daily television viewers derive a great deal of enjoyment from watching television, while 23% 

obtain no or not much enjoyment. This compares with the 85% of daily book readers who say 

they get a great deal of enjoyment from reading (Bailey and Park, 2009). Yet, watching 

television is the most common leisure activity for 84% of men and 85% of women aged 16 and 

over in England in 2006/07 (ONS, 2009a). The British Social Attitudes survey reveals that 91% of 

people watch television several times a week or more, while 74% do so every day (Bailey and 

Park, 2009). 

  

Media experts predict this will become even worse as the recession is poised to turn Britain into 

a nation of television addicts and couch potatoes, with average viewing hours rising by 30 

minutes to 4 hours a week as cash-strapped households opt for a night in front of the box 

instead of spending money by going out (Deloitte, 2009). We occupy an unenviable position as 

the joint-fourth highest television viewers among 18 OECD countries surveyed (Table 3.1). 

Watching television takes up 41% of our leisure time, topped only by the Mexicans (48%), the 

Japanese (47%) and the Americans (44%), while the OECD average is 36% (OECD, 2009a). 

 

Binging on the box also affects our social relationships and overall wellbeing. While 66% of less 

frequent television viewers participated in the activities of a social or cultural group in the last 

year, only 54% among frequent viewers did so (Bailey and Park, 2009). Unsurprisingly, we 

spend only 7% of our leisure time socialising in the form of visiting or entertaining friends, 

The amount of time we 
spend with others is 
either too little in itself or 
too little to allow for the 
cultivation of meaningful 
flow experiences. 
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below the OECD average of 11% and far below 

the amount spent by the Turks (34%), the 

Canadians (21%) and the Norwegians (14%) 

(Table 3.1) (OECD, 2009a). An academic study 

analysing the social habits of 30,000 people 

between 1975 and 2006 discovered that those 

who were unhappy watched up to 30% more 

television than happy people, who were instead 

more inclined to socialise or read newspapers (Robinson and Martin, 2008). These are in 

addition to the negative consequences over-watching television has on our physical wellbeing. 

Frequent television viewers have confessed to have felt less healthy, with 43% of people who 

watch television every day say their health is excellent or very good, compared to 59% of the 

less frequent viewers (Bailey and Park, 2009). 

 

 

Table 3.1: Prevalence of different types of leisure activities among OECD member countries (% 
total leisure time). 
 

 TV/radio at home Visiting/entertaining friends 

Mexico 48 10 

Japan 47 4 

United States 44 16 

Australia 41 3 

Poland 41 6 

United Kingdom 41 7 

Turkey 40 34 

Finland 37 7 

Belgium 36 8 

Korea 35 16 

France 34 6 

Canada 34 21 

Sweden 31 7 

Spain 31 4 

Norway 31 14 

Germany 28 4 

Italy 28 6 

New Zealand 25 24 

 

Source: OECD (2009a), Society at a Glance 2009: OECD Social Indicators, Paris: Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development. 

 

 

Given that human beings are interdependent, social and emotional beings who are 

fundamentally orientated towards and dependent upon other people, and that flow 

experiences occur in optimal social interactions, it is imperative that any public policy should, 

for all its intents and purposes, take into account its impact on people’s social interaction and 

relationships. 

 

Binging on the box affects 
our social relationships. 66% 

of less frequent television 
viewers participated in social 
activities, compared to 54% of 

frequent viewers. 
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CCCHHHAAAPPPTTTEEERRR   444 

TTThhheee   EEExxxpppeeerrriiieeennnccceee   ooofff   TTTiiimmmeee   iiinnn   
BBBrrriiitttaaaiiinnn   TTTooodddaaayyy 

 

4.1 The culture of speed 

 

The perception of time as a precious, and in some sense non-renewable, commodity, blazing 

through our lives with lightning speed, is well captured by the axioms “time and tide wait for no 

man”, “procrastination is the thief of time”, and “time is money”. Quite clearly, they imply the 

longer a sequence takes, the more time, money and 

life are wasted. It is not uncommon therefore to find 

everyone rushing about in the cities where we live 

and work today. Trains, the underground, flights, 

trails of cars and human beings race along 

horizontally, often attempting to dash from one place to another in the shortest possible time. 

Every modern invention seems to incorporate or offer some time-saving properties that are 

supposed to help us speed up an activity and make the most of our 24-hour day. And could 

anyone a decade ago have possibly seen the virtue of, let alone the need for, speed dating? 

Neither could anyone then have imagined being able to download a 5Mb mp3 music file in 

under three seconds. 

 

Our modern society’s need for speed pervades every aspect of life as a result of viewing time as 

sequential, irreversible and non-renewable – the very evidence of the predominance of objective 

time system in our society. It is only when we visit a less developed country or spend time living 

with rural tribal communities in the Amazon rainforest or the African heartland, where a 

different time system is dominant and where things get done slower, will we become conscious 

of the pace at which we are used to moving.  

 

Research has shown that, in general, the pace of life today is much faster than before, albeit, in 

keeping with the theory of the perception of time over time, this is more pronounced among 

the older generation. A study has discovered evidence from experiential data to suggest that, 

when age is controlled, a 62-year-old in 1997 perceives time to be about 7.69 times faster than 

that perceived by a 62-year-old in 1897, whereas the same phenomenon is less extreme for 

those who are younger (Tien and Burnes, 2002). As history has so often witnessed, lofty 

ambitions and the insatiable appetite to go ever faster have usually produced mixed 

consequences – some of which have been to the detriment of human relationships and 

wellbeing.  

 

 

“Time stays long enough 
for anyone who will use it.” 

Leonardo da Vinci 
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4.1.1 Travel and its consequences 

 

Despite advancements in travel technology, we spend more time travelling today than at any 

other time in recent history. Statistics show that while in 1995/97 we spent an average of 369 

hours per person per annum travelling, our travels took an extra 14 hours just a decade later in 

2006 (Figure 4.1) (Department for Transport, 2009). 

 

 

Figure 4.1: Average annual travelling time by mode of transport in Britain, 1995/97 – 2006. 
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Source: Chart developed from data in Department for Transport (2009), Transport Trends 2008 Edition, London: 
Department for Transport. 

 

 

Modern day rail travel represents, in many respects, a watershed in our experience of speed. 

Until the advent of steam locomotion in rail transport in the 1820s, hardly anyone had 

experienced speeds faster than that of a galloping horse. By the 1840s, though, trains in 

England were reaching top speeds of 60-70 mph (Schivelbusch, 1980), while the fastest ever 

recorded speed on British railway today tops 208 mph (BBC News, 30 Jul 2003). Meanwhile, the 

new 142 mph Javelin trains, billed as Britain’s answer to Japanese bullet trains, herald a new era 

in high speed commuter rail travel in Britain (Millward, 2009a). For many, rail represents the 

fastest mode of transport, which probably explains to a large extent the increase in rail 

passenger travel from 35.6 billion passenger kilometres in 1958 to 49.0 billion passenger 

kilometres half a century later (Department for Transport, 2008). In 2006/07 alone, there were 

1.2 billion journeys by rail in the UK, and the number of passenger services had increased from 

18,000 trains running each day in 2000 to 22,000 in 2007 (Kirkup, 2008a). Latest data shows 

369 hours 376 hours 380 hours 382 hours 383 hours 
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that the number of rail passenger journeys, when the underground and metro systems are 

taken into consideration, rose by 277 million, or 13.4%, to 2.34 billion in just two years 

between 2005/06 and 2007/08 (ONS, 2009a). 

 

However, despite a massive increase of more than 80% in rail infrastructure investment between 

1997/98 and 2006/07 that was supposed to improve services and indeed further aid our need 

for speed, train punctuality and reliability, as measured by the Public Performance Measure 

(PPM) developed by the Strategic Rail Authority, had not showed the desired improvement in 

the corresponding period. In fact, the all operators PPM had fallen slightly from just under 90% 

in 1997/98 to a low of 79.2% in 2002/03 before recently rebounding to 88.1% in 2006/07 and 

89.9% in 2007/08 (Department for Transport, 2009; Office of Rail Regulation, 2009). Although 

recent reports reveal that nearly nine in ten passenger journeys made on trains now arrive on 

time and reliability levels have finally returned to the standards before the 2000 Hatfield crash, 

growing congestion on the railways is still chronic as it “magnifies the effect of disruptions in 

network delays” and still cost passengers a whopping £1 billion a year in terms of lost time 

(Kirkup, 2008a). 

 

Our need for speed in rail travel throws up a paradox of sorts. Even as train punctuality 

improves, some commuters are finding that rail journeys are actually taking longer. While on 

the one hand latest figures show that train punctuality has continued to improve, with 87.8% of 

trains now running on time in the third quarter of 2008/09 (Figure 4.2) (Office of Rail 

Regulation, 2009), a study has shown that, despite all the improvements and advancement 

made to our railways in the last half of a century, rail passengers enjoyed faster journeys on 

certain routes into London before the Second World War than today. For instance, a trip from 

Surbiton to Waterloo took 17 minutes before the War, while last year the same journey was two 

2 minutes longer. The average train speed has slowed from 41.86 mph to 37.05 mph. A trip 

between London and East Croydon now takes 16 minutes, compared to 15 minutes in 1939 

(Millward, 2009b). 

 

One consequence of speed of travel attributed to modern railways can be seen in the patterns of 

housing and rootedness in local communities today. The speed of travel afforded by rail is 

claimed to be a major factor that allows the working 

population of London to seek “higher quality of life” by 

pushing the limits of acceptable travel times when 

searching for affordable housing. Research shows that, 

prior to the housing market slump, every minute on the 

train cut £1,000 off the average house price, resulting in stations that are within 80 to 120 

minutes’ journey from London seeing commuter numbers grow by almost 9% in 2006/07, 

while those closer to London recording only a 4% growth (McGhie, 2007). The trend of “ex-

urbs” spending the majority of their working day in London and practically returning to their 

countryside homes only to rest and sleep may not augur very well for the building of 

neighbourhood relations or for participation in the community. Unless flexible working is 

adopted more widely, this trend is unlikely to change. 

Every minute on the 
train cuts £1,000 off the 

average house price. 
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Figure 4.2: Quarterly public performance measure for all train operators in Britain, 2002/03-Q3 
2008/09 (% of trains arriving on time). 
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Source: Chart developed from data in Office of Rail Regulation (2009), National Rail Trends, Chapter 2: Rail 

Performance, London: Office of Rail Regulation. 

 

 

Related to this phenomenon is the trend of musical chairs in housing that has seen increasingly 

fewer households today live in a neighbourhood for as long as households a generation ago did. 

A combination of factors including a well-connected network of public transport and roads, the 

general ease and speed of travel, and high property prices has given rise to a swathe of private 

renters who frequently move from one place to another. Government figures show that 2.37 

million households, or 11%, have been resident at their current address for less than one year 

(Figure 4.3), though this varied considerably by type of tenure. Nearly 40%, or 1.01 million, of 

private renters had moved during the previous year compared to just over 3%, or 217,000, of 

outright owners (Figure 4.4) (Department for 

Communities and Local Government, 2009a, 2009b). 

The number of households moving each year increased 

steadily from 1994/95, and peaked in 1999/2000. 

Although in 2005/06 the number of moving households 

was at its lowest level since 1991 (2 million), the figure 

had increased by 13% the following year and returned to similar levels seen in 2004/05 (2.3 

million) (Department for Communities and Local Government, 2008). 

 

 

 

2.37 million households 
have been resident at 
their current address for 
less than one year. 
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Figure 4.3: Length of residence of households in England, 2007/08. 
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Source: Chart developed from data in Department for Communities and Local Government (2009b), Survey of 
English Housing Preliminary Report: 2007-08, London: Department for Communities and Local Government. 

 

 

Figure 4.4: Length of residence of households in England by type of tenure, 2007/08. 
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*Includes outright owners and those buying with a mortgage. 
 
Source: Chart developed from data in Department for Communities and Local Government (2009b), Survey of 
English Housing Preliminary Report: 2007-08, London: Department for Communities and Local Government. 

Total households: 
20 987 000 
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Frequent house moving has an arguably detrimental effect on continuity in relationships within 

a neighbourhood and time costs, as the abrupt end to a relationship brought about by a 

household moving elsewhere requires the time-consuming building of a new relationship with 

an incoming household. It is hardly surprising that statistics show the longer people root 

themselves in a neighbourhood the more people they will get to know and the greater the 

perception that others can be trusted (Figure 4.5). 

 

 

Figure 4.5: Percentage of people who knew many people in their neighbourhoods and thought 
many people in their neighbourhoods could be trusted in England and Wales by length of 
residence, 2001. 
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Source: Chart developed from data in Home Office (2003), 2001 Home Office Citizenship Survey: People, Families 

and Communities, London: Home Office. 

 

 

While rail travel underscores the advancement in speed, commuting on our roads tells a rather 

different story. Despite the oft-trumpeted public spending on transport being 54% higher in real 

terms today than it was in 1997 (Hennessy, 2008), the gargantuan amounts spent have made 

precious little progress in taking cars off our roads. A recent study has returned a damning 

indictment by revealing that – as if we do not already know – overall traffic congestion has 

worsened in the past decade (Docherty and Shaw, 2008). Almost every statistic paints a similar 

picture. In nearly a quarter of a century – between 1983 and 2007 – average daily traffic flow 

had increased by 71% to 3,600 vehicles per day in Britain, averaged over all classes of road 

(ONS, 2009a).  
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Car and taxi traffic increased by 10% from 365.8 billion vehicle kilometres in 1997 to 404.1 

billion vehicle kilometres in 2007 (Department for Transport, 2008), while the proportion of 

trips made by car increased slightly from 61% per cent to 63% and the average amount of time 

spent travelling by car increased by 4% to 232 hours in the period between 1997 and 2006 

(Department for Transport, 2009). Car travel accounted for some 80% of the average of 11,479 

kilometres travelled per person in Britain in 2006, while walking – arguably the slowest form of 

travel barring any traffic congestion involving motor vehicles – accounted for only a meagre 3% 

(ONS, 2009a). While the daytime off-peak average traffic speed in central London was 12.1 mph 

in 1968 and 10 mph in 1997, it had fallen to 9.4 mph in 2007 despite the implementation of 

congestion charging (Figure 4.6) (Department for Transport, 2007). 

 

 

Figure 4.6: Average traffic speeds in central London, 1968-2007. 
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* Latest data available for the most recent period of 2006-2009 is based on 2007 figures.  
 
Source: Chart developed from data in Department for Transport (2007), Transport Statistics Great Britain 2007, 
London: Department for Transport. 

 

 

The situation with our British traffic somewhat represents a paradox to our insatiable appetite for 

speed. One the one hand we live in a culture of speed; on the other we increasingly take to the 

roads where our need for speed is often curtailed. The psychological effects of this on road users 

cannot be underestimated, what’s more with travel by car accounting for 60% of our total time 

spent travelling in 2006, a 4% increase from ten years prior (Department for Transport, 2009). 

For the morning rush hour commuter on some of our busiest roads, unforeseen heavy traffic, 
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obstruction from other drivers, large-scale road works and vehicle breakdowns produce an 

immense amount of stress that threatens to ruin our working day before it has even begun. In 

all subtlety, our high speed lifestyle has, in effect, pre-conditioned our internal drive to get from 

one place to another in the shortest possible time. Impediments to this are often met with what 

are now commonplace manifest behaviours emanating from this lifestyle – routine speeding, 

aggressive and impatient driving, and even road rage. 

 

4.1.2 Urbanisation and modern living 

 

Urbanisation plays a pivotal role in our inclination to go ever faster. The celebrated Swiss-born 

architect and designer, Le Corbusier, who is also widely known as one of the pioneers of 

modern architecture, captured this succinctly: “A city made for speed is made for success” (Le 

Corbusier, 1924). Back then in 1924, he was utterly convinced of the need to radically and 

dramatically reconstruct great cities to meet the challenge of the machine age, and the crux of 

this challenge was indeed speed. He argued that the rhythm which actuated business was 

obvious; it was speed and the struggle for speed, and success was believed to be founded on 

the premise of providing the conditions for this pulse of business.  

 

But Le Corbusier’s vision was somewhat over-optimistic, not least his supposition that the 

combination of speed and planning will deliver superior quality of life. He predicted that the 

super-efficiency of new cities will mean a shorter working day, finishing “perhaps … soon after 

midday.” Although working hours have fallen by half since the heydays of the Industrial 

Revolution (Thompson, 1967; Carley, 2008), and condition of speed colours the way we do 

business in super-efficient modern cities, calling it a day in the office shortly after midday 

remains a pipe dream in not just British cities but also virtually every so-called super-efficient city 

in the world. 

 

However, the offshoots of Le Corbusier’s ideas can be seen in many of the trappings of modern 

living. Whether knowingly or unknowingly, the culture of speed is cleverly structured into a 

number of consumer goods and services, and has in fact become their unique selling 

proposition. Convenience products such as frozen and ready meals; related white goods such as 

dishwashers, tumble dryers and microwave ovens; and service providers such as travel agents, 

personal buying assistants and courier services are prime examples of time saving solutions to 

the apparent problems of busy lifestyles and tight deadlines that many of us are acquainted 

with. Official figures show that while slightly less than 80% of households owned a microwave 

oven in 1998/99 – a figure that was nonetheless already substantial – more than 90% of 

households in 2006 did. If slightly more than half of all households owned a tumble dryer in 

1998/99, just under 60% did in 2006, and the percentage of households owning a dishwasher 

had increased almost two-fold within the same period (ONS, 2008a).  

 

Of course, we also have ever-increasing broadband speeds that have made our online 

experience unrecognisable from the slow crawl of the dial-up years, and likewise the computing 

speed and power of the 1993 Intel Pentium® microprocessors are a far cry from the September 
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2008-released Intel Xeon®. But this may yet be surpassed once Dell is able to mass produce its 

Tesla supercomputer, which is 250 times faster than the average PC, for the general consumer 

market (Wardrop, 2008a). 

 

4.1.3 Work 

 

Just as Le Corbusier had argued that speed and business are synonymous, it is not difficult to see 

how speed has become a consequence of the pursuit of the maximisation of profits. Although 

Taylorism – traditionally synonymous with time and motion studies, intense worker scrutiny and 

the rigid specialisation of jobs to eliminate all unproductive actions from work processes and to 

maximise task efficiency – has now been, as is often argued after the demise of the bureaucratic 

organisation, superseded by post-modern and normative forms of organisation, it is 

undoubtedly one of the formative strategies in the disciplining of the workforce within modern 

capitalism (Braverman, 1974; Hardt and Negri, 2000).  

 

One of its enduring legacies is the drive to extract as 

much productive value from the worker’s time as 

possible. Though somewhat a taboo that proponents 

of unbridled capitalism prefer to shun talking about, 

it cannot be denied that an implicit but important 

principle in scientific management is the idea of 

“clockspeed”, which refers to the importance of 

reducing the clock time spent in particular 

organisational activities such as production or 

distribution, and the value that can be generated from such reductions (Fine, 1998). Speed, 

therefore, defines much of the characteristics of work and manifests itself in tight deadlines, rigid 

production schedules and pressures to be first on the market, as well as indirectly results in long 

working hours.  

 

The scope that modern incarnations of scientific management principles cover is arguably wider 

than merely production or distribution. We increasingly experience, albeit often stealthily, the 

effects of technology on the speed of communication at work. “Multicommunicating” is an 

emerging trend in workplace communication that involves the use of technology to participate 

in several interactions at the same time (Turner and Tinsley, 2002; Cameron and Webster, 

2005).  

 

In practice, it involves participating in two or more overlapping, synchronous conversations 

using nearly synchronous media, such as face-to-face speech, telephone calls, 

videoconferencing, chat software or email. While some can multicommunicate better than 

others, and the practice itself is said to have contributed to enhanced organisational 

performance, because communication simply does not exist in a vacuum and 

multicommunicating requires swift – sometimes split-second – response, mistakes made in one 

Speed defines much of the 
characteristics of work and 
manifests itself in tight 
deadlines, rigid production 
schedules, pressures to be 
first on the market and long 
working hours. 
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interaction may influence future interactions, which may in turn lead to more inefficiency, 

irritation, mistakes and, in the most extreme, even breakdown in relationships. 

 

4.1.4 Other consequences of speed 

 

The famous expression “live fast, die young”, popularly associated with James Dean, is perhaps 

symptomatic of a deeper predisposition towards speed in many parts of our society today. 

Acceleration, rather than deceleration, seems to be the bedrock on which our modern society is 

built. However, the issue has rarely been given the 

attention it deserves, much less attracted any efforts to 

attenuate its adverse effects. From at least the 1880s, a 

string of extravagantly alarmist prognoses of the effects of 

the pace of modern life on the human nervous system 

emerged. Advances such as the telegraph, railroads and 

steam power in the society then had enabled 

businesspeople and merchants to make “a hundred times” more transactions in a given period 

than had been possible in the previous century. This resulted in intensified competition and 

tempo, and in turn caused an increase in the incidence of a host of problems including 

neurasthenia, neuralgia, nervous dyspepsia, early tooth decay and even premature baldness 

(Kern, 2003).  

 

In certain sections of our society, people seem to celebrate the intensity and dedication that 

result from the fast-paced, high-pressure environment of work (e.g. Zachary, 1994). The 

pressures of competition and speed to market have driven many to work long hours in the 

quest to develop the latest innovation in the shortest possible time that will enable companies 

to stay ahead of the curve. But research conducted at a high-tech firm suggests that these very 

behaviours that are glorified are actually the source of crises and stress, and indeed the reason 

people devote so much time to their work in the first place (Perlow, 1999).  

 

When overworked and stressed, not only will people’s relationships, especially those within the 

family, become strained, there have also been cases where it has cost people their lives. 

Although more common in Japan, karoshi, or sudden death from overwork, may potentially 

become a phenomenon in Britain if we fail to take heed of the warning signs and allow our 

workers to tread the path of one of Toyota’s senior engineers who died after averaging more 

than 80 hours of overtime per month, regularly worked nights and weekends, and was 

frequently sent abroad; he was only 45 (BBC News, 10 Jul 2008).  

 

Our present day experience of speed is perhaps most synonymous with the computer and the 

internet. Scientists have achieved a new speed record of 9.08Gb per second for transferring data 

over the internet, about 1,000 times faster than current home broadband connections, the 

fastest of which in Britain at the time of writing stands at 50Mbps. At that revolutionary speed, 

though not yet available to household users, a full-length feature film of 1.5Gb can be 

downloaded in a matter of seconds. It is expected that household broadband connections will 

Acceleration, rather 
than deceleration, 

seems to be the bedrock 
on which our modern 

society is built. 
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reach speeds of 40Gbps within 2 years and 100Gbps in 6 years (Richards, 2007), although 

Britain is very unlikely to be at the forefront of this broadband speed revolution.  

 

Nonetheless, national figures show that, overall, there was a marked increase of 25% in 

computing time spent by computer users from 96 minutes per day in 2000 to 120 minutes per 

day in 2005 (Lader et al., 2006). Some 16 million households in Britain now have internet 

access, representing an increase of 5 million households since 2002, while 56% of all UK 

households now have broadband connection (ONS, 2008b).  

 

While it is undeniable that the ever-increasing speeds of computing and the internet have been 

a welcome feature in our daily lives, not least in improving work efficiency and enabling the 

convenience of e-commerce, we have often overlooked our subtle dependence on and, in some 

cases, addiction to computers and the internet as a consequence of our attraction to speed and 

efficiency. It would have seemed at first like music to the ears when scientists claimed that 

internet use could improve brain function and speed up decision making. But they also warned 

against its overuse, which would come at the expense of other brain functions linked to human 

interaction such as empathy and the ability to think in abstract terms (Small and Vorgan, 2008). 

Some previous studies have also warned that too much computer use could be responsible for 

the increase in the levels of Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (Simpson, 2008b). 

 

An irony of our incessant efforts to push the boundaries of speed, though, is the more speed 

becomes a central feature in our lives the more we seem to fall short in areas where speed is 

actually most critical. For instance, in a review of urgent and emergency services, the former 

Healthcare Commission found that ambulances were often delayed discharging patients at 

hospital and GP out of hours services were too slow, which resulted in too many avoidable 

admissions to hospitals. In some A&E departments only 20% of children with a broken bone 

received pain relief within an hour of arriving, whereas in a third of the areas surveyed GP out of 

hours services were too slow to assess patients’ condition after they first called for help 

(Healthcare Commission, 2008). 

 

The same irony can be seen in policing. Police failings in the speed of solving criminal cases and 

timeliness of intervention have been brutally exposed in the cases of serial sex attacker Kirk Reid 

and the black cap rapist John Worboys, who was believed to be one of Britain’s most prolific sex 

offenders. In the case of the former, he was allowed to roam the streets of south London late at 

night for 12 years and preying on at least 71 women before finally being caught. Due to a 

succession of inexcusable blunders, investigations had faltered for 8 long years in the hands of a 

local rape unit in south London despite Reid already being named a suspect, before the files 

were finally passed to a Scotland Yard murder detective who solved the case in a mere 3 days. In 

the case of the latter, police in south London likewise missed numerous opportunities to catch 

him because of a similar series of blunders and a failure in their intelligence system that led to 

repeated missed opportunities for timely intervention (Edwards, 2009). While inquiries are still 

being carried out on the underlying reasons for the failures, this represents an example of just 
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when speed is most critical to our wellbeing, we fail to live up to the culture that we have in one 

way or another been complicit in creating or promulgating. 

 

Given that we live in a society that is moving relentlessly at a frenetic, sometimes breakneck, 

pace, where the adverse effects of a culture of speed is increasingly bearing down upon many of 

us, it should not come as a surprise if increasing dissatisfaction with the pace of life drives 

people to long for a new culture of time. One such sign of dissatisfaction with the pace of life in 

the developed world is reflected, rather quirkily, in the so called “Slow Movement”, the roots of 

which can be traced to a protest against the opening of a McDonald’s restaurant in Piazza di 

Spagna, Rome in 1986. This spawned the creation of Slow Food in 1989, whose aims are 

essentially to oppose the spread of standardised fast food and instead promote local, sustainable 

and environmentally friendly production of high quality food.  

 

The movement subsequently branched out into other areas including Slow Travel, Slow 

Shopping and Slow Design, to name but just a few. Born out of the desire to improve the 

quality of life in cities throughout the world while resisting the fast-paced, frenetic lifestyles so 

prevalent in modern societies, Cittaslow, or Slow Cities, became another outgrowth of the 

movement 1999, with the aim of preserving local cultural practices and maintaining conviviality 

and hospitality in the slow rhythms of small urban settings.  

 

One key question that arises from all these is perhaps best summed up by The Prince of Wales, 

who once, when stressing the need for a calmer approach to life in a frenetic world, remarked: 

 

“The aim seems to be to go ever faster, but, I often wonder, how much faster can 

we all go?” (Bates, 2005) 

 

 

4.2 The myopia of short-termism 

 

Closely related to, and indeed often an inevitable consequence of, the culture of speed is the 

culture of short-termism in our society today. Entrenched in an objective time system where 

time is viewed as sequential, we are increasingly unwilling to take a long-term view, leading to 

the speeding up of almost every activity in life, particularly in work and business. In rationalising 

sequentially, people are often seen as a cost and as malleable objects, perhaps nothing more 

than standard cogs in a wheel. Making a quick buck – even at the expense of human 

relationships and longer term wellbeing – seems to be the obsession of many in modern Britain.  

 

4.2.1 Myopic capitalism 

 

Perhaps in no arena other than contemporary capitalism can the culture of short-termism be 

clearly seen. Investment analysts and hedge fund managers commonly base their stock 

selections on short-term earnings and portfolio tracking error rather than on discounted cash 

flow, despite the latter measure being the standard for valuing financial assets in well-
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functioning capital markets. In what has become a vicious circle, while analysts are fixated on 

quarterly earnings instead of long-term fundamentals, corporate executives in turn blame the 

investment fraternity to rationalise their own obsession with short-term earnings. Estimating 

distant cash flows is far too time-consuming to be useful; short-term performance reporting and 

forecasts are deemed most immediately practical because analysts usually have much less 

information about a company’s fundamentals and prospects than insiders do. In lamenting how 

analysts were often too fixated on producing short-term swings in sentiments, the Finance 

Director of one of the most successful British companies complained: 

 

“At the end of the day, that is how they make their money, but that does not mean 

they really understand how our business is run.” (Kleinman and Fletcher, 2008)  

 

The desire for speedy returns and everything current in the City of London is rather adequately 

summed up by London School of Economics’ Ian Angell (2008), who argued, “You must cope 

in the here and now. It’s what humans do; it’s the only game in town. Short-termism is just 

another word for pragmatism.” The former CBI President, John Sunderland, may have expressed 

serious concerns about a focus on the short-term when commenting, “I have real concerns 

about promoting the use of my company’s stock as hedge fund plays, just as I would if they 

were chips in a casino” (Seager and Inman, 2006), but the City, which many claim can only see 

little further than the end of its nose, obviously did not share his sentiments. Instead, as though 

bringing the saying “time waits for no man” to life in the capital markets, it was reported that 

during the rescue talks of Bradford & Bingley, a US private equity firm that was scheduled to 

take part in the bank’s rescue quickly dropped out of the deal when it discovered there would 

be a longer than expected wait for a profit (Inman, 2008). 

 

On the other side of the fence, executives themselves, concerned with their reputations – and 

probably their jobs – and the company’s stock price, cannot be absolved of the blame either. 

Many likewise focus on short-term performance measures, particularly year-on-year quarterly 

earnings. A study found compelling evidence of executives’ obsession with the short-term. The 

vast majority of a sample of financial executives surveyed viewed short-term earnings as the 

most important performance measure they reported to outsiders (Graham et al., 2005). Most 

executives nowadays believe that meeting earnings expectations helps maintain or increase the 

stock price, while simultaneously boosting customers’ and suppliers’ confidence and enhancing 

the reputation of the management team. By contrast, failure to meet earnings targets is 

increasingly seen as evidence of managerial weakness and, if repeated over several quarters, 

may well lead to career-threatening dismissal (Degeorge et al., 1999).  

 

It is therefore unsurprising when companies decide to delay or abandon potentially value-

creating investments for the longer term in order to meet immediate earnings expectations. For 

that matter, an astounding 80% of executives surveyed would decrease discretionary spending 

on research and development, advertising, maintenance and hiring to meet earnings 

benchmarks and more than 50% would delay a new project for the same reason even if it meant 

forgoing potential future value (Graham et al., 2005). This mutually reinforcing obsession with 
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short-term performance between the investment fraternity and corporate executives has been 

studied by Alfred Rappaport (2005) who observes “short-termism is the disease, while earnings 

and tracking error are the carriers.”  

 

This “disease” can also be diagnosed through the symptoms of the relatively short holding 

period for stocks these days. While the average holding period until the mid-1960s was 

approximately 7 years, today the average holding period in professionally-managed funds is less 

than a year and annual portfolio turnover is greater than 100% (Ellis, 2004). The shorter the 

holding period, the more the sentiments of other players in the market rather than long-term 

fundamentals become central to investment decisions.  

 

Besides these relatively short holding periods, the patience 

needed for companies to grow organically is running very 

thin. A report identifies this as a key concern and a 

consequence of firm behaviour related to short-termism 

(Trades Union Congress, 2006). It found that mergers and 

acquisitions were increasingly preferred over long-term 

organic growth, but while M&A activities may have 

boosted the short-term income of some shareholders, they 

seldom improved shareholder value over the long run. Most of strategy consultants McKinsey’s 

research on the market’s reaction to announcements of major deals show that half or more of 

the big M&As fail to create significant shareholder value. Instead, for shareholders, the sad 

conclusion is that an average corporate-control transaction puts the market capitalisation of 

their company at risk and delivers little or no value in return (Bieshaar et al., 2001). And when 

any shareholder value is created, it is likely to go not to the acquirer but to the seller 

(Christofferson et al., 2004). Interestingly, people-related or relationship issues have often been 

found to be the stumbling blocks in post-merger integration (Cartwright and Cooper, 1990; 

Fubini et al., 2006; Strueven et al., 2007). 

  

However, are the investment analysts, hedge fund managers and corporate executives solely 

responsible for the short-sightedness of capitalism? British pension funds form a large chunk of 

investments in the City and corporate Britain. Although they are often derided as the equivalent 

of trackside bookies betting on the next race on behalf of 

the trustees, they are effectively only executioners of a 

simple mandate to maximise the returns for their pension 

fund members. But very few members bother to attend the 

trustees meetings, let alone lobby for a longer term 

strategy to investing. Most surveys of employees show that 

even when we do turn up, most would vote in support of a quick buck and easy investment 

returns so as to generate the biggest pension pot. For many it seems to matter little where and 

how their money is invested, let alone whether it has been ethically or relationally invested. Are 

we not accomplices in perpetuating this culture of short-termism?  

 

The average holding 
period for stocks until 
the mid-1960s was 
approximately 7 years; 
today it is less than a 
year. 

Short-termism is the 
disease, while earnings 
and tracking error are 

the carriers. 
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4.2.2 Myopic growth 

 

The current recession that follows a period of prolonged growth in the British economy – a 

subject that had formed many a politically expedient argument for the Government’s supposed 

competence in generating sustainable growth – had indeed exposed many people, not least the 

Government, as myopic to the consequences of fuelling the economy with a mountain of debt. 

Debt is arguably the key to understanding the seemingly impressive growth of our economy in 

the last decade. Driving organic growth of the real economy built on sound fundamentals that 

are sustainable over the long-term is an arduous and laborious process, the fruits of which may 

not be seen until years down the road – precisely the risk that many politicians cannot afford to 

take. Even if it amounts to “doing the right thing”, there is a greater chance they would be 

voted out of office in the near future than they would be able to convince voters that such 

prudence is necessary for the economy to be secured on a sound and stronger footing in the 

longer term. 

 

Mounting personal debt and debt-fuelled asset bubbles are indeed the product of a culture of 

short-termism and a desire for quick returns that have given us a false sense of prosperity. Britain 

went into the current recession with the largest household debt ever seen among G7 

economies, at approximately 109% of GDP. By the end of the third quarter of 2007, individuals 

in the UK had already racked up £1.32 trillion in debt, whereas back in 1993 we owed what 

now seem to be a princely total of £574 billion (ONS, 2008c). One estimate put the figure at the 

end of May 2008 at £1.44 trillion, an 8% increase in the preceding 12 months, and projected a 

growth of £1 million every five minutes, representing a daily increase of £288 million (Blond, 

2008). With hindsight, it now astounds many how liberal lending regulations and easy credit 

had gone largely unchecked throughout the past decade and how the Government could have 

possibly not foreseen the bursting of what amounted to merely a short-term bubble.  

 

The bigger picture isn’t any rosier either. National statistics show that public sector debt at the 

end of April 2009 stood at 53.2% of GDP, compared to 42.9% 12 months earlier (ONS, 2009b). 

Taking into consideration the £37 billion part nationalisation of several high street banks, public 

sector debt will have soared above 100% of GDP for the first time in half a century (O’Grady, 

2008a). That Britain’s economic prosperity over the last 15 years had been built on the shaky 

foundations of short-term growth and the sinking sands of ballooning debt is now an argument 

that even the most ardent of economists from the expansionary school will find hard to rebut. 

Figure 4.7 provides an overview of how overwhelmingly prominent debt, both public sector 

and household, had been in driving short-term growth. 

 

While some of the root causes of the current financial crisis undoubtedly stem from abroad, a 

decade-long preoccupation with inflating the bubble for short-term gains, supported by 

macroeconomic policies that, to the chagrin of manufacturers, were skewed towards the needs 

of the financial sector rather than the real economy, can in many ways be likened to an 

economic time bomb waiting to explode. With weaker banking regulations, cuts in the Bank of 

England’s supervisory powers and a house price bubble that was allowed to build up, it should 
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not have come as a surprise to the Government, although bafflingly it somehow did, when the 

OECD argued that the UK was the worst placed among the major developed economies to 

withstand an impending global economic downturn (O’Grady, 2008b). Now the OECD predicts 

the UK’s fiscal deficit to increase to 14% of economic output next year, more than any other 

major developed economy; the OECD average is expected to be just 8.75% (OECD, 2009b). 

 

 

Figure 4.7: GDP, public sector net debt*, net lending to individuals and consumer credit in the 
United Kingdom, 1991-2008. 
 

0.00

200.00

400.00

600.00

800.00

1000.00

1200.00

1400.00

1600.00

19
91

19
92

19
93

19
94

19
95

19
96

19
97

19
98

19
99

20
00

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

Year

G
D

P
 a

n
d

 p
u

b
li
c
 s

e
c

to
r 

n
e
t 

d
e
b

t 
(£

 b
il

li
o

n
)

0.00

5.00

10.00

15.00

20.00

25.00

30.00

35.00

40.00

T
o

ta
l 
n

e
t 

le
n

d
in

g
 t

o
 i

n
d

iv
id

u
a
ls

 a
n

d
 

c
o

n
s
u

m
e

r 
c
re

d
it

 (
£

 b
il

li
o

n
 p

e
r 

q
u

a
rt

e
r)

GDP (£ billion) Public sector net debt (£ billion)

Total net lending to individuals (£ billion per quarter) Consumer credit (£ billion per quarter)
 

 

* Data not available for 1991 and 1992. 
 
Source: Chart developed from data in various ONS datasets (www.statistics.gov.uk). 

 

 

In many ways a contradiction to the claim that we have seen the last of “boom and bust”, our 

economy has actually become more volatile and more dependent on consumption and debt as 

a result of failing to invest for the long-term and build a diversified and sustainable economy 

based on sound fundamentals. 

 

4.2.3 Myopic league 

 

Another obvious area where the culture of short-termism is increasingly rife is in English football 

management. Club boards are increasingly impatient to achieve success and do not hesitate to 

show underperforming managers the door, often without according them sufficient time to 

attempt to turn their teams’ fortunes around. Research studying 678 managerial changes in the 
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four tiers of professional football in England from 

August 1992 to December 2005 found that the 

average length of a football manager’s tenure was 

2.19 years, and only one manager had spent more 

than 20 years in a job and three had spent more 

than 10 (Bridgewater, 2006). Only 3 current 

managers in English football who were appointed 

more than a decade ago are still with their clubs 

today, and a total of only 7 have been with their 

current clubs for more than five years. Save for Dario 

Gradi who had recently stepped down after 24 years with Crewe Alexandra, Alex Ferguson’s 23-

year tenure at the helm of Manchester United is by far the longest a manager has remained with 

a single club in recent times. This is a far cry from managers in the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries who regularly clocked up in excess of 25 years with any one club (League Managers 

Association website). 

 

The effects of short-termism in football management cannot be more profound and represents 

somewhat a paradox to the very reasons for which club boards sack their managers after a string 

of poor results or a couple of seasons failing to meet targets. Just as the lack of continuity in any 

company may threaten to derail relationships and affect performance, the increasingly shorter 

tenures of managers in football damage relationships that take years to develop, refine and 

consolidate. They also lead to high levels of 

instability and change that have a damaging effect 

on the game, the clubs and the football industry 

itself. Research evidence lends credence to the 

contention that more experienced managers who 

remain longer in their positions achieve higher levels 

of success. Clubs with lower turnover of managers 

had an average win percentage of 40.91% compared 

to 32.53% for clubs with frequent changes in management during the period between 1992 

and 2005; the longer the tenure of its managers, the more wins a club enjoyed (Table 4.1). 

Moreover, a positive correlation was found between the amount of experience a manager had 

and the number of years in the job and the win percentage, suggesting that managers need 

time to learn and that stability favours success (Bridgewater, 2006). 

 

The cases of two north London rivals illustrate this. Tottenham’s fortunes over recent years 

differed greatly with their neighbours Arsenal. In sharp contrast to the continuity at Arsenal, 

where Arsene Wenger took charge in September 1996 and has since won three league titles and 

four FA Cups and reached the Champions League final, north London neighbours Tottenham 

have had no less than 12 managers in the same period and little success to show on the trophy 

cabinet apart from the League Cup won in 1999 and again in 2008 under Spaniard Juande 

Ramos. Even then, they parted company with Ramos just 7 months after their last triumph. It 

took Sir Alex 7 years at the helm at Old Trafford before winning his first league title en route to 

Between Aug 1992 and Dec 
2005, the average length of 
a football manager’s tenure 

was 2.19 years. Only 3 
current managers who 

were appointed more than 
a decade ago are still with 

their clubs today. 

Clubs with lower turnover 
of managers had an average 
win percentage of 40.91% 
compared to 32.53% for 
clubs with frequent changes 
in management. 
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building the great Manchester United team that dominated the English game in the 1990s and 

are still a force to be reckoned with today. 

 

 

Table 4.1: Number of managers, average tenure of managers and average win percentages 
among English football clubs with the lowest and highest turnover of managers, 1992-2005. 
 

Club 
Number of 
managers 

Average tenure of 
managers (years) 

Average win (%) 

 
Clubs with lowest turnover of managers 

Charlton Athletic 1 13.17 38.51 
Crewe Alexandra 1 13.17 37.66 
Manchester United 1 13.17 56.57 
Wrexham 2 6.58 36.99 
Arsenal 3 4.39 51.23 
Ipswich Town 3 4.39 43.00 
Liverpool 3 4.39 47.86 
Middlesbrough 3 4.39 39.10 
Port Vale 3 4.39 36.37 
Birmingham City 4 3.29 39.28 
Bournemouth 4 3.29 35.80 
West Ham United 4 3.29 38.39 
Average win % (n=12)   40.91 

    
Clubs with highest turnover of managers 

Crystal Palace 13 1.01 34.35 
Southampton 12 1.10 32.30 
Notts County 11 1.20 32.07 
Barnsley 11 1.20 33.10 
Stoke City 11 1.20 35.28 
Cardiff City 11 1.10 35.77 
Southend United 10 1.32 36.16 
Brighton & Hove Albion 10 1.32 32.62 
Coventry City 10 1.32 32.70 
Hartlepool United 10 1.32 31.87 
Lincoln City 10 1.32 29.59 
Millwall 10 1.32 33.59 
Swansea City 10 1.32 26.61 
Oxford United 10 1.20 29.36 
Average win % (n=14)   32.53 

 

Source: Bridgewater, S. (2006), “An analysis of football management trends 1992-2005 in all four divisions”, 
Warwick Business School report for League Managers Association. 

 

 

The link between continuity and success is perhaps no better articulated than by the legendary 

former England and Newcastle United manager Bobby Robson: 

 

“Successful football clubs are all about successful relationships and you don’t get 

that overnight. It takes time and continuity; you can’t do it in six months. The 

trouble is that, since I left Newcastle, success didn’t come readily and before you 
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know where you are, they’ve changed managers again. It’s just gone horribly 

wrong.” (Caulkin, 2008; Robson, 2008) 

 

For the record, Newcastle have had 6 different managers (excluding the caretaker manager at 

the time of writing) since Sir Bobby left in 2004. Despite a frequent managerial merry-go-round 

at St James’s Park in the last decade, Newcastle could boast of no major honours during the 

period. Figure 4.8 compares the roll of honours for several English Premier League clubs with 

the fewest and among the most number of managers between 1996/97 and 2008/09. 

 

 

Figure 4.8: English Premier League rivals compared: managerial tenure* and trophies, 1996/97 – 
2008/09. 
 

    
 

1 manager 
 

 
1 manager 

 
12 managers 

 
10 managers 

 
8 Premier League titles 

2 FA Cups 
2 League Cups 

4 FA Charity/Community 
Shields 

2 UEFA Champions 
League titles 

2 FIFA 
Intercontinental/World 

Club Cups 

3 Premier League titles 
4 FA Cups 

4 FA Charity/Community 
Shields 

2 League Cups 
 

1 UEFA Intertoto Cup 

 
* Including caretaker managers and managers with multiple stints. 
 
Sources: Manchester United official website (www.manutd.com), Arsenal official website (www.arsenal.com), 
Tottenham Hotspur official website (www. www.tottenhamhotspur.com), and Newcastle United official website 
(www.nufc.co.uk). 

 
 
 

4.3 The culture of instantaneity and the 24/7 society 

 

Making up the trio of cultural norms associated with the experience of time in Britain today is 

the culture of instantaneity and the 24/7, non-stop society. The idea of real time, or “zero time” 

in the most recent parlance (Yeh et al., 2000), is closely associated with that of speed, and 

suggests that in today’s increasingly internet-dominated world, activities must happen instantly 

because, in the contemporary rhetoric, “geography, borders and time zones have become 

obliterated” (Cairncross, 1997). This is in many ways a vindication of Kenichi Ohmae’s (1990) 

argument dating back to the late 1980s that we were increasingly living in a borderless world. 

What no one could have foreseen, though, was the extent of instantaneity that we experience in 

every sphere of life today. 
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However, as surprising as it may sound prophetic, the great early 20th century Italian futurist 

Filippo Marinetti clearly already had his finger on the pulse of the society then when he 

remarked: 

 

“Those people who today make use of the telegraph, the telephone, the 

phonograph, the train, the bicycle, the motorcycle, the automobile, the ocean liner, 

the dirigible, the aeroplane, the cinema, the great newspaper, do not yet realise 

that these various means of communication, transportation and information have a 

decisive influence on their psyches.” (quoted in Tisdall and Bozzolla, 1977) 

 

Those of a certain vintage may recall that just half a century ago, there were virtually no 

computers – let alone broadband, the internet, email, Google or YouTube – no mobile phones, 

no microwave ovens, no 24/7 customer service call centres, no hypermarkets, no shopping 

malls, certainly no midnight shopping, and no Sunday trading. It was a world in which only one 

of the two British television stations carried advertising, a world before the invention of ATM 

machines and credit or debit cards, and a world in which personal ownership of cars, 

telephones, mortgages or even bank current accounts was rare enough to be the topic of 

conversation. It was a world where instant and easy cash or mortgages up to seven times the 

borrower’s income were almost non-existent, let alone lethal enough to cause an asset bubble 

that has now wrecked havoc in the British economy. 

 

4.3.1 Technology 

 

But very much underpinning the norms of our modern society today is a culture of 

instantaneity, one that is geared towards rapid delivery, ubiquitous availability and the instant 

gratification of desires (Tomlinson, 2007). In tandem with this are an economy and an 

associated work culture fashioned, whether deliberately or as a by-product of our modern 

lifestyles, not merely to sustain but also to constantly increase our pace of life. In addition, 

media technologies today bring with them the promise of instant delivery. The BBC iPlayer 

affords us the instant luxury of truly “making the unmissable unmissable”, mp3 players deliver 

music in the minimal time it takes to download audio files, ever-increasing broadband speeds 

permit the download of video files and the viewing of YouTube and flash videos in an instant, 

digital cameras deliver images instantly without the mediation of a chemical process, 24/7 

online banking eliminates the need to visit our local branch tomorrow and instead allows us to 

carry out transactions be it now or even in the wee hours of the morning, and by just 

“Googling” we can obtain information that might have otherwise taken days of research in a 

library to find.  

 

It is not just products and services that have become readily available – we ourselves have 

become the subject of availability. The ubiquity of communication technologies has made us 

readily and immediately available, to the extent where we become so used to this instantaneous 

availability we resent people who occasionally switch off their mobile phones or fail to reply to 

our emails within a day. The effects of our “extended availability” can be increasingly seen in the 
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blurring of home and work life as work subtly encroaches on home and family time. The 

tendency to check and send work-related emails outside normal working hours or at home, or 

indeed anytime within our 24-hour day, is now widespread, giving rise to mixed opinions about 

work-life conflict. While on the one hand this may be viewed as exploitative in simply extracting 

more labour time from employees, on the other, in so far as it is contractually voluntary, it may 

well be a tacit requirement for high performance in competitive environments or a genuine 

exercise of autonomous time use. Either way, it points ominously to an inclination towards 24/7 

availability. 

 

The proliferation and use of mobile phones is another example of the culture of instantaneity 

and 24/7 availability, and is frequently reported as a trend towards “telecommunicational 

dependence” (Rippin, 2005). Mobile phones have become overwhelmingly ubiquitous and so 

entrenched in our lives that we are seemingly unable to live without them. A study of the social 

habits of British teenagers found that 96% among 15-24-year-olds owned a mobile phone and 

while most could not function normally without one, many actually felt isolated and deprived if 

they were prevented from using their mobile phones or accessing the internet for even a short 

period (Uhlig, 2003). These findings are backed by the results of an Ofcom survey that asked 

respondents which media activity they would miss the most if they were all taken away. The 

survey found that 42% of 16-19-year-olds would miss using a mobile phone the most, more 

than twice the proportion of that age group that would miss watching television (ONS, 2009a). 

 

That technology affords us round-the-clock convenience, allows us access to information at the 

click of a mouse and enables us to communicate more easily and quickly with people in other 

parts of the world is not without its dark side and adverse effects. For a start, and for the very 

reason technology connects people almost instantaneously, it has made us more contactable 

than ever before. As highlighted earlier, a study found that almost 80% of office workers said 

they put in at least eleven hours a day simply because the internet and other innovations had 

made them more contactable, and 60% of business people had taken their BlackBerry or mobile 

phone to bed with them just in case they received an important work call or email, while more 

than 33% had made themselves available to work at any time of the day (Clout, 2008). 

 

Given its appeal of 24/7 instantaneity, our obsession with, and in some cases addiction to, 

technology is evidenced by some contemporary social trends. Overall, there was a marked 

increase of 25% in computing time spent by computer users from 96 minutes per day in 2000 

to 120 minutes per day in 2005 (Lader et al., 2006). With the increase in the amount of time we 

face a computer screen, and with the cascade effects of 

competitive broadband pricing making broadband services 

increasingly affordable, it is inevitable that internet access has 

proliferated in the past five or six years. Some 16 million 

British households now have internet access, compared to 11 

million households in 2002, while 56% of all UK households 

now have broadband connection (ONS, 2008b). Official figures reveal that in 2008, 33.9 million 

adults, or some 71% of the UK adult population, had access to the internet (ONS, 2009a). A 

Teenagers spend an 
average of 2.2 hours a 
day on social 
networking sites. 
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survey of 1,800 children at 92 schools across the country reveals that one in three children today 

consider the computer to be the single thing they cannot live without and one in four 5-year-

olds have internet access in their room, rising to two in five by the time they leave primary 

school. Approximately half of all teenagers today have internet access, spending an average of 

2.2 hours a day on social networking sites such as Bebo and MySpace (ChildWise, 2009). 

 

Despite a multitude of benefits that it offers in the form of instantaneous connections, 

technology, somewhat paradoxically, has a power of addiction and obsession about it that 

reshapes the way we conduct our lives and affects our wellbeing. For instance, the overuse, and 

for some abuse, of the internet has radically redefined relationships. A woman was recently 

reported to be divorcing her husband after she caught him having an affair with another woman 

in an online virtual reality game, Second Life, on which he spent hours everyday, even though 

they had actually never met in real life (Leach, 2008). A leading headmistress, meanwhile, 

warned that the rise in the use of the internet and video games was damaging pupils’ social 

skills and an over-exposure to technology risked “creating a generation of robotic children” 

deprived of the human touch (Paton, 2008c).  

 

These claims seem to be supported by research that shows the overuse of the internet and other 

technologies has an adverse impact on brain functions linked to human interaction such as 

empathy and the ability to think in abstract terms (Small and Vorgan, 2008) and could be 

responsible for increasing levels of Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (Simpson, 2008b). A 

child psychiatrist has also warned of the effects of modern technology on young people as some 

teenagers are now spending up to 16 hours a day playing games to the potential detriment of 

their education and social opportunities (Paton, 2008c), while the Chairman of the Independent 

Schools Association has warned that children are being left ill-prepared for adulthood after 

spending hours on the internet (Paton, 2009b). Owing to the instantaneous availability of 

information on the internet, a leading champion of the Net generation recently claimed that 

learning by memorising facts and figures had become obsolete, despite Ofsted reporting that 

pupils’ knowledge and understanding of key historical facts was not good enough to enable 

them to “form overviews and demonstrate strong conceptual understanding” (Wardrop, 

2008b). 

 

The instantaneity that modern technology affords us is 

also claimed to be partly responsible for our growing 

inability to concentrate for long. A new study has shown 

that average attention spans have fallen from 12 

minutes a decade ago to just 5 minutes today, with 

young people the worst at maintaining concentration. 

The study found that the over-50s were able to 

concentrate for longer periods than young people, 

suggesting that busy lifestyles and intrusive modern 

technology rather than old age were responsible for declining attention spans, which were 

causing a variety of household accidents such as pans being left to boil over on the hob, baths 

Average attention spans 
have fallen from 12 

minutes a decade ago to 
just 5 minutes today, 

with young people the 
worst at maintaining 

concentration. 
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allowed to overflow and freezer doors left open. It was estimated that more than £1.6 billion of 

damage was caused last year by people not concentrating properly (Moore, 2008a). 

 

4.3.2 Work 

 

Although the average working hours for many of us may never account for more than one-third 

of our 24-hour day, the many facets of work itself are gravitating towards a 24/7 normalcy. This 

has become part and parcel of the contemporary notions of time that are universalised in a 

“network society” where global capital markets and telecommunications work in real time and 

21st century flexible management demands just-in-time labour and production (Castells, 1996). 

24-hour news coverage and commentary in both broadcast and online formats effectively bring 

real time social and political contexts into not just our living rooms but also our lives as we live 

them.  

 

Arbitrage, or the practice of taking advantage of a price differential between two or more 

markets in the trading of financial instruments, is made possible and efficient thanks to real time 

technology and superfast computers. We are increasingly seeing shopping hours – which, on 

the flip side, are working hours for some people – lengthening. While as recent as 20 years ago 

shopping was practically non-existent on Sundays, as is still the case in many European 

countries, ever since the passing of the Sunday Trading Act 1994 shopping has become one of 

Britain’s favourite weekend pastimes.  

 

One inevitable consequence of this trend towards round-the-clock or ubiquitous availability is 

that “someone’s gotta give”. To bring us 24-hour news coverage, many in broadcasting and 

journalism will have to work unsocial hours and sacrifice regular patterns of relationships, 

particularly those within the family. Likewise, to gratify our desire for convenience and pleasure 

to shop on Sundays, many in the retail industry will have to sacrifice a day – or at least the 6 

hours permitted for Sunday trading – that could have otherwise been spent with children, 

family or friends. Owing to time difference and the volume of cross-border transactions these 

days, it is not uncommon for many who work in investment banking and corporate finance in 

the City to stay on late into the night to coordinate work with or speak to colleagues and clients 

across the Atlantic. 

 

4.3.3 Public policy and public services 

 

One of the clearest, and perhaps most 

devastating, manifestations yet of a 24/7 culture 

in public policy can be seen in the 24-hour 

licensing laws which introduced all-day drinking 

to England and Wales at the end of 2005, 

purportedly to counter the culture of binge-

drinking and replace it with a continental style of relaxed drinking. However, the instantaneous, 

round-the-clock availability of alcohol has not only failed to eradicate binge-drinking but has 

The instantaneous, round-the-
clock availability of alcohol has 
led to a significant drain on 
police and NHS resources. 
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instead led to a significant drain on police and NHS resources. The Police Federation has argued 

that the Government’s licensing reforms are failing as an increasing number of officers are being 

deployed to deal with the after-effects of binge-drinking and emergency calls are not answered 

as police are often “tied up with intervening in pub fights or drunken street brawls” (Irvine, 

2008c).  

 

As a result of staggered and later closing times, more officers are needed on late-night patrol 

and are facing a concentrated time of disorder at around midnight or shortly after. This is 

particularly rife in areas where there are “superpubs” that serve alcohol until the early hours of 

the morning. Significant police resources during the day are redeployed on overnight shifts to 

combat alcohol-fuelled violence as there has been a 25% increase in the number of offences 

committed between 3.00am and 6.00am (ONS, 2009a). The findings of an inquiry by a select 

committee of MPs back these claims. As a direct result of the 2003 Licensing Act, late night 

consumption is stretching police resources to the absolute limit as an increasing number of 

officers are forced to work regular shifts until 4.00am, leaving a scant supply of officers on duty 

at other times of the day (House of Commons Culture, Media and Sport Committee, 2009). 

 

It is little wonder then that alcohol-fuelled violence is increasingly rife. In 2006/07, over half of 

violent attackers, where the attack resulted in wounding and minor injuries, were believed to be 

under the influence of alcohol at the time of incident (NHS Information Centre, 2008). The 

British Crime Survey findings reveal that 45% of victims of violent offences including wounding, 

assault and robbery believed the offender was under the influence of alcohol (Home Office, 

2008a). If anything this is proof that the relaxation of rules governing premises closing hours has 

actually not reduced problems associated with alcohol and public disorder, but has merely 

moved them one or two hours later into the night. A recent report shows that a fifth of all 

violence in 2007/08 occurred in or around a pub or club, an increase from 18% the previous 

year (Whitehead, 2009a). 

 

In addition to stretching the police to unprecedented levels, research suggests that 24-hour 

drinking has neither lessened the workload of the NHS nor reduced the number of alcohol-

related admittance to A&E in hospitals, but has simply shifted the problem later into the night. A 

study conducted at a large city centre hospital in Birmingham found that, since 24-hour 

drinking was introduced, more people with alcohol-related problems were admitted between 

3.00am and 6.00am. The study concluded that “this shift to increased attendances in the early 

The Metropolitan Police Clubs and Vice Unit on the effects of the Licensing Act 
2003 
 
“It has quite a drastic impact on police resourcing because instead of being able to allow officers to go home at 

midnight or 1.00am, when you then were able to bring them on eight hours later, they are on until three, four, 
five in the morning and it makes it more difficult then to bring them on in the morning. Inevitably that has an 

impact, with limited resources, on the visible presence of police officers during the day.” 

 
Chief Inspector Adrian Studd quoted in House of Commons Culture, Media and Sport Committee (2009), 
The Licensing Act 2003, London: House of Commons. 
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hours will have implications for night-time service provision in the NHS and the police” 

(Durnford et al., 2008), implying a further drain on NHS resources which are already stretched 

to near breaking point. If left unchecked, and exacerbated by the licensing laws, we may well 

risk facing an escalating public health crisis as a result of increasing pressures on doctors and 

nurses on the frontline.  

 

Owing arguably in large part to the ubiquitous availability and affordability of alcohol, in a 

period of just five years, alcohol related hospital admissions in England had risen by a staggering 

69%. From a total of 510,200 alcohol related admissions in 2002/03, the figure had escalated to 

863,300 in 2007/08 (Figure 4.9). Of these overall admissions, those that were wholly 

attributable and partly attributable to alcohol increased by a similar margin (NHS Information 

Centre, 2009). 

 

 

Figure 4.9: Number of alcohol related hospital admissions in England, 2002/03 – 2007/08. 
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Source: Chart developed from data in NHS Information Centre (2009), Statistics on Alcohol: England, 2009, 
London: The Health and Social Care Information Centre. 

 

 

Worse still, the NHS is reported to be spending twice as much on drugs to treat alcoholism as a 

decade ago, thanks in no small part to the liberal licensing laws. Most of the £2.25 million spent 

on the medication, up from £1.08 million in 1998, pays for alcohol-related hospital admissions 

(Devlin, 2008a). The overall cost escalation in just four short years beggars belief. In 2004, the 

Government estimated that alcohol misuse costs the health service between £1.4 billion and 

£1.7 billion per year (NHS Information Centre, 2008), while the Chief Medical Officer’s latest 
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Annual Report estimates suggest that problems resulting from a deeply ingrained drinking 

culture now cost the NHS some £2.7 billion a year (Donaldson, 2009). 

 

Spurred by new technologies and innovation in telecommunications that allow us to get 

connected to anyone or anything, anywhere, anytime, and driven by work cultures and, 

increasingly, Government policies that promote instantaneous availability, it is hard to imagine 

society not gravitating towards a 24/7 lifestyle – that is if we are not already living it. One 

wonders if there is one point in time, besides Christmas Day, when everything grinds to a halt. 

But then even on Christmas Day, some of those in the broadcasting profession will have to 

continue slogging it out so that we can enjoy uninterrupted news coverage and television 

broadcast as we tuck into our Christmas dinner while all snug and warm in our homes. We are 

constantly “on the move”, be it physically or psychologically. There seems to be little, if any, 

time for us to pause, reflect and take stock of our lives and our relationships. Just like the 

American financial services giant Citigroup decided to revive its 1978 advertising slogan The Citi 

Never Sleeps, it seems the contemporary British society never does either. 

 

 

4.4 Leisure and free time in our society today 

 

The importance of leisure for our wellbeing cannot be overstated. While material wealth may 

enhance one’s objective wellbeing, leisure is likewise an important enhancer of one’s subjective 

wellbeing. This is perhaps best captured by one of Benjamin Disraeli’s famous quotes: 

“Increased means and increased leisure are the two civilisers of man.” Besides the direct and 

immediate satisfaction it brings to us and others sharing leisure activities with us, leisure is also 

important for both physical and mental health. In so far as leisure is shared, the crucial role it 

plays in improving interpersonal relationships and the creation and maintenance of social 

capital is pivotal to our subjective wellbeing. Using data from the Gallup World Poll 2006, the 

OECD found a positive correlation between leisure, both residual as well as broadly defined, and 

subjective wellbeing, as measured by life satisfaction, at a country level (Figure 4.10) (OECD, 

2009a). 

 

4.4.1 Is there genuine leisure or free time? 

 

Although the Cambridge Advanced Learner’s Dictionary defines leisure as “the time when you 

are not working or doing other duties”, and therefore implies free time, leisure should not be 

confused with liberty, or free time with discretionary time. Contrary to what many people believe, 

the presence of leisure does not actually guarantee the availability of liberty. Likewise, free time 

may not be entirely “free” because people tend to plan activities in advance and therefore create 

committed free time in lieu of discretionary time. Free time, as defined by the Office for National 

Statistics for the computation of time-use data, covers activities that include socialising and 

entertainment, sports and outdoor activities, hobbies and games, reading, watching television 

and videos/DVDs and listening to music (Lader et al., 2006) – activities that can be classed, in 

the broadest sense, as leisure. 
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Figure 4.10: Correlations between residual and broad (based on time use surveys) leisure time 
(hours per annum) and life satisfaction scores (based on Gallup World Poll 2006) among OECD 
countries. 
 

R
2
 = 0.417

R
2
 = 0.1077

0.00

1.00

2.00

3.00

4.00

5.00

6.00

7.00

8.00

9.00

1250 2250 3250 4250 5250 6250 7250

Residual and actual leisure time in hours

L
if

e
 s

a
ti

s
fa

c
ti

o
n

 s
c
o

re
s

 
 
Source: Chart developed from data in OECD (2009a), Society at a Glance 2009: OECD Social Indicators, Paris: 
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development. 

 

 

 

However, as Chesterton puts it rather radically, the truest 

form of leisure is being allowed – that is at one’s full 

discretion – to do nothing and free time is to remain free 

for the “noble habit of doing nothing” (Chesterton, 

1928). True leisure is the opportunity for personal – even 

idiosyncratic – pursuits, and not for ordered recreations, 

for private reverie rather than for public spectacles. 

Chesterton argued that a man compelled by lack of 

choice, or by social pressure, to play golf in the afternoon when he would rather be attending to 

some solitary hobby was not so different from the slave who might have several hours of leisure 

while his overseer slept but had to be ready to work at a moment’s notice. Neither, therefore, 

could be said to be the master of his own leisure; they have free time, but not freedom. 

 

 

 

 

 

Broad leisure time vs 
life satisfaction 

Residual leisure time 
vs life satisfaction 

“The truest form of 
leisure is being allowed 
to do nothing, and free 
time is to remain free 
for the noble habit of 

doing nothing.” 
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A celebrity television presenter/journalist on his leisure time 
 
“It’s fear of laziness,” he says. “I have an indolent streak and would lie around on a sofa eating chocolate all 

day if I didn’t fill up every minute.” Bet he’s relaxing company at home. “I am capable of relaxing. I run. Is 
running eight miles a week relaxing? I don’t know.” Well it’s not exactly standing and staring. “OK, I draw and 

paint.” Activity again. “Yes, I suppose it is doing something, rather than relaxing in the sense of doing nothing. 

Um, um, OK, I drink. And eat chocolate.” 

 
Andrew Marr quoted in Farndale, N. (2009), “Andrew Marr: ‘I’m driven by a fear of laziness’, Daily 
Telegraph, 5 Mar, (http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/tvandradio/4938522/Andrew-Marr-Im-driven-by-a-
fear-of-laziness.html), accessed on 5 Mar 2009. 

 

4.4.2 Have we become enslaved? 

 

A pertinent question for contemporary Britain therefore is whether we have become enslaved by 

the pressures associated with leisure in this modern age despite official data confirming that our 

“free time” had increased from 4.8 hours per day in 2000 to 5.4 hours per day in 2005 (Lader et 

al., 2006). And when compared to other countries in the developed world, the UK actually has 

relatively high residual leisure time, defined simply as “time-not-worked”. Among 25 OECD 

countries in 2007, the UK could boast of the 9th highest amount of annual residual leisure time 

of 7,230 hours, higher than the OECD average of 7,165 hours and than countries like Spain 

(7,159 hours), Switzerland (7,142 hours), Australia (7,027 hours) and the US (6,864 hours) 

(Table 4.2) (OECD, 2009a). 

 

Even when considered by a stricter definition of leisure that includes only hobbies, games, 

television viewing, computer use, recreational gardening, sports, socialising with friends and 

family, attending events, and similar activities, the UK can still boast of one of the highest 

amount of leisure time measured by proportion of the day spent. An average of 23.4% of our 

day, or 5.6 hours, is spent on leisure, compared to 21.7% in the US, 21.1% in Italy and 18.4% in 

France (Table 4.3) (OECD, 2009a). Despite these figures, we do not actually feel leisure-rich 

compared to many of our European neighbours. Instead, we feel as if we are increasingly 

overwhelmed by work and our time for genuine play seems to have been choked out of our 24-

hour day by an endless list of errands, family commitments, vigorous activities and “productive 

leisure”. 

 

Sunday, once the day of rest in our society, has now become merely one of two days of what 

are often strenuous activities – and this isn’t even taking into account those who are deprived of 

their “opportunity” to engage in such strenuous activities thanks to the deregulation of Sunday 

trading in 1994. This has obviously affected not just when we relax but also how we have 

redefined the way we relax. While for the majority of the British society time used to assume a 

different rhythm during the weekends – sleeping in, catching up with household chores, cutting 

the grass, washing the car, pressing the clothes, watching movies – what is known as 

“weekends” today is anything but an occasion for lazing around or being found at home. 
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Table 4.2: Annual residual leisure time (hours) among full-year-equivalent workers in OECD 
member countries, 2007. 
 

OECD countries Residual leisure time 

Norway  7470 

Netherlands  7435 

Denmark  7393 

Sweden  7374 

France  7301 

Belgium  7299 

Germany  7282 

Finland  7243 

United Kingdom  7230 

Italy  7224 

Luxembourg  7219 

Ireland  7217 

Canada (2005) 7181 

Austria  7170 

Spain  7159 

Switzerland  7142 

Portugal  7085 

Australia (2005) 7027 

Iceland (2006) 7012 

Czech Republic  7006 

Slovak Republic  6985 

Greece  6977 

Poland  6954 

Hungary  6872 

United States (2005) 6864 

 
Source: OECD (2009a), Society at a Glance 2009: OECD Social Indicators, Paris: Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development. 

 

 

We are now acutely aware of tennis lessons for 

ourselves and the kids that mustn’t be missed, 

weekend rounds of golf for which our buddies are 

keenly awaiting our presence on the fairway, 

weekend rates to take advantage of, weekend 

discount tickets to purchase, weekend clothes to 

wear, luggage to pack for a weekend away and, 

until as recently as the dawn of the economic downturn, weekend sales that we must go to. As 

a matter of fact, we now sleep marginally less during the weekends than we did before. While 

we used to average almost 9 hours per day in bed during the weekends in 2000, we only 

managed 8.8 hours five years later (ONS, 2001; Lader, et al., 2006). 

 

Such frenetic activities are, of course, not confined to just weekends. During the week, most of 

us can hardly find any free time or spare a moment for genuine leisure. Parents are already 

frantically dashing across town Top Gear-style, rushing from work to the babysitter or school. 

“Half our life is spent trying 
to find something to do with 

the time we have rushed 
through life trying to save.” 

Will Rogers 
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No sooner have the stressed-out parents arrive than their children’s free time being immediately 

“outsourced” in the form of several more mad sprints for after-school activities, music lessons or 

sports. A study reveals that the average child now attends at least two after-school classes a 

week and concludes that pushy parents who rigorously schedule their children’s activities are 

unwittingly undermining their kids’ self-confidence, independence and imagination (Adams, 

2008). No one – neither parents nor children – can pause for breath. 

 

 

Table 4.3: The proportion of time (%) spent on leisure* across an average 24-hour day among 
OECD member countries. 
 

OECD countries Leisure* time 

Norway 26.5 

Finland 25.0 

Germany 25.0 

Belgium 24.7 

Sweden 23.7 

United Kingdom 23.4 

Canada 23.1 

Spain 21.7 

United States 21.7 

Korea 21.6 

Poland 21.4 

Italy 21.1 

Australia 19.6 

Turkey 18.7 

New Zealand 18.7 

France 18.4 

Japan 18.0 

Mexico 15.8 

 
* Leisure defined as hobbies, games, television viewing, computer use, recreational gardening, sports, 
socialising with friends and family, attending events, and similar activities. 
 
Source: OECD (2009a), Society at a Glance 2009: OECD Social Indicators, Paris: Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development. 

 

 

Mothers seem the worse for wear. Compounding the statistics that show approximately 55% of 

women with very young children are in work (Womack, 2004) and more than two thirds of 

overall working age women with dependent children are in employment (ONS, 2008d), 

research has found that a mother’s working day is more 

than 15 hours long. The average mother spends not only 

5.5 hours a day at a paid job, but also 45 minutes 

preparing meals, 31 minutes shopping for groceries, 42 

minutes doing daily household chores, 23 minutes 

running errands, 36 minutes on the school run, and 

another 22 minutes ferrying children to sports clubs, 

friends’ houses and after-school activities. A further 2 

A mother’s working day 
is more than 15 hours 
long. Women spend an 
average of 74 hours a 
week on household 
chores and childcare. 
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hours and 47 minutes are spent playing with young children to keep them entertained. What 

does this make for genuine leisure where how free time is spent is completely at the mother’s 

own discretion? A mere 2 hours and 14 minutes (Daily Telegraph, 1 Sept 2008). The results of a 

separate study by an insurer seem to corroborate such findings. The study shows that women 

spend an average of 74 hours a week on household chores and childcare. Full-time mothers 

carry out the most work around the house, clocking up an average of 82 hours worth of jobs 

each week, while women who work full-time fit in 55 hours worth of chores and childcare on a 

weekly basis (Daily Telegraph, 16 Mar 2009). 

 

Another celebrity television presenter/newsreader on “living underwater”  

 

“At home I can’t relax and sit down because I try to fit everything in, and being all things to all people has made 

me manic – I’m dead on my feet, yet I’m still fretting because there are two aubergines in the fridge that need 

using up. When friends ask us round for dinner, my kneejerk response is, ‘Oh God, what excuse can I give not to 

go?’ because I’m always so tired. It’s verging on illness. I never have time to talk to my husband, I have no social 
life and although it might be great to have a fabulous job and a nice house and the trappings, if you’re 

sacrificing life on the altar of all that, what’s the point?”  

 

Fiona Phillips quoted in Woods, J. (2008) “Fiona Phillips: ‘It’s as if I’ve been living underwater’”, Daily 
Telegraph, 11 Sept, (http://www.telegraph.co.uk/portal/main.jhtml?xml=/portal/2008/09/11/ftphillips111. 
xml), accessed on 12 Sept. 

 

It is rather paradoxical that despite weekly working hours have almost halved in the past 150 

years, we are finding it increasingly difficult to find time during the week for pursuits of leisure 

or interest. The demands on our time are such that, for most of us, the weekday is rigidly 

divided into work, family and domestic or maintenance chores, with the odd occasion for 

nipping away into the local pub with friends or work colleagues. As the historian E.P. Thompson 

(1967) noted, even in the most oppressive decades of the Industrial Revolution, when workers 

slaved away for more than 80 hours a week, some still managed to spend their few precious free 

hours engaging in literary pursuits or political action. But despite the average working week 

now being 41.4 hours (Carley, 2008) – and the fact that annual hours worked per full-time-

equivalent employee had declined by 0.4% in the UK between 2000 and 2005, on par with the 

OECD average (OECD, 2009a) – we are complaining of the lack of free time for similar pursuits. 

What’s more, as many of us do not even have time for sports. 42% of those aged 25 to 44 found 

it difficult to find the time to participate in sport, which may have been due to employment 

restraints or child care responsibilities. The figure for young people aged 16 to 24, albeit lower, 

is just as substantial at 33% (ONS, 2009a). 

 

4.4.3 Is there any respite? 

 

Do our summer holidays give us the opportunity for some genuine leisure then? A study 

involving 3,000 people reveals the average time most holidaymakers begin to unwind is 2 days, 

9 hours and 25 minutes after arriving. The stress incurred by booking, packing and travelling 

makes for a rather exhausting first day, while the second day is spent recovering from the 

journey, unpacking and settling in. Perhaps more startling is the fact that we seem to spend 
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more time planning and researching our holidays than we do actually enjoying them. We spend 

on average 18 days choosing our destination, then a further 6 hours picking the right 

accommodation, followed by a total of 8 hours shopping, washing, ironing and packing, and 2 

hours preening our bodies. All these for just an average of 9 days away from home. Is there any 

wonder why 16% of those surveyed said they did not actually feel it was worth all the time they 

spent planning when they finally arrived at their destinations 

(Cockcroft, 2008). If anything, this lends credence to the 

argument that our modern society has been sucked into a 

rigid, and sometimes staid, pattern of life that we tend to 

live out more or less the same whether at work or at play. 

We seem to have forgotten the reason we are going on 

holiday and, instead, we are getting too carried away with 

planning and researching our holiday.  

 

Just as we thought the Christmas holiday season will finally bring some welcome respite and, 

since most shops are closed for at least a couple of days, will afford us time to pursue some 

genuine leisure activities or simply unwind, we almost always end up with a schedule strung 

tighter than Father Christmas’s shoe laces. Shopping for gifts and wrapping them, writing cards, 

trying out a new Christmas pudding recipe, and attending the children’s Christmas 

performances and office parties are familiar and understandable, albeit time-consuming, 

commitments for many of us during the run-up to Christmas.  

 

But when the holidays finally arrive, we find ourselves on 

the road pretty much like any other working day, only this 

time the destinations are family’s, grandparents’ and 

friends’ – but the list does seem to get longer and the 

invitations more varied every year. The small matter of 

having managed to get tickets to a pantomime seems to 

augur well for a family evening out, only for it to be 

spoiled by the kids’ tantrums over presents received earlier in the day that they don’t like. But 

then even the traditional two days’ rest is coming under increasing threat. Three of Britain’s 

largest supermarkets kept some 1,474 shops – including, unprecedentedly, many of the larger 

supermarket outlets – open on Boxing Day last year (Swaine, 2008a), translating into a day of 

disruption for thousands of staff and their families in the midst of the festive season. 

 

 

4.5 Time famine 

 

Often without noticing how it came about, we somehow find ourselves servants to clocks, 

calendars, timetables and schedules. The wider our social networks, the larger our families and 

the higher up we climb in the organisational hierarchy, the less objective time we seem to have. 

Some call this “time sickness”, others “time poverty”, both of which bring about the same 

effects that are just as, if not more, detrimental than the impact of a culture of speed, or a short-

The average time 
holidaymakers begin 
to unwind is 2 days, 9 
hours and 25 minutes 

after arriving. 

Christmas – we almost 
always end up with a 
schedule strung tighter 
than Father Christmas’s 
shoe laces. 
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termist outlook, or even the norm of instantaneity. But in today’s British society, we seem to be 

going one step further by gravitating towards a time famine. The escalating time costs that we 

bear effectively subtracts from the amount of time we have for our relationships with others or 

for the execution of tasks that impact on our wellbeing and that of others. 

 

4.5.1 Time famine explored 

 

One theory that seeks to explain the relatively modern issue of time famine revolves around the 

link between work and consumption. It proposes an influential version of a vicious circle in 

which people invest more hours at work in order to support a high consumption lifestyle, which 

in turn involves more time spent in spending. Free time is therefore eroded from both ends of 

the work-consumption relation (Schor, 1992). A variant of this is the vicious circle where long 

hours spent at work require solutions to offset the loss of time for other purposes. The resulting 

dynamic of this is an escalatory spiral where each solution effectively adds to the existing 

plethora of problems that will in turn require future solutions.  

 

For instance, because people work long and rigid hours, they have no time during the day to 

visit the bank. The advent of internet banking has provided a welcome solution. But to be able 

to conveniently access internet banking facilities at home during an hour, probably sometime 

late in the night, that suits one’s busy schedule, one is compelled to take out a home broadband 

service. With easy access to the internet, it is a matter of time before one is persuaded of the 

convenience and time-saving virtue of online shopping, from where the spiral continues – 

waiting for and receiving delivery or special delivery, post-purchase dissonance due to not being 

able to physically inspect the goods prior to purchase, return of goods deemed unsuitable, and 

so on. Time is intrinsically involved in all these. 

 

Another strand of the time famine argument describes the 

way in which domestic life can resemble a workplace culture, 

ordered to cope efficiently with time scarcity, while 

workplaces, somewhat ironically, take on some of the 

emotional and “affiliative” characteristics of the home 

(Hochschild, 1997). In some cases this also refers to work 

interference in family life that is increasingly rife as many of us 

take work home. The blurring, or in some cases the reverse, of work-home boundaries and the 

spill-over of emotional attachment from home to the workplace, if left unchecked, may have 

potentially serious consequences on our relationships and wellbeing. A study reveals that office 

workers spent an estimated 600 hours gazing at colleagues whom they had a crush on, while 

40% of office workers have had some form of intimate romance with colleagues (Daily 

Telegraph, 1 Sept 2008). 

 

Yet another theory that explains the phenomenon of time famine focuses on the link between 

the pace of life, availability of time and altruism, and is based on a famous experiment that 

sought to study the influence of several situational and personality variables on helping 

Office workers spent 
an estimated 600 
hours gazing at 

colleagues whom 
they had a crush on. 
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behaviour. The study discovered that the amount of “hurriness” induced in the subject had a 

major effect on helping behaviour, i.e. a person in a hurry was less likely to help others. In low 

hurry situations 63% stopped to help someone in an emergency, while in medium hurry 

situations 45% did, but in high hurry situations only 10% bothered (Darley and Batson, 1973). 

This implies that the breakneck speed of modern life has reduced the amount of time we have 

for others and made us less altruistic and less caring.  

 

The findings of a recent non-empirical study corroborate 

these results. A poll of 20,000 people found that Britons 

were becoming ruder than ever as our lives became more 

stressful and hectic. We increasingly neglect displaying 

common courtesies such as saying “please” and “thank 

you”, while other hallmarks of good manners, such as 

sending handwritten thank-you letters and holding the 

door open, are slipping. The findings of the study show 

that 12% would happily let a door slam in someone’s face 

if they were in a hurry and some 30% would barge past others to get to their desired goods as 

quickly as possible while shopping (Wardrop, 2008c). That we are often so rushed we simply do 

not have time to help or attend to others, or even simply showing common courtesies, carries 

with it some adverse implications on relationships, the ripple effects of which will not augur well 

for our society as a whole. 

 

4.5.2 Our shrinking 24 hours 

 

Despite the fact that we actually have more time than we’ve ever had before, live for longer than 

ever before, and work fewer hours than we did a century ago, we have often wished our day 

was 25 hours long. It is indeed a baffling paradox that despite weekly working hours have 

almost halved in the past 150 years from more than 

80 hours a week to an average of 41.4 hours a week 

(Thompson, 1967; Carley, 2008), the proportion of 

employees working long hours, i.e. over 45 hours 

per week, falling from 24% in 2000 to 21% in 2008 

(ONS, 2008e), and with our lives made easier by a 

plethora of modern appliances such as tumble dryers, microwave ovens and dishwashers, we 

do not actually have plenty of time left over for twiddling our thumbs. Instead, we are finding it 

increasingly difficult to fit everything into our 24-hour day.  

 

Despite the convenience and speed of modern everyday travel in the form of trains and the 

automobile – a far cry from the days of horses and carriages – we still find a significant chunk of 

our day being spent on the roads or in the trains. Statistics show that 6% of our day is taken up 

by travelling, while a person working full-time and one working part-time spend an average of 

99 minutes and 93 minutes respectively per day travelling (Lader et al., 2006).  

 

“You will never find time for 
anything. If you want time 

you must make it.”  
Charles Buxton 

The breakneck speed 
of modern life has 
reduced the amount of 
time we have for others 
and made us less 
altruistic and less 
caring. 
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Executives find themselves checking and replying emails not just during weekends, but also on 

the train via a BlackBerry as they tuck into their sandwiches. Many office workers these days eat 

their lunch at their desks while still working away on their computers. Mothers dash across town 

behind the wheels a few times a day just to ensure the children arrive at school in time, get 

picked up after school, and are sent to various after-school activities in good time. We 

microwave-cook ready meals instead of taking time to prepare freshly cooked ones. Instead of 

carefully personalising messages and greetings on birthday and Christmas cards, the lists for 

which seem to get longer every year, we perfunctorily sign off with a standard one liner. All 

because of a modern problem all of us face, some more severely than others – the lack of time. 

 

And there might be signs that this problem is beginning to spill over into what Aas (1978, 1982) 

called our necessary time. As a result of stress, overwork and unfinished chores, some 15 million 

Britons binge every night on some feeble rest that is increasingly known as “junk sleep”. In fact, 

as a nation we now sleep marginally less than before as national statistics show that we only 

slept an average of 8 hours and 11 minutes in 2005 compared to 8 hours and 28 minutes in 

2000 (Lader, et al., 2006), putting us firmly in the shade of the French, who enjoy 8 hours and 

50 minutes’ sleep every night (Figure 4.11) (OECD, 2009a). And when we do sleep, 60% of 

businesspeople have taken their BlackBerrys or mobile phones to bed with them just in case 

they received an important work call or email (Clout, 2008). 

 

 

Figure 4.11: Sleeping time on an average day among OECD member countries. 
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Source: Chart developed from data in OECD (2009a), Society at a Glance 2009: OECD Social Indicators, Paris: 
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development. 
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A survey found that, owing in large part to hectic lifestyles and long working hours, we are now 

going to bed later than ever before. The average British adult only gets into bed at 11.04pm – 

15 minutes later than the previous year – while one in ten are still awake at 1.00am, and gets 

just over 6 ½ hours’ sleep every night (Daily Telegraph, 22 Aug 2008). A lack of sleep was found 

to raise the likelihood of developing metabolic syndrome, the symptoms of which include high 

cholesterol, increased blood pressure and problems controlling blood sugar levels (Devlin, 

2008b), while scientists have also discovered a link between insomnia and paranoid delusions 

(Smith, 2008). New research shows that for those with high blood pressure – estimated to be 

around 16 million people in Britain – getting less than 7 ½ hours’ sleep a night could increase 

the risk of suffering a heart attack (Eguchi et al., 2008). A study involving 1,455 volunteers over 

6 years suggests that people who sleep less than 6 hours a night have a higher risk of 

developing diabetes. Sleep deprived volunteers were 4.5 times more likely to develop impaired 

fasting glucose – a condition that can lead to Type 2 diabetes (Rafalson et al., 2009). 

 

In the midst of a shrinking 24-hour day, a survey of 1,600 adults by the Learning and Skills 

Council throws up some interesting, albeit slightly embarrassing, findings. Britons spend up to 

3 hours a day “faffing around” and wasting time, with most time being wasted waiting for 

children, partners or colleagues, gossiping, being stuck in traffic jams, shopping and queuing. 

Despite our society’s constant complaints of time famine, 

80% of those surveyed admitted that they had wasted time, 

with just under half estimated the amount to be between 2 

and 3 hours a day (Daily Telegraph, 12 Aug 2008). The 

amount of time expended on queuing, though, whether 

enforced or voluntary, should not come as a big surprise. 

After all, “a passion for queuing” is found to be the second most typical British national trait, 

trailing closely behind talking about the weather (Moore, 2008b). 

 

4.5.3 Working time 

 

For some, the regular weekly working hours far exceed the national average, as long working 

hours in certain sectors are now the norm. For others, unsocial working hours and weekend 

working demand the reconfiguration of personal lifestyles. Either way, it eats away into their 

time for themselves and for others. The culture of working long or irregular, or sometimes 

unsocial, hours and our seeming obsession with work have conspired with increased travelling 

times to deprive us of time available for family life and the pursuit of personal interests or 

leisure. Although most working time statistics show the UK’s average working week to be 

anything within the range of 36 to 38 hours, giving the impression that long hours are not as 

prevalent in the UK as they are in many other European countries, statistics on actual hours 

worked throw up an entirely different perspective.   

 

Britons are known to work among the longest actual hours in Europe, averaging 41.4 hours per 

week, i.e. almost 2 hours more than the average among the 15 original members of the EU 

(39.5 hours). Given that the “agreed” weekly working week is just 37.3 hours, Britons are also 

Britons spend up to 3 
hours a day “faffing 
around” and wasting 
time. 
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effectively working for free for longer than anyone else in the EU, where the average length of 

extra work above the agreed amount is just 1.4 hours (Carley, 2008; Litterick, 2008). Latest data 

from the European Commission paints a similar picture. Full-time workers in the UK worked an 

average of 43 hours per week last year, making us the 

most prominent grafters in Europe after the Turks (53.7 

hours), the Austrians (44 hours) and the Greeks (43.7 

hours), while the EU average was 41.8 hours (Figure 

4.12). The UK has also traditionally been one of the 

most hardworking among the EU-15, as trends in the 

past decade show (Figure 4.13) (Eurostat, 2009). A 

survey of 5,000 adults ranked working long hours 

prominently at 17th place among the top 50 typical 

British traits (Moore, 2008b). The UK, with an average of 6.6 weeks per year, also trails many 

European nations in terms of actual holiday taken. In Italy, workers take an average of 7.9 weeks 

holiday per year, in Germany 7.8 weeks and in the Netherlands 7.6 weeks (Alesina et al., 2005). 

 

 

Figure 4.12: Average hours worked per week among full-time workers in Europe, 2008. 

53.7

44 43.7
43 42.7

41.7 41 40
39.2

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

A
v
e
ra

g
e
 h

o
u

rs
 w

o
rk

e
d

 p
e
r 

w
e
e
k

Tu
r

A
us G

re U
K

C
ze P

ol
S
lo

B
ul

S
pa C

yp G
er

P
or

S
lo
v

La
t

M
al Ita

R
om Fra B

el
E
st

S
w
e

H
un H

ol Fin
D
en Li

t
Ire Lu

x
N
or

European countries

 
Source: Chart developed from data in Eurostat (2009), Dataset Release 21 Apr 2009: Hours Worked Per Week of 

Full-time Employment, Luxembourg: Statistical Office of the European Communities. 

 

 

Just when we thought modern communication technologies were the solution to our time 

famine and were the most potent tools that would enable us to work more efficiently and 

therefore, in theory at least, free up time for family and leisure, we have found ourselves the 

subject of availability and have ended up working longer than before. As highlighted earlier, we 

work for an extra 3 hours every day thanks to BlackBerrys and mobile phones, while almost 80% 

of office workers say they work a minimum of 11 hours a day simply because the internet and 

Full-time workers in the 
UK worked an average of 
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other innovations have made them more contactable. Employees who are provided with WiFi, a 

BlackBerry and a mobile phone are working an extra 20 days per year – almost equivalent to 

their average holiday allowance – while more than 33% have at some point in time made 

themselves available to work at any time of the day (Clout, 2008). 

 

 

Figure 4.13: Average hours worked per week among full-time workers among the EU-15, 1997-
2008. 
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* Ireland – missing data for 2006. 
 
Source: Chart developed from data in Eurostat (2009), Dataset Release 21 Apr 2009: Hours Worked per Week of 

Full-time Employment, Luxembourg: Statistical Office of the European Communities. 

 

 

That time famine as a result of long working hours is a scourge of lower level non-executive 

workers who toil and slog away to help enrich their employers’ coffers hardly paints an accurate 

picture in the modern world of capitalism. Russell (1935) may have argued, “Work is of two 

kinds: first, altering the position of matter at or near the earth’s surface relatively to other such 

matter; second, telling other people to do so. The first kind is unpleasant and ill paid; the 

second is pleasant and highly paid.” But while his famous remark that represented the socialist 

case for the reduction of the working day to no more than four hours may still either strike a 

chord with or rankle some, depending on which side of his dichotomy of “work” one belongs 

to, in modern day it offers a rather simplistic view of the nature of what might be called 

“executive labour”, whose time – or, perhaps more specifically, availability of time – is just as 

scarce as, if not in greater famine than, manual or non-executive labour’s. 
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A report by the Chartered Management Institute reveals that the average UK manager works 

45.6 hours per week. 28.5% of managers work over 48 hours per week, a trend seen most 

evidently in PLCs, where 39.8% of managers regularly work over 48 hours (Figure 4.14). Over 

91% of managers who work full-time regularly work in excess of their contracted hours. The 

survey also found reported levels of health effects such as indigestion and heartburn, constant 

irritability, lack of appetite or over-eating and insomnia to be relatively high among managers 

working long hours (Worrall et al., 2008). This follows an earlier survey that found that the 

average UK manager worked 78 minutes longer than the required hours each day as stated in 

his or her contract – equivalent to roughly 40 days per year (BBC News, 19 Feb 2008). 

 

 

Figure 4.14: Hours worked per week among managers in the United Kingdom. 
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Source: Chart developed from data in Worrall, L., Lindorff, M. and Cooper, C. (2008), Quality of Working Life 

2008, London: Chartered Management Institute. 

 

 

Excessive working hours may also have a negative effect 

on job satisfaction. According to OECD data, 81.6% of 

workers surveyed in the UK in 2005 were either 

completely, very or fairly satisfied with their jobs, 

whereas 10.8% were not satisfied with their jobs. 

Although this proportion of satisfied workers was higher 

than those in France (70.5%), Japan (72.4%) and Australia (80.5%), the UK still trailed a number 

of other developed economies including the US (82.2%), Denmark (83.8%) and Germany 

72% of workers surveyed 
in the UK would actually 
prefer to spend less time 
on the job. 
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(85.7%). Against the backdrop of these figures, 72% of workers surveyed in the UK would 

actually prefer to spend less time on the job, whereas the OECD average was just 60% across 21 

countries (OECD, 2009a). Although the OECD data was not empirically regressed for 

correlations, it nevertheless implies that, despite the annual hours worked per full-time-

equivalent employee in the UK had declined by 0.4% between 2000 and 2005, employee job 

satisfaction may, to a certain extent, still be linked to the amount of time they spent on the job. 

  

Another trend that exacerbates our time famine is “presenteeism” at the workplace. The 

perception that working long hours and simply being present at the workplace are linked to 

positive performance appraisal is confirmed in a study involving software engineers at a high-

tech firm. The study found that while the work of the engineers naturally demanded long hours, 

simply being physically present beyond what was necessary was thought to be critical to an 

individual’s success in the firm. This behaviour was reinforced by the way they were appraised at 

the end of the year, which determined their respective salary increments. The top ten engineers 

invariably received comments in positive light on the long hours worked, while those at the 

bottom of the list were deemed to be less committed by virtue of the fewer hours clocked 

(Perlow, 1999). Presenteeism is rife in the current economic climate as many workers feel the 

need to demonstrate commitment at work by working longer hours to avoid being made 

redundant in the event that employers resort to layoffs to slash overheads.  

 

But working longer hours in itself does not necessarily entail working faster nor imply increased 

productivity. Rather, it is most likely to result in a vicious circle that contributes to an increased 

pace of life as it leaves us with less time in the day or the week to juggle all the other demands 

of modern life – from the committed time to family to the necessary time for our own 

physiological needs and the free time for our leisure. There is little wonder why we hate queues, 

The price managers pay – consequences of working long hours 
 
Research by Worrall et al. (2008) for the Chartered Management Institute has discovered a multitude of 
adverse effects working long hours had on managers’ professional and private lives. These consequences 
range from personal health issues to relationships with people and productivity at work. UK respondents in 
their study who regularly worked in excess of their contracted hours were asked to indicate what effect 
working long hours had on various aspects of their professional and private lives. The results are startling. 
 

Working long hours has a negative effect on… % of managers agreeing 

Personal health 53.4% 
Time for exercising 67.8% 
Participation in leisure activities 67.2% 
Opportunities for professional development 47.2% 
Involvement in community/voluntary activities 47.5% 
Social life 58.2% 
Relationship with spouse/partner 54.9% 
Relationship with children 42.8% 
Productivity 45.5% 
Morale 39.9% 

 
Source: Adapted from Worrall, L., Lindorff, M. and Cooper, C. (2008), Quality of Working Life 2008, London: 
Chartered Management Institute. 
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prefer online banking and shopping, and opt for the email rather than face-to-face meetings. 

And it perhaps also explains why, for some time poor people, microwave ovens, dishwashers, 

pizza delivery and ready meals are godsends. 

 

4.5.4 Working time and work interference with family life 

 

In 21st century Britain, the real effects of long working hours on the availability of our time for 

ourselves and for others are becoming increasingly pronounced. Spouses spend on average just 

2 hours per day together during the week and 3.5 hours per day at weekends (Gatenby, 2004). 

For the high-flying executive aspiring for the top end of the corporate ladder, the modern 

dilemma of work-life balance is also increasingly looking like “work-wife balance”. That 60% of 

fathers who work full-time thought they didn’t 

spend enough time with their new baby should not 

be entirely surprising given that over a third of 

British men do not take any paternity leave at all – 

not even the two short weeks on full pay that they 

are legally entitled to (Groskop, 2008). These 

claims are supported by the findings of a survey by 

the Equalities and Human Rights Commission that 

shows 54% of new fathers felt they spent too little 

time with their babies, while 53% of parents said 

their work and childcare arrangements were made 

out of necessity rather than choice (Beckford, 2009). This follows a UNICEF report that claims 

maternity leave provision in the UK is “inadequate”, and warns that young children risk 

emotional and behavioural problems because so many of them spend every day in a nursery 

(UNICEF, 2008). 

 

Time available for family and especially for young children is fast becoming, if it isn’t already, a 

commodity in extreme short supply, what with the precious little time we spend at home. 

Discounting sleeping time, national figures show that we spend approximately a quarter of our 

day away and only about 36.6% of our day at home (Lader et al., 2006). A survey of 1,800 

families found that it was a struggle for UK parents to find more time to read with their children 

(BBC News, 27 Sept 2007). Three quarters of parents are now too busy to read bedtime stories 

to their children. Only a mere 3% of fathers now find the time to read to their kids. Some 87% of 

fathers who fail to do so blame it on work commitments. Although 89% of mothers read to their 

kids, nearly half of them or more are distracted by a variety of household chores and other tasks 

(Daily Telegraph, 26 Feb 2009). 

 

Empirical evidence compellingly supports the link between parental time and child wellbeing. 

For example, a study by America’s National Institute of Child Health and Human Development’s 

Early Child Care Research Network (2003) examining the relationship between time in non-

maternal care through the first 4 ½ years of children’s life and children’s socio-emotional 

adjustment found that the more time children spent in any of a variety of non-maternal care 

54% of new fathers felt they 
spent too little time with 
their babies. Only a mere 
3% of fathers now find the 
time to read to their kids. 

87% of fathers who fail to do 
so blame it on work 

commitments. 
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arrangements across the first 4 ½ years of life, the more externalising problems and conflict with 

adults they manifested at 54 months of age and in kindergarten. Some of these problems 

included disobedience and aggression.  

 

A UNICEF (2008) report warns that, especially for babies and infants, a lack of close interaction 

and care with parents can result in sub-optimal cognitive and linguistic development, and long-

term effects which may include depression, withdrawal, inability to concentrate and other forms 

of mental ill-health. In stressing that the risks are 

greater the younger the child and the longer the 

hours-per-week spent in childcare, the report also 

expresses concerns on whether childcare may 

actually weaken the attachment between parent and 

child, and on possible long-term effects on the 

child’s psychological and social development. The 

importance of parents spending time caring for their 

children is further given credence by other studies 

that examined the effects of parents leaving children 

with a sibling or alone to care for themselves, often known as “latchkey care”, which found that 

these children may experience more accidents and injuries (Peterson, 1989; Kerrebrock and 

Lewit, 1999); externalising behaviour problems (Vandell and Posner 1999; Colwell et al., 2001) 

and lower social competence and academic test scores (Pettit et al., 1997). 

  

The link between parental time and children’s educational achievement has also been widely 

studied. For instance, in a study of the effects of British mothers’ and fathers’ involvement 

during their children’s childhood on their children’s 

educational attainment in young adulthood found 

that fathers’ interest in their children’s education 

appeared to have the strongest effect on educational 

attainment, followed by mothers’ interest in their 

children’s education, frequency of outings with 

mothers, and frequency of outings with fathers. Each 

unit increase in fathers’ and mothers’ interest in their 

children’s education at age 11 was associated with a 

59% and 44% reduction respectively in the odds of 

children failing to achieve their qualifications. Whereas 

each unit increase in outings with mothers and fathers was associated with a 29% and 23% 

decrease respectively in the odds of not having qualifications (Hango, 2007). 

 

The importance of availing time for the noble task of parenting cannot be overstated. Parents 

who are time poor for their children is described in one study as providers of material, but not 

symbolic and emotional, goods (Carter, 2006). It has been observed that those who under-

parent – people who spend too little time with their children due to work or other time 

constraints – often tend to over-indulge their children with consumer goods, the latest toys and 

The more time children 
spent in non-maternal care 
across the first 4 ½ years of 
life, the more externalising 
problems and conflict with 
adults they manifested at 
54 months of age and in 
kindergarten. 

Each unit increase in 
fathers’ and mothers’ 

interest in their children’s 
education at age 11 was 

associated with a 59% and 
44% reduction 

respectively in the odds of 
children failing to achieve 

their qualifications. 



Time: Concepts & Trends 
How Attitudes, Personal Choices, Cultural Norms and Public Policies Impact on Relationships and Wellbeing 

 
 

 

 108 

trendiest clothes (Ehrensaft, 1997). In such cases, the children’s need for social interactions that 

they cannot obtain in front of the television and for learning to manage and express their 

emotions are often unmet.  

 

Much of the brokenness in today’s society and the growing delinquency of our teenagers can 

be traced back to decades of neglect in proper parenting, much of which invariably involves 

spending time with children. As even one Government stalwart MP recently pointed out, violent 

crime had soared as a result of the “collapse in the art of good parenting”, which was essential 

for the development of children’s sense of personal responsibility and thoughtfulness for others. 

In articulating that Britain was now entering a social crisis that was every bit as dramatic as the 

current economic crisis, he also claimed there were now more violent crimes recorded by the 

police in the past year than between 1900 and 1977 (Hope, 2008b). 

 

Politicians are not alone in warning of the collapse of the art of good parenting; teachers and the 

police, too, have voiced their concerns. The General Secretary of the teachers’ union Voice 

warned that a decline in parenting skills had created a generation of children without moral 

boundaries, resulting in teachers being increasingly forced to discipline bad behaviour and take 

on the role of bringing up children because parents too often pandered to their children’s 

demands. Many of the major factors identified to have contributed to this decline were, 

unsurprisingly, related to parental time – the increasing commercialisation of childhood, 

parents’ long working hours, the decline of traditional family structures and the “shortening of 

the length of many relationships” (Clark, 2008).  

 

Such views were echoed by the Chief Constable of South Wales, who, in making a point on the 

decline of good parenting, claimed that “tribal loyalty” had replaced family loyalty, and a gang 

culture based on drugs and violence had become a way of life for many teenagers and youths 

(Ford, 2008). The Government’s emphasis on parents’ rights rather than their responsibilities 

has more often than not inadvertently made the problem worse as schools are increasingly 

being asked to take on uncustomary duties related to obesity, gang membership and underage 

drinking.  

 

Time famine in family life and the blurring of the divide between home and work that we 

experience as a result of working long or irregular hours have long been acknowledged by 

psychologists and sociologists alike as key factors in work interference with family life (WIF). 

Higher levels of WIF have been shown to have serious consequences for individual health and 

wellbeing, including higher levels of psychological strain and physical symptoms (Allen et al., 

2000; Eby et al., 2005). Occupational health researchers have found evidence of the link 

between Britain’s long working hours and the risk of dementia. A study of 2,214 British civil 

servants from the 1980s discovered that middle-aged workers clocking up more than 55 hours a 

week had poorer mental skills, including short-term memory and ability to recall words, than 

those working fewer than 41 hours, suggesting the long-term damage to the brain caused by 

excessive time at work has been underestimated (Virtanen et al., 2009).  
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Other studies have found evidence of significant relationship between longer working hours 

and poorer health and wellbeing outcomes (Sparks et al., 1997; van der Hulst, 2003) and 

between WIF and sleep complaints and fatigue (van Hooff et al., 2006). Yet another empirical 

study found that working long hours resulted in greater spill-over of working time and strain 

into participants’ home life, and this interference in turn was negatively related to family 

satisfaction (Hughes and Parkes, 2007). 

 

While the negative relationship between overall family satisfaction and work-family tug-of-war is 

rather well researched (e.g. Rice et al., 1992; Frone et al., 1994; Aryee et al., 1999), there is also 

a large body of specific evidence showing that higher work-family conflict is related to lower 

marital satisfaction (Coverman, 1989; Matthews et al., 1996; Kinnunen and Mauno, 1998), 

higher levels of affective parental and marital distress (Guelzow et al., 1991), and higher levels 

of family distress (Frone et al., 1992; Grandey and Cropanzano, 1999). Some longitudinal 

studies, too, show that work-family conflict has negative consequences for wellbeing. For 

instance, it has been found that work-family conflict predicts elevated levels of heavy alcohol 

consumption over a four-year period (Frone et al., 1997) and a decreased level of self-reported 

and co-worker reported wellbeing over a six-month period (Grant-Vallone and Donaldson, 

2001). 

 

It is most ironic that, given the squeeze on 

family time that we increasingly experience in 

modern day Britain, a survey has shown that 

members of the average British households still 

managed to spend an amazing 34 minutes a 

day shouting at each other, with shouting 

persisting for an hour or more in a third of 

homes. While we complain of the struggle to 

find quality time in a home where there is just 

one child, half of households with more than one child could boast of the luxury of plucking at 

least an hour from seemingly nowhere to be engaged in heated argument (Irvine, 2008d). 

 

4.5.5 The case for flexible working? 

 

The popular view that “time is money” almost always carries with it a gross disregard for the 

importance of availing time for oneself and for others if doing so is deemed financially 

unprofitable. Instead, the phrase is arguably one of the most succinct, albeit oft-used, 

encapsulations of the dark side of capitalism, with even the most cerebral explanations by its 

proponents always point to how one’s time ought to be spent in the hardnosed terms of profits, 

wages and wealth. What is most interesting about the debate surrounding Britain’s opt out of 

the European Union Working Time Directive that restricts the working week to a maximum of 48 

hours was the way capitalism defined the value of our time. Save for the thinly veiled disguise of 

giving choice to workers, the case for deregulation and flexibility was sold to British workers 

Despite a deteriorating time 
famine, British households still 
managed to spend an amazing 
34 minutes a day shouting at 
each other, with shouting 
persisting for an hour or more 
in a third of homes. 
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purely in economic terms, as is evident in the then Chairman of the Confederation of British 

Industry Lord Jones’s defence of Britain’s opt out: 

 

“It gives employees choice in the hours they work, allowing them to generate 

wealth for their families and companies to generate wealth for the nation. People 

need the opportunity to aspire and earn extra money if they want to.” (Gow and 

Seager, 2005)  

 

The same argument is repeated at the onset of the current economic downturn as politicians 

claim that “scrapping the opt out would be a bitter pill to swallow for businesses and many 

hard working people who want to boost their earnings in difficult economic times” (Waterfield 

and Kirkup, 2008; Waterfield and Beckford, 2008).  

 

While working longer hours to help earn an extra few pennies, which in turn may help in 

providing for the family particularly in times of economic hardship, is ostensibly a noble 

endeavour, the trade off in terms of time available for family and other social connections may 

have a telling effect on the health of relationships, the repercussions of which may be more 

severe than temporal economic deprivation. As the Government has implicitly admitted that the 

economic recession was already undermining family life by forcing young mothers back to work 

(Kirkup, 2008b), it should be lauded for pressing ahead with its plans to improve family life and 

wellbeing by giving some 4.5 million parents with children aged up to 16 the legal right to 

request flexible working hours despite significant opposition from certain quarters of the 

business community. 

 

Some 68% of working-age women with dependent children were in employment in the second 

quarter of 2008. While 57% of those with children under 5 years of age were in employment, 

the figure was as high as 78% for working-age women whose youngest child was between 11 

and 15 (ONS, 2008d). Some 70% of mothers of 9-12-month-old babies now do some paid 

work, compared to only 25% a quarter of a century ago (Layard and Dunn, 2009). Figures up to 

the second quarter of 2008 show that just under a third of mothers with dependent children 

used some form of flexible working pattern compared with around a fifth of fathers with 

dependent children (ONS, 2008d). A study found that there was relatively high demand for 

flexible working arrangements amongst employees who, with their current employer, had not 

adopted flexible working patterns. Some 29% of employees would like to work from home on a 

regular basis (Stevens et al., 2004). 

 

As recession hits, families will be under greater strain than ever to find ways to balance work 

with raising a family. The threat of unemployment is already putting families under stress, and 

as the Chairman of the Equality and Human Rights Commission and the prominent psychologist 

Tanya Byron argue, any attempts to back track on the pledge to extend flexible working rights 

will only give rise to greater risks of damaged relationships between parents and children and 

stress-related family breakdown (Beckford, 2008a, 2008b). To extend the argument, in a 

recession it is actually not the lack of money, but the fact that couples have less time together, 
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that causes the breakdown of marriages (Fellowes, 2008). Couples who are already 

psychologically stressed due to worries about household finances would have a better chance of 

talking the problems through and finding solutions together, fostering deeper understanding 

and empathy, and lending mutual emotional support should they have the opportunity to 

spend more time together.  

 

Furthermore, research evidence points to the 

imperative that parental time is critical for the 

development of even adolescent children. Failure to 

spend adequate parental time resulting in self-care 

among adolescents has been linked to an increased 

likelihood of smoking, alcohol consumption and drug 

use (Mulhall et al., 1996; Mott et al., 1999). A study 

has also found that working part-time – a form of 

flexible working – was associated with lower levels of work-to-family interference, which was in 

turn associated with higher levels of reported wellbeing (van Rijswijk et al., 2004). Interestingly, 

an empirical study discovered that flexible working initiatives such as increasing employee 

flexibility and control over the timing of work helped to reduce the potential negative impact of 

long working hours on wellbeing (Hughes and Parkes, 2007).  

 

The counter argument that extending flexible working rights in economically-challenging times 

will be another burden to businesses, especially small businesses that are fighting for survival, 

holds little water. The author of the Government review that recommended the extension, who 

is also the Human Resources Director at one of Britain’s supermarket giants, argues that there is 

significant evidence showing that flexible working is not an additional cost to business as “the 

protection for business to say no is robust” (Winnett, 2008). Instead of viewing it as a threat and 

an unnecessary burden, flexible working may actually enhance organisational performance. A 

study where British organisations were asked to identify which human resource practices had 

the most influence on their productivity revealed that flexible working, cited by nearly a quarter 

of respondents, was ranked top among five most commonly acknowledged practices (Fauth, 

2007). But job satisfaction is almost always affected when employees encounter difficulty in 

juggling the demands of both a job and the family, resulting in work-family conflict. Empirical 

evidence shows that increased work-family conflict is negatively related to job satisfaction (Rice 

et al., 1992; Netemeyer et al., 1996). 

 

4.5.6 Time squeeze in education 

 

Time famine in the teaching profession is a several-decade-old problem for which no truly 

effective or all-encompassing solutions have been found. Research has long shown that the 

apparent shortage of time for teachers to do all that is required of them – including teaching, 

preparation, marking, continuing professional development and juggling personal and family 

life – is a major cause of stress for many of them (e.g. Gray and Freeman, 1987; Nias, 1989; 

MacLure et al., 1990; Cockburn, 1994; Leaton Gray, 2006a). Teachers’ workload, including 

In a recession it is actually 
not the lack of money, but 
the fact that couples have 
less time together, that 

causes the breakdown of 
marriages. 
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excessive amount of paperwork and bureaucracy, affects the amount of time they are able to 

spend on core tasks involving preparation for and delivery of effective and quality teaching.  

 

The quality of teachers’ preparation and performance is central in any discussion regarding time 

demands on teachers. It is widely accepted that, in order to optimise pupils’ learning process, 

teachers need to prepare and clearly present the appropriate material, motivate and monitor 

pupil learning, provide suitable feedback on performance and make use of all the relevant 

information gathered in this process to enhance further planning. The predicament that 

teachers today face merely echoes a long-held contention that has fallen mostly on 

policymakers’ deaf ears:  

 

“More so than other occupations, teaching is an open-ended activity. If time and 

energy allowed, lesson plans could always be revised and improved … more text 

material could always be covered before the end of term, students could always be 

given more individual attention, and homework could always be graded with 

greater care.” (Hargreaves, 1992) 

 

This is exacerbated by the struggle to contain a large and expanding national curriculum within 

a finite school week with the required weekly lesson times of 21 hours for 5-7-year-olds and 

23.5 hours for 8-11-year-olds – hours as specified in current regulations (the then Department 

for Education and Employment, 1999). The Cambridge Primary Review (Alexander, 2009) is 

scathing on the demands of the national curriculum, which it warns “risked overload from the 

start” and into which more elements were subsequently 

added but none was removed, while the length of the 

school day, week and year remained the same. This 

echoes Jim Campbell’s (1993) sentiments on the national 

curriculum: “A dream at conception, a nightmare at 

delivery.” 

 

However, one major time bandit that hampers this is the large class sizes that are effectively 

reducing not just the amount of time teachers can devote to each student but also the amount 

of time for them to do their jobs properly in the classroom owing to disruptions emanating from 

pupils’ bad behaviour. Although average class sizes had shrunk in the last decade, the decrease 

had been marginal and, according to OECD figures, overall class sizes in UK state primary 

schools were among the biggest in the developed world. Despite above average spending per 

primary level pupil, the average class in UK primary schools in 2006 had 25.8 pupils. The OECD 

average was 21.5 pupils per class. In a league table of 31 countries, only South Korea, with 31.6 

pupils, Japan, with 28.2, and Turkey, with 27.2, had larger class sizes, while in 14 other OECD 

countries there were 20 or fewer pupils per primary level class (Table 4.4). The UK was also 

found to be lagging behind many other developed nations in student-to-teaching staff ratio at 

the primary level, which stood at 19.8 pupils for every teacher. The US, Australia and Germany 

all had lower ratios of 14.6, 16.0 and 18.7 respectively, while the OECD average was 16.2. Only 

Turkey, Mexico and South Korea had worse ratios than the UK’s (Figure 4.15) (OECD, 2008). 

“The national 
curriculum – a dream at 
conception, a nightmare 
at delivery.” 
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Table 4.4: Average class size in state primary schools among OECD member countries, 2000 and 
2006 (number of pupils). 
 

 2006 2000 

South Korea 31.6 36.5 

Japan 28.2 28.9 

Turkey 27.5 30.9 

United Kingdom 25.8 26.8 

Ireland 24.5 24.8 

United States 23.6 NA 

Australia 23.3 24.9 

France 22.4 22.3 

Germany 22.1 22.4 

Poland 20.3 21.3 

Czech Republic 20.3 20.4 

Hungary 20.1 21.3 

Denmark 20.0 19.0 

Belgium  19.9 20.2 

Slovak Republic 19.8 21.4 

Mexico 19.7 20.8 

Austria 19.6 19.9 

Switzerland 19.5 20.2 

Spain 19.3 19.7 

Greece 18.7 17.7 

Portugal 18.6 20.2 

Italy 18.4 18.1 

Iceland 18.3 16.9 

Luxembourg 15.6 15.5 

Norway NA 19.3 

OECD average 21.5 22.1 

 

Source: OECD (2008), Education at a Glance 2008: OECD Indicators, Paris: Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development. 

 

 

It has been widely acknowledged that small classes are essential in giving children the best 

possible start in life, not least through the adequate attention that teachers can devote to them. 

The OECD report itself suggests that smaller classes were often perceived to allow teachers to 

focus more on the individual needs of students and to reduce the amount of class time they 

spend dealing with disruption and managing pupils’ bad behaviour (OECD, 2008). Small 

classes are also crucial for the education and development needs of younger children. Infants in 

tiny groups get more one-to-one attention and teachers can better identify individual pupils’ 

problems and needs. 

 

For this segment of children, the Government has effectively failed to cut all infant class sizes to 

30, as pledged in its manifesto in 1997, which introduced legislation banning huge infant 

classes and scrapped the Assisted Places Scheme to fund a planned reduction in class sizes. 

Latest data shows 29,200 English schoolchildren aged 5 to 7 are in lessons with more than 30 

pupils, an increase of 17.9% from 24,760 last year and a very substantial 40.9% from 20,730 in 
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2004. Average infant class size has also increased to 26.2 children per class this year, compared 

to 25.7 children per class last year (Figure 4.16). Taking into account the Government’s 

guidelines on exceptions for classes in excess of 30 pupils, a total of 10,010 5-7-year-olds are 

currently being taught in “unlawfully” large classes, compared to 6,380 last year (Department 

for Children, Schools and Families, 2008a, 2009c). 

 

 

Figure 4.15: Ratio of students to teaching staff in primary schools among OECD member 
countries, 2006. 
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Source: Chart developed from data in OECD (2008), Education at a Glance 2008: OECD Indicators, Paris: 
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development. 

 

 

The irony of the inadequate amount of time teachers can devote to individual pupils is that 

teachers’ required working time in school at the primary, lower secondary and upper secondary 

levels in England totalled an identical 1,265 hours each in 2006, significantly higher than the 

OECD averages of 1,185, 1,214 and 1,159 hours at the respective levels. England also had the 

6th longest annual compulsory instruction time (880 hours) and the 8th longest annual intended 

instruction time (890 hours) for 7-8-year-olds among OECD countries with comparable data 

(Figure 4.17), while the OECD averages were just 770 hours and 796 hours respectively (OECD, 

2008). 
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Figure 4.16: Number of pupils in large infant classes (more than 30 pupils) and average infant 
class sizes in England, 2004-2009. 
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Figure 4.17: Compulsory and intended instruction time (hours) for 7-to-8-year-olds in public 
institutions among OECD member countries, 2006. 
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Despite longer working hours, teachers are complaining that the net amount of time available 

for devoting the necessary attention to pupils and for building positive teacher-pupil 

relationships is increasingly being squeezed. While the Government may boast of statistics 

showing the increase in amount of contact time pupils in Britain receive in schools, forcing 

teachers to work longer and extending instruction time are of little value if teachers are 

stretched and bogged down with non-core tasks and bureaucracy, if the quality of teaching and 

learning is compromised by the trend towards teaching to the test and if the time expended 

does not translate into the effective development of the child. Perhaps we have not taken heed 

of Philip Jackson’s warning some four decades ago when he wrote about life in classrooms:  

 

“… time itself is valueless. It acquires value chiefly because it marks the expenditure 

of a precious commodity – human life.” (Jackson, 1968) 

 

4.5.7 Children’s playtime 

 

Another related area of growing significance in time famine is the increasing saturation of both 

curricular and extra-curricular, including after-school, activities to the extent that children are 

experiencing a dearth of unstructured playtime. The relentless pursuit of academic grades, 

driven in part by an exam-obsessed culture, is putting unprecedented pressure on children to 

achieve academically and is reflected in the amount of homework schoolchildren are required to 

do. While Government guidance suggests between 45 and 90 minutes a night for pupils in the 

first year of secondary school, some leading schools are reported to be commonly asking 11 and 

12-year-olds to complete three or four hours’ homework a night at the expense of sports, music 

practice, watching a good documentary on television, or just simply having fun by playing and 

socialising with peers. One school sent under-11s on their Easter holidays with 45 worksheets in 

preparation for the SATs (Paton, 2009c). 

 

This problem has now gained growing recognition. Amid fears that excessive homework has left 

pupils depressed, one of the top-rated grammar schools in England has decided to scale back 

the amount of homework to one 40-minute assignment and 20 minutes of independent study 

in order to give pupils more time for sport, music and independent learning (Paton, 2008d). 

Nottingham East Academy, a school set to become the biggest in the country, is attempting to 

go one step further by scrapping homework altogether due to the amount of tension it causes, 

and replace it with an extra lesson and after-school activities. In place of homework, it will also 

ask parents to encourage their children to read books in a relaxed way, and report twice a term 

on what they have read. These developments followed a call from the Association of Teachers 

and Lecturers for an all-out ban on homework in primary schools, arguing that homework was 

in fact counter-productive (Irvine, 2008e). 

 

Children’s experience of playtime famine is not a function of excessive homework alone. After-

school playtime is increasingly replaced with structured and extra-curricular activities, resulting 

in children having less free time to play, to explore the world on their own, or “just be kids”. A 

natural childhood development that every child should be entitled to is often compromised by 
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pushy parents who, ostensibly for the sake of developing and maximising the potential in their 

children, resort to scheduling as many activities imaginable outside school. Fearing that a slower 

pace will result in their children falling behind, many parents misguidedly believe that they are 

only acting as proper parents if they participate in a hurried lifestyle packed to the brim with a 

rigorous line-up of activities. While many of such activities – music lessons, dance classes, sports 

and extra language tuition, to name but just a few – are undoubtedly beneficial in their own 

right for a child’s personal development, a glut of such activities may well deprive a child of 

enjoying his or her childhood in a relaxed manner and the freedom to progress at his or her own 

pace. If a glut of after-school activities is not the issue, the structure of school hours and 

timetable may be, as evidenced by an infant school embarking on an experiment to cut lunch 

hour in half by insisting that pupils must finish their lunch within 30 minutes and to abolish two 

regular playtimes for 4-7-year-olds (Daily Telegraph, 20 Mar 2009). 

 

Experts believe a lack of free playtime is stifling 

children’s imagination, independence and self-

confidence, and may also lead to hyper-activity. A 

clinical report by the American Academy of Pediatrics 

points out that free and unstructured play is healthy 

and, in fact, essential for helping children reach 

important social, emotional and cognitive 

development milestones as well as helping them to 

manage stress and become resilient, but a loss of free 

time in combination with a hurried lifestyle can be a source of stress, anxiety and may even 

contribute to depression in many children (Ginsburg et al., 2007). Scientists, meanwhile, have 

found evidence that children who spend more than 2 hours a day in front of the television in 

early childhood are twice as likely to develop asthma as those out playing, with the risk being 

greatest for those between the ages of 3 and 8 (Sherriff et al., 2009). 

 

These clinical findings seem to be supported by a recent non-empirical study that has found that 

parents who rigorously schedule their children’s activities were unwittingly undermining their 

little ones’ self-confidence, independence and imagination. It also found that the average child 

now attended at least two after-school classes a week, and argued that siblings and friends 

would be better off playing among themselves than being shuttled between swimming, 

dancing and music lessons. 40% of parents who participated in the study claimed they had 

noticed that free play helped their children develop confidence and some 33% found their 

children more focused and better behaved as a result. Whereas 37% thought structured 

entertainment-based activities left their children hyperactive and about 66% admitted it was 

difficult to get them to bed afterwards (Adams, 2008).  

 

While the Government’s plans to create more high quality places for children to play are 

commendable, financial investments in facilities alone are not enough. The planned investment 

of £235 million over three years between 2008 and 2011 to develop up to 3,500 public play 

areas (Department for Children, Schools and Families and Department for Culture, Media and 

Children who spend 
more than 2 hours a day 
in front of the television 
in early childhood are 

twice as likely to develop 
asthma as those out 

playing. 
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Sport, 2008) will only create white elephants if children are not liberated, through both 

education policies and a wider cultural change, to play. It is doubtful that by merely creating 

more play areas parents, in so far as they still carry with them a “pushy mentality”, will be 

sufficiently convinced to let their children play.  

 

4.5.8 Other public services 

 

Our experience of time famine is often, whether directly or otherwise, compounded by 

inefficiency in public services. While the Government has acknowledged that inefficient public 

services and unresponsive businesses are stealing time from hard-pressed families, and that it is 

important for public services to help make life easier for taxpaying, busy people (Branigan, 

2007), many of its public policies somehow seem to contradict its pronounced intentions to 

transform public services and enhance their efficiency.  

 

One example is the closure of scores of post office branches that has resulted in customers 

having to wait nearly half an hour to be served, nearly six times longer than in official post office 

guidelines. The Royal Mail had insisted in the past that a customer should wait for 

approximately 4 minutes and 48 seconds on average. According to PostWatch, waiting times of 

more than 15 minutes were common in London after 160 branches closed (Hope, 2008a). While 

waiting in the queue at certain post offices these days may eat significantly more into a precious 

chunk of our already limited time available in a shrinking 24-hour day, the time costs involved 

for customers who now have to travel miles to their nearest post offices is arguably even 

steeper.  

 

Another example is the failure of the Government’s transport policies. The ambitious pledge in 

October 1998 by John Prescott, the former Deputy Prime Minister, that, “I will have failed if in 

five years’ time there are not fewer journeys made in a car”, now sounds resoundingly hollow. 

In 2006, the number of car journeys made in the UK had increased by 9% since 1997 (Docherty 

and Shaw, 2008). Car and taxi traffic increased by 10% from 365.8 billion vehicle kilometres in 

1997 to 404.1 billion vehicle kilometres in 2007 (Department for Transport, 2008), while the 

proportion of trips made by car increased slightly from 61% per cent to 63% and the average 

amount of time spent travelling by car increased by 4% to 232 hours in the period between 

1997 and 2006 (Department for Transport, 2009). There is little wonder why our time seems to 

seep away largely undetected as we commute daily on Britain’s roads. 

 

An interesting case of irony regarding time famine and inefficiency in public services warrants a 

brief, and perhaps amusing, examination. While much has been made of how stretched human 

resources in various Government departments are and that the Government is advocating an 

efficiency drive across all public services, it is just a little short of absurdity for Envirowise, a body 

funded by the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, to advocate the setting up 

of a “tea task force” to spy on employees filling the kettle at work and to make sure people do 

not waste water. The tax-paying public might have thought that the Government would have 

higher priorities in the way time is spent than appointing tea monitors (Bailey, 2008b). 
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4.6 Time (dis)empowerment  

 

Another watershed in our experience of time in modern Britain is the erosion of autonomy and 

control over our time, and how a culture of bureaucracy and obsession with targets have 

conspired to exacerbate this erosion. More often than not, this phenomenon manifests itself in 

the pressure and hassle that we feel in everyday life. Although it is not an issue that we have 

experienced strictly in recent times, the extent to which it has now permeated many aspects of 

our society, not least in many key areas of public services, is increasingly becoming a serious 

cause for concern, largely because of its potentially dire consequences on our relationships and 

our wellbeing.  

 

4.6.1 Control over time 

 

Broadly, encompassing all domains of life including both work and non-work, 75.6% of people 

in the UK were able to choose how their time was spent. Although this compares rather 

favourably to many other developed countries, we still lag behind countries such as Spain, 

Belgium, Ireland, Italy and France (Figure 4.18) (OECD, 2009c). Albeit the data does not reveal 

the finer details of the construct, it nevertheless shows, at least on a broad level, around one 

quarter of Britons felt they did not have control over how their time was spent. 

 

 

Figure 4.18: Percentage of people able to choose how time was spent in OECD member 
countries, 2008 or latest available year. 
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Source: Chart developed from data in OECD (2009c), OECD Factbook 2009: Economic, Environmental and Social 

Statistics, Paris: Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development. 
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On closer analysis, few of us would deny that we have long experienced some forms of 

restriction on, if not erosion of, autonomy and control over our own time, the most common 

occurrence of which is arguably at work. The pressure of time bearing down, deadlines that 

loom ever nearer, the seemingly ambitious set of targets to meet and the many restrictions 

governing our use of time while at work are, by themselves and if well managed and not 

excessive, a force for good. They guard against human complacency, encourage us to work 

more productively and drive us to get things done and to achieve.  

  

In most situations, problems only emerge when such restrictions on our autonomy and control 

over time become excessive to the point where people become obsessive with rigid standards 

and procedures, over-ambitious and inflexible targets and dehumanising practices that are 

stripped of the exercise of human discretion and devoid of the human touch. It is along such 

lines of argument that modern critique of Taylorism and its offshoot practices has generally 

been trained on the loss of control the worker used to have over his or her activity and time, 

leading to a shift in the locus of control of working tempo from the worker to the manager. 

 

Managers who believe that curbing the freedom of subordinates to exercise control over how 

they spend their time and when they work as the optimal way to squeeze every last drop of 

productive output are arguably ignorant of studies that have shown that employee control over 

the timing of work is indeed crucial in helping to reduce the potential negative impact of long 

working hours on wellbeing, leading often to greater job satisfaction (e.g. Hughes and Parkes, 

2007). It would, however, be naïve to assume that human beings are merely subservient agents, 

accepting of their fate and acquiescing to whatever practices or forces that continue to 

excessively restrict, or indeed erode, their autonomy and control over their time. Research has 

shown that as a result of employers’ imposition of strict time discipline, employees become 

skilled in “playing the system” so as to maintain some control over their working tempo. New 

forms of time resistance such as goldbricking, working by rule, signalling the approach of 

supervisors and stretching authorised breaks have emerged in our modern world of work (Tilly, 

2002).  

  

The loss of control over time 
 
There is no lack of critique on Taylorism that highlights the loss of worker control over time and the rigid 
standardisation and specialisation of jobs. For instance, one study of a fast food chain of restaurants in 
Europe describes the character of work there as follows: 
 
“Standardisation and higher productivity are ensured through new technology and the systematic planning of 

each job, broken down into the smallest of steps. The corporation’s industrial engineers measure and plan the 

equipment layout and scheduling in terms of seconds of working time using computerised time study methods. 
The worker’s skills are eliminated and the work is labour intensive with the machinery making the cooking 

decisions. Lights and buzzers tell workers when to turn burger or take fries out of the fat. Computerised cash 

registers do most of the thinking for till and window workers, separating hand and brain in classic scientific 

management style… . One German floor manager stated, ‘Anyone can learn this job. There’s no challenge for 

workers, only speed and exactitude’.” 
 
Excerpted from Royle, T. (2000), Working for McDonald’s in Europe, London: Routledge. 
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If anyone requires persuasion that an obsession with control, targets and measurements is 

detrimental to personal health and wellbeing, one should look no further than to the life of the 

father of scientific management, Frederick W. Taylor, himself. Obsession with the interlink of 

time, motion, measurement and control that can lead to rigidity or, at the very extreme, 

psychological disorder was clearly evident in Taylor’s life. Taylor, though today hailed by many 

for the revolution he had brought to the way we organise work, was described as more than a 

bit mad by Gareth Morgan (1986) who cited Taylor’s biographical details. Taylor would 

regiment the children he played with. For instance, before playing a game of baseball, he would 

often insist an accurate measurement be made of the field so that everything would be perfect 

even though most of the morning was spent just measuring! On cross-country walks he would 

experiment with his legs to discover how to cover the longest distance with the minimum 

amount of energy, whereas as an adolescent going to a dance he would make lists of attractive 

and unattractive girls likely to be present so that he could spend equal time with each. It came 

with little wonder when Taylor suffered from fearful nightmares and insomnia as a result. 

 

One theory that may explain the experience of pressure and hassle as a result of bureaucracy 

and the drive to meet targets is that of vicious work-time cycle (Perlow, 1999). Examined in the 

context of organisational behaviour, the pressure to get products to market often starts the cycle 

spinning. As a result of this breakneck race, there is never enough time to prepare for deadlines, 

which are confronted only when they loom near and have become “crises”. Unceasing 

pressures mean crises often pile up and accumulate, resulting in little time to invest in future 

work, to innovate business process improvements or to find solutions to prevent future crises. In 

other words, many are forced to cease thinking. This is made worse if managers are 

unsympathetic and choose instead to reinforce the targets. 

 

Where crises dictate, it is not surprising that solving high-visibility or even superficial problems, 

demonstrating a willingness to respond to the demands of the work and simply being present 

at work are rewarded. By rewarding such individual heroics, a message is effectively sent out to 

everyone, and those who heed it will refrain from addressing the core problems that really 

matter and will instead turn their attentions to solving piecemeal, visible problems, hence 

leaving the actual roots of the crises unaddressed. Simultaneous consideration of pressures 

arising from targets, constantly looming deadlines, a crisis mentality and rewards for individual 

heroics eventually leads to these components perpetuating each other, constituting a vicious 

work-time cycle. Unfortunately, many of the Government’s policies that have resulted in the 

way public services operate today serve, to a large extent, only to validate this theory. 

 

More ominous than the control mechanisms that restrict our freedom in using our time at work 

is the systematic erosion of the key stakeholder’s and the frontline agent’s autonomy and 

control over time in public services through a raft of Government-imposed bureaucracy and an 

obsession with targets. A target-centric and top-down policy approach to public services such as 

education, policing, prisons and the NHS dictate how teachers, the police, prison governors, 

doctors and nurses should use their time when the professionals themselves, being on the 

frontline, are actually the ones most competent to do so. The lack of time empowerment in 
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these areas effectively undermines their professional discretion, distorts priorities and hampers 

the timeliness of intervention in critical cases that may have far-reaching impact on our 

wellbeing. 

 

4.6.2 An obsession with testing and an overly prescriptive education system 

 

An obsession with targets, league tables and testing has resulted in our education system 

increasingly gearing students towards passing examinations, often at the expense of time that 

can be afforded on genuine in-depth learning and understanding of a subject through 

exploration, discovery and questioning. However, such predisposition of policy in education 

that has created a culture of “teach, test and forget” (Paton, 2008c) has actually not produced 

the desired results. Official figures reportedly show one-in-five 11-year-olds are failing to reach 

the standard expected of their age in English and mathematics, leading to the Government 

fearing many children will leave primary school without mastering the basics (Paton, 2008e).  

 

A recent Ofsted report reveals that pupils are leaving school without a decent grasp of 

mathematics as lessons descend into little more than “teaching to the test” and most schools 

encourage children to regurgitate equations parrot-fashion to pass exams, but fail to ensure 

they properly understand them (Ofsted, 2008a). Even MPs are now warning that a staggering 

one in five children will leave primary school with a poor grasp of mathematics, whereas around 

5% start secondary school with the mathematics skills of a 7-year-old (House of Commons 

Public Accounts Committee, 2009). 

 

Such fears are not unfounded, but are underscored by OECD data that reveals British students’ 

performance in mathematics, based on PISA scores, had shown a marked decline. While Britain 

ranked joint 7th among 27 countries, with a respectable mean score of 529 in 2000, it had fallen 

to 18th among 30 countries in 2006, with an ignominious mean score of 495 – even slightly 

below the OECD average of 498. Such embarrassing performance is magnified when examined 

under the light of Britain’s educational spending per student, which topped the equivalent of 

US$64,007 (adjusted for purchasing power parities) per student in 2006. By contrast, countries 

such as Austria (US$63,675) and Finland (US$64,519) that spent almost as much as Britain 

achieved far better mean scores than our students – 520 and 548 respectively. More 

embarrassingly, in what reflects the ineffectiveness of the Government’s policy on the teaching 

of mathematics, our students’ performance in mathematics was well eclipsed by students in 

countries that spent substantially less than us. Germany spent US$56,283 per student and yet 

achieved a mean score of 504, while South Korea and New Zealand spent US$52,598 and 

US$52,475 respectively and achieved respective scores of 547 and 522 (Figure 4.19) (OECD, 

2008). 

 

Alarmingly, children as young as 10 are reporting growing fear and uncertainty for their own 

futures as the pressure of exams is putting the traditional idea of childhood under increasing 

threat, with 57% of children saying they are worried about school tests, up from 50% the 

previous year (Ofsted, 2008b). These findings echo a recent study by the Children’s Society 
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which found that only two-thirds of young people felt their life had a sense of purpose and that 

children were now continually subjected to pressures to achieve at an even younger age (Kirkup 

and Bingham, 2008). 

 

 

Figure 4.19: Cumulative educational spending versus 2006 PISA mathematics scores among 
OECD member countries. 
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Source: Reproduced from OECD (2008), Education at a Glance 2008: OECD Indicators, Paris: Organisation for 
Economic Cooperation and Development. 

 

 

Far from enjoying the powers to decide what is taught and the freedom to alter the school day 

or holiday times, most state schools are obliged to followed the national curriculum, which 

spells out the contents of almost all subjects, including English, mathematics, science, history, 

geography, physical education and modern languages, and dictates the key requirements of 

lessons for different age groups. A report by the House of Commons Children, Schools and 

Families Committee describes the national curriculum for 5- to 16-year-olds in England as too 

heavily controlled by the Government, and lessons as too prescriptive and failing to take into 

account of the needs of pupils in different areas (House of Commons Children, Schools and 

Families Committee, 2009). In prescribing the proverbial medicine to cure the apparent sickness 

in the education system, ministers are virtually meddling with what, where, when and how 

children are taught, when none of them are actually qualified or trained to do so, much less 

competent in prescribing the right medicine and dosage. 

 

If over-prescription from the Government has deprived primary and secondary school pupils of 

the time to master the basics and to benefit from the stimulating effects of learning through 

discovery, exploration and questioning, a similar predicament is experienced by tens of 



Time: Concepts & Trends 
How Attitudes, Personal Choices, Cultural Norms and Public Policies Impact on Relationships and Wellbeing 

 
 

 

 124 

thousands of young children at the foundation stage. Following the Government’s own analysis 

of some 556,000 children at the end of the foundation stage before they moved into Year One, 

it has been disclosed that one in seven children were unable to write their own names after a 

year of school, almost 80,000 5-year-olds struggled to hold a pen properly or form basic words, 

and thousands more could not say the alphabet or count to ten (Paton, 2008f).  

 

Despite this, and in tandem with a tripling in the proportion of 3- and 4-year-olds enrolled in 

schools from 21% in 1970/71 to 64% in 2007/08 (ONS, 2009a), the Government has 

introduced yet more centrally-designed prescriptions in the form of a new “nappy curriculum” 

that is compulsory in all pre-schools and nurseries. The Government insists that the so-called 

Early Years Foundation Stage, which effectively spells out more new targets for children from 

birth to 5 years of age, will help ensure all children receive a decent early education. Young 

children’s freedom to develop is being increasingly stifled as they are now assessed against 

some 300 “tick box targets”, designed to improve their literacy, numeracy, communication and 

problem-solving skills. Children are required to meet 69 “early learning goals”, which are 

further broken down into hundreds of more detailed targets (Department for Children, Schools 

and Families, 2008b, 2008c; Paton, 2009d). 

 

With some 14% of children already having problems with basic writing, 11% with the alphabet, 

9% with understanding that addition means counting two different groups, 3% with counting 

to at least 10 and 1% with personal development (Paton, 2008f), the public are rightly entitled 

to question whether these new prescriptions will not be pushing some children too hard too 

early. A psychologist and parenting author likened the prescriptions to “ripping open a rose bud 

to get it to bloom” (Paton, 2009d).  

 

Another feature of the education system that deprives both teachers and children the autonomy 

to spend their time in the most effective and appropriate way concerns Government policy that 

is increasingly geared towards teaching students with special educational needs in mainstream 

settings. Statutory guidance prescribes that nearly all such children should be taught in regular 

colleges and schools, ostensibly to foster inclusion. Research has warned that, if not properly 

implemented, this can lead to problems for young people with learning difficulties. As a result 

of mixing with students in mainstream settings, many students with special needs have reported 

of feeling vulnerable, stressed, insecure and anxious at break times, lunchtimes, while moving 

between classrooms and when at the playground (Byers et al., 2008). In most situations, 

though, there seems little that teachers can do to mitigate these difficulties in an environment 

where resources and teachers’ time are often spread thin as a result of having to accommodate 

two very different segments of students, each with different needs and learning capacity.  

 

While the Government itself has admitted that exam targets are burdensome and have failed to 

help improve the results of struggling pupils (Simpson, 2008a), it has done little to right the 

wrongs. If anything, many of the Government’s new initiatives, no matter how well intentioned 

they may be, serve only to perpetuate the vicious circle of decline fuelled by a target-centric 

approach. The Government has already unveiled £400 million to boost standards at 470 
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secondary schools failing to hit national targets. £1 million will be spent across England to help 

the brightest children at schools on the so-called National Challenge blacklist, which had less 

than 30% of pupils leaving last summer with five good GCSEs, including the key subjects of 

English and mathematics (Paton, 2008g). It remains to 

be seen, though, how such investments can translate 

into improving the academic achievement and personal 

development of pupils and the job satisfaction of 

teachers when the root of the problem is not the lack of 

money but a stifling culture of bureaucracy, red tape 

and obsession with targets.   

 

In addition to those sums, the astounding £100 million reward scheme, centred around the 

Education Maintenance Allowance, to ensure teenagers from poor homes meet essay deadlines 

and turn up on time is yet another example of several misguided policies aimed at inducing 

desired behaviour by dangling a carrot to meet some equally misguided pre-fixed targets. It has 

been reported that students are paid £250 each in taxpayers’ money for attending every class 

over the course of a year and some awards have also been made for handing coursework in on 

time, attending classes, arriving punctually and completing excellent work (Paton, 2008h). 

Turning up for school and completing coursework do not by themselves guarantee the pupil’s 

time is well spent. With or without the monetary rewards, the pupil might have likewise felt 

bored having to memorise mathematical formula and being taught to the test. And for 

coursework, there is of course the small matter of spending a few minutes Googling. 

 

4.6.3 De-professionalisation of the teaching profession 

 

The general historical trend in post-war Britain has been towards increased central control over 

teachers’ work, essentially dictating how teachers’ time ought to be spent. This trend has 

become even more pronounced in the last decade as a direct result of two significant 

developments. One being the introduction of layers of bureaucracy and red tape, including the 

burden of non-core tasks, that has significantly reduced teachers’ enjoyment of teaching and 

interacting with students. The other being the fashioning of an increasingly target-centric and 

externally-controlled education system where teachers are reduced to instruction-taking agents 

obeying orders from pedagogically-ignorant and untrained policymakers, resulting in teachers 

feeling de-motivated and frustrated due to the lack of autonomy over how their time should 

best be used in their very own vocation. 

 

As educationists have observed, thanks to a succession of government policies, there has been a 

quest to reduce the autonomy of educational institutions over the past quarter of a century, 

leading to the erosion of a tradition of “scholarship” and the adoption of a more utilitarian 

approach to education (Bernstein, 2000). This has effectively redefined education to be more 

“relevant” and “externally-driven”, but has also achieved the unintended consequences of 

teachers becoming less autonomous, students less able to think and less entrepreneurial, 

standards dumbed down and the system as a whole more regulated than ever.  

The root of the problem is 
not the lack of money but 
a stifling culture of 
bureaucracy, red tape and 
obsession with targets. 
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A policy shift from internalised to externalised modes of regulation of teachers’ professional 

activities is underscored by externally-instituted controls and rigidly-set criteria for assessments 

and targets. These have been put in place ostensibly to make it easier to measure an outcome 

and to show quantifiable evidence that progress has been made. However, this effectively 

simplifies tasks to aid easy measurement and often runs in conflict with a teacher’s inner 

compulsion to carry out professional activities in a certain way. As another educationist argues, 

for such a system, a new and different type of teacher is required: one who is “obedient to a 

particular type of educational model, involving a great degree of external control” (Leaton Gray, 

2004).  

 

While the Government may use the rhetoric of social change as a rationale for imposing policy 

interventions and control mechanisms that can feel uncomfortable to teachers, the effect this 

actually has on teachers’ professional roles and sense of self-efficacy can in turn lead to 

detrimental consequences on their overall self-image. Research has found compelling evidence 

that teachers suffer from de-professionalisation of their role as a result of increasing interference 

and control by external agencies and the burden of bureaucracy, and that many teachers now 

feel negative about the changes within their profession, a feeling one teacher has memorably 

described as “being under siege” (Leaton Gray, 2006a, 2006b). 

 

To a large extent, the de-professionalisation of the teaching profession is a result of policymakers 

patronising teachers’ use of their professional time, a move that is tantamount to snuffing out 

teachers’ professional discretion and telling them 

what ought to be done in schools. Britain’s obsession 

with league tables and testing has led to teaching 

being replaced by little more than exam 

indoctrination (Allen, 2008a), and instead of 

provoking discussion on a topic and encouraging 

active interaction teachers are doing most of the 

talking (Ofsted, 2008a). When teachers are forced to simply “teach to the test” and encourage 

pupils to memorise and regurgitate facts without first understanding them, it is not 

incomprehensible that teachers can easily slip into a prolonged “automatic mode”. One 

wonders what impact this will have on the quality of the interaction during these periods and 

consequent pupil learning. Following the Government’s announcement that children failing in 

the 3-Rs – a figure as high as 100,000 pupils – will get intensive catch-up classes and will be 

given one-to-one tuition by specialist teachers (Paton, 2008e), legitimate questions might be 

asked as to why the failure rate was so high especially given that the centrally-advocated 

strategies, targets and mechanisms have all been designed for the very purpose of improving 

overall standards and children’s educational attainment. 

 

It is increasingly clear that teachers’ powers to deal with disruptive behaviour and violent pupils 

are being eroded. Official guidance urging teachers to use caution when physically restraining 

pupils leads to a double whammy effect where, on the one hand, teachers are forced to waste 

precious classroom time verbally reprimanding disruptive pupils and, on the other, because 

The de-professionalisation 
of the teaching profession 
is a result of policymakers 
patronising teachers’ use 
of their professional time. 
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they are reluctant to touch children for fear of litigation but have to keep order nonetheless, 

suspensions are on the rise. As pedagogy festers under a welter of paperwork, indiscipline 

thrives. Between September 2006 and July 2007 some 45,730 primary school pupils and 

363,270 secondary school pupils were suspended for fixed periods from school. This compared 

to 43,720 in 2004/05 and 41,300 in 2003/04 in primary schools and 348,380 in 2005/06 in 

secondary schools (Table 4.5) (Paton, 2008i; Department for Children, Schools and Families, 

2008d). Recent figures show that an alarming average of 344 pupils per day were temporarily 

excluded for assaults on children during the school year 2006/07, giving an annual total of 

65,390 children, an increase of 4.3% from the previous year (Prince, 2008).  

 

 

Table 4.5: Fixed period exclusions in primary and secondary schools in England, 2003/04 – 
2006/07. 
 

 2003/04 2004/05 2005/06 2006/07 

Primary schools 41,300 43,720 NA 45,730 

State-funded secondary schools NA NA 348,380 363,270 

 

Source: Department for Children, Schools and Families (2008d), Permanent and Fixed Period Exclusions from 

Schools and Exclusion Appeals in England, 2006/07, London: Department for Children, Schools and Families. 

 

 

Despite the increasingly alarming levels of poor discipline in schools and the stifling constraints 

that restrict teachers’ powers and discretion to act, Government policy is trained on 

encouraging schools to reduce exclusions, which, as a matter of expedience, then reflects better 

on schools’ Ofsted ratings. But quite contrary to oft-trumpeted claims by ministers that 

discipline in schools is improving, a head teacher who suspended the equivalent of a quarter her 

pupils in one year and saw exam pass rates increase by 65% complained: 

 

“The Government’s pledge to reduce them (exclusions) is nonsense. It stands to 

reason a lax policy on discipline will result in increased bad behaviour.” (Britten, 

2008a)  

 

Another head teacher who suspended 300 pupils for poor behaviour during his first week at the 

school believed that sorting out appalling discipline was crucial to raising academic studies 

(Gilbert, 2009). In the light of growing abuse against teachers, checking poor discipline is also 

important for the sake of teachers’ safety and wellbeing. Teacher Support Network reported that 

one in seven teachers had been victims of “cyber bullying” by pupils, with abusive text 

messages and phone calls and rude emails the three most common forms (Allen, 2009). 

 

Bad behaviour, if left unchecked, may in turn create serious repercussions when schoolchildren 

enter adulthood. A longitudinal study involving more than 3,500 Britons born in the 1940s, 

who were aged between 13 and 15 at the start of the study and between 36 and 53 when 

followed up later, has found that badly behaved schoolchildren were twice as likely to suffer 



Time: Concepts & Trends 
How Attitudes, Personal Choices, Cultural Norms and Public Policies Impact on Relationships and Wellbeing 

 
 

 

 128 

from anxiety, depression, teen pregnancy or to experience divorce as their classmates (Colman 

et al., 2009). There is much evidence to support the call for power and control in the classroom 

to be restored to teachers so that they can maintain discipline and deal with bad or disruptive 

behaviour before it escalates into violence and more time for lessons is wasted as a result. 

 

While the Government’s overall financial commitment to education is commendable, the core 

of its focus seems to be missing the point that really matters. Though the pledge to spend more 

than £3.5 billion rebuilding or refurbishing primary 

schools in England in the next two years – a scheme 

that will see more than 350 primary schools built, 

new facilities constructed, major refurbishment 

carried out at a further 850 schools and smaller 

building works at another 350 (Daily Telegraph, 13 

Nov 2008) – is laudable, the teaching profession’s 

cry to be liberated from the chains of bureaucracy 

and target-centric impediments has repeatedly fallen 

on deaf ears. And while the allocation of £44 million 

over 2008-2011 to create a teaching workforce and a new generation of head teachers who are 

consistently world-class (Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2007) is both timely 

and necessary, it is far more important to empower them to do their rightful job according to 

their professional discretion. Creating a pool of world-class head teachers only to tie their hands 

with pressure to comply with targets and guidelines and to strip them of blanket powers to 

expel unruly pupils seems foolhardy. 

 

The de-professionalisation of teachers, if left unchecked, has potentially serious implications for 

the future of British education as a whole. The teaching profession already appears unattractive 

in the eyes of many young people entering the workforce. It is therefore hardly surprising when 

a third of trainee teachers are reported to have dropped out of the profession after less than a 

year, citing the actual experience of teaching that turned out to be very different to what they 

first thought it would be as the major factor (Paton, 2008b). And it seems not only trainee 

teachers that have become disillusioned with the profession, the number of childminders, too, 

has fallen by more than a third since 1996 as a result of increasing red tape and interference. 

Official figures show that in 1996 there were 102,600 registered childminders in England, but 

the number had declined almost continuously to just 63,600 at the end of August 2008. The 

Government’s overly prescriptive and bureaucratic approach to pre-school care coupled with 

the new Ofsted inspections on the implementation of the Early Years Foundation Stage are 

claimed to be driving good childminders away (Beckford, 2008c). 

 

4.6.4 The death of spontaneous policing 

 

Not only are teachers beset by restrictive layers of bureaucracy and red tape, over-prescription 

from policymakers detached from the realities of job, centrally-determined targets and the loss 

of autonomy and control over their professional discretion and time, the police, too, find their 

Creating a pool of world-
class head teachers only to 
tie their hands with 
pressure to comply with 
targets and guidelines and 
to strip them of blanket 
powers to expel unruly 
pupils seems foolhardy. 
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work hampered by the same stumbling blocks. As several chief constables have already warned, 

red tape and bureaucracy, coupled with over-supervision and the burden to meet targets, are 

causing the death of “spontaneous” policing as officers’ ability to use their discretion on the job 

is being stifled (Whitehead, 2008a). In many respects, crucial policing time, funded of course by 

taxpayers, is being wasted. 

 

Members of the public who may rue the lack of 

officers on the beat, or what is known as visible 

policing, may not be so surprised after all should 

they know that officers are being forced to spend 

more than 13 hours filling in forms just to follow 

a serial burglar or complete 10 separate pieces of 

paperwork to ensure that the necessary 

authorisations are in place before carrying out 

surveillance on one suspect. Precious time is also 

wasted on completing a 17-page form if officers 

want to reposition a public CCTV camera to 

cover a row of shops at risk of vandalism 

(Tibbetts, 2008a). Some officers spend nearly 4 

hours in every 8-hour shift filling in forms rather 

than on the beat (Hope, 2008c). Or perhaps even 

more ludicrous is the requirement to fill in a 7-

page form if officers want to use a pair of 

binoculars to watch a crime suspect (Barrett, 

2008). Deskwork itself, much of which entails paperwork, is eating into a significant chunk of 

time that could otherwise be spent on visible or responsive policing. 

 

All these have resulted in just 14% of police time spent on patrol (Hansard, 10 Dec 2007; House 

of Commons Home Affairs Committee, 2008). Another report claims that mounting paperwork 

results in only 13.8% of police time – 1 hour and 39 minutes per 12-hour shift – is spent on 

patrol (Mason and McMahon, 2008). Recent figures show that the police are spending even less 

time on the beat and more on paperwork, thus making a mockery of the Government’s 

constant pledges to slash red tape. Officers now spend less than one-eighth of their time on the 

beat, but a fifth on paperwork. The proportion of time spent on paperwork vis-à-vis on patrol 

shows a downward trend. While officers spent an already substantial 18.4% of their time on 

paperwork in 2004/05, that had increased to 19.7% by 2006/07. By sharp contrast, time spent 

on the beat fell from 15.3% to 13.6% in the same period (Whitehead, 2009b). 

 

Compliance with rules does not necessarily translate into improvements in neighbourhood 

safety. In addition, over the last decade, local police forces had been set a whole range of 

national targets, highly prescriptive performance management frameworks and rigid 

performance indicators. For instance, the National Policing Plan, containing a Policing 

Performance Assessment Framework to assess delivery, had 32 performance indicators 

13 … the number of hours officers 
spent filling in forms just to follow a 
serial burglar 
 

10 … the number of separate pieces 
of paperwork for authorisation to 
carry out surveillance on one suspect 
 

17 … the number of pages of a form 
for authorisation to reposition a 
public CCTV camera 
 

7 … the number of pages of a form 
for authorisation to use a pair of 
binoculars to watch a crime suspect 
 

19.7 … the percentage of officers’ 
time spent on paperwork  
 

13.6 … the percentage of officers’ 
time spent on the beat 
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comprising 55 components. It has now been replaced by the equally prescriptive Assessments 

of Policing and Community Safety performance management framework which has 34 different 

performance measures (Mason and McMahon, 2008). 

 

 

It is thoroughly regrettable that the police were failing to see four in ten crime victims because 

they were too bogged down in paperwork, which resulted from a “fog of over-supervision and 

administration” (Daily Telegraph, 23 Oct 2008). Although the then Home Secretary’s support 

for a policy that every crime victim should be seen by a police officer no matter how minor the 

offence is commendable (Allen, 2008b), the reality is such that this cannot be achieved without 

slashing red tape and revising current crime recording standards and targets. However, targets 

and bureaucracy still seem to be the overarching obsession of the Government despite the 

Home Office pledging a “bonfire of the paperwork” after official research in 2001 found that 

officers spent 43% of their time in the police station (Barrett, 2008). All police forces sign up to 

the Police Pledges, which include time targets on answering calls and attending to emergencies, 

while the Home Secretary has also set targets to improve confidence in the police (Whitehead, 

2008b). 

 

Some of the more recent moves by the Government should nevertheless be applauded. The 

announcement by the Home Secretary then on the scrapping of police timesheets that will in 

theory free up an estimated 260,000 police hours a year, or the equivalent of 150 officers, the 

cutting of form filling by forensics by a third and the cutting of data on assessing ongoing 

serious crime investigations by 80% (BBC News, 16 Feb 2009) are steps in the right direction. 

Other reforms, though, are more piecemeal and insufficiently wide-ranging. They include the 

axing of the lengthy Stop and Account form, which on average takes 10 minutes to complete on 

the street, the removal of forms for some less serious crimes and the making use of existing radio 

airwaves and mobile technologies, which should have already been put into good use earlier 

anyway (Home Office, 2008b).  

 

However, even when put together, the above measures are nowhere near achieving the time 

savings as exhorted in Sir Ronnie Flanagan’s report on the review of policing that recommended 

The Vice-Chairman of the Police Federation on red tape and inefficiency 
 
“You have to complete a risk assessment of the premises and then you have to do an operational order saying 

what staff, communications and vehicles you’ll use, and so on. The authority for the surveillance operation has 
to be authorised by a superintendent. All the paperwork will take about a week to complete. We’re not even 

talking about tackling major crime here. It will even be required to look at someone suspected of dealing drugs 

from their house, for example, where all the police come away with is a few bags of heroin. The days are gone 

when you got a phone call from an informant or a nosey neighbour and could just go down to have a look. It 

needs to be risk assessed and all the rest of it, even for something as simple as watching a suspect. Until they 

change that culture we are not going to make any progress. Just simplifying the forms is not the answer.”  
 
Simon Reed quoted in Barrett, D. (2008), “Police must fill in seven-page form to use binoculars”, Daily 
Telegraph, 9 Nov, (http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/newstopics/howaboutthat/3407636/Police-must-fill-
in-seven-page-form-to-use-binoculars.html), accessed on 13 Nov 2008. 
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a major stripping back of red tape to release no less than 5-7 million hours of police time every 

year, or the equivalent of 2,500-3,500 officers (Flanagan, 2008). Although the current and 

announced reforms may, to a certain extent, help in freeing up more officers to be on the beat, 

what is desperately needed is arguably a more holistic and wide-ranging reform of the 

bureaucratic system of policing in order to relieve officers of unnecessary and time-consuming 

paperwork, restore spontaneous policing, and empower the police to exercise professional 

discretion on time use. 

 

In the thick of crippling targets and red tape, a different form of bureaucracy is adding to the 

drain on police time and resources. In what amounts to a “legislative diarrhoea”, the 

Government has created 3,605 criminal offences since May 1997, an average of approximately 

320 a year. They include 1,238 brought in as primary legislation and 2,367 by secondary 

legislation, and range from disturbing a pack of eggs when instructed not to by an authorised 

officer to offering for sale a game bird killed on a Sunday or Christmas Day (Irvine, 2008f). Of 

these more than 3,600 new offences, 1,036 have been identified to be liable to imprisonment. 

The statistics make for absurd reading: in 1997 there were 52 imprisonable new laws, while by 

2003 the annual tally was 181, another 174 in 2005 and 133 in 2007 (Johnston, 2009). There 

are also now 1,406 litter wardens and dog catchers who have been given powers to levy on the 

spot fines (Butler, 2009). Academics and criminologists from the Centre for Crime and Justice 

Studies at King’s College, London argue that these new laws have not made the country any 

safer but evidence shows that they have only served to criminalise more people while failing to 

protect others (Pantazis, 2008; Whitehead, 2008c). 

 

In what conceivable way can the introduction of a new criminal offence every day aid in busting 

crime when most crimes that the public really care about and that are most critical to public 

safety have been illegal for years remains to be seen. It is no less shocking to find so many new 

offences liable to imprisonment being created when many existing long-standing crimes go 

unsolved and criminals unpunished. But because once reported they must be investigated, 

these new offences only exacerbate the disempowerment of the police in their use of time that 

can otherwise be spent on attending to serious criminal cases with major impact on public 

safety and wellbeing. What the public needs is not the creation of thousands of new criminal 

offences of marginal importance, but the effective enforcement of existing laws. For this to be 

possible, it is imperative that policing time should not be further consumed by the burden of 

red tape and of investigating petty offences. Instead, the overarching autonomy of time must be 

restored to the police. 

 

Although the Government may point to the overall reduction in reported crimes, as evidenced 

by statistics from the British Crime Survey showing a 10% decrease in the incidence of crime, 

from 11.3 million to 10.1 million, between 2006/07 and 2007/08 (Home Office, 2008a), to 

paint a picture of a safer society, the stark reality is that we don’t feel any safer. The findings of 

the Home Office’s own survey carried out in August 2008  showed that 9% of the public 

worried about becoming a victim of crime on a daily basis, almost double the 5% who said the 

same in February 2008, while 20% feared being a victim every couple of weeks, compared to 
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10% almost a year prior. It has also come to light that an all time low of fewer than half of 

almost a million violent crimes committed each year are now solved by the police (Whitehead, 

2009c). 59% of people attribute the fact that they are more frightened or anxious than they 

used to be to the risk of crime (Halliwell and Richardson, 2009). In any case, the number of 

crimes recorded by the police tends to be lower than the actual number or that reported by 

household surveys, which usually uncover a large number of unreported offences. 

 

If the Government had allowed frontline police officers 

to make common-sense decisions regarding their work 

in a “structured anarchy” against onerous Government 

regulations which stop them doing their jobs, and cut 

red tape to free up time for officers to patrol the streets, 

the increasing tendency to resort to “ersatz policing” 

might not have been necessary in the first place. The 

move to give some 1,600 local government officials 

and private security workers police powers under the 

Community Safety Accreditation Schemes (Kirkup, 

2008c) and the proposal for police community support 

officers to do more police work (Swaine, 2008b), both of which were borne out of a shortage of 

police officers on the beat, is giving rise to increasing concerns about the spread of 

unaccountable policing. Public opinion seems to reflect similar concerns. A recent study 

revealed that the public were more in favour of police officers, rather than PCSOs, patrolling the 

streets (Centre for Social Justice, 2009). 

 

Making the police responsible for reducing crime and disorder, and then tying their hands 

behind their backs with endless time-wasting red tape and bureaucracy – effectively stripping 

them of the autonomy to use their time and act according to their professional discretion – not 

only paralyses the police at a time when incidence of crime is soaring and when it is most crucial 

for them to respond speedily, but also threatens the general wellbeing of a society whose 

security is dependent to a large extent on the effectiveness of policing.   

 

4.6.5 A target-laden health service in the miry clay of bureaucracy 

 

If teachers and the police are frustrated by the loss of professional autonomy and control over 

their own time that is precipitated by a raft of bureaucracy, red tape and targets, and often feel 

pressured and hassled as a result, it seems those serving in the NHS have not been spared either. 

Government intrusion in the form of bureaucracy and unnecessary targets that are imposed 

without the corresponding investments or appropriate process reengineering only creates 

significant pressures on efficiency, distorts priorities, erodes professional autonomy and 

discretion and lessens the enjoyment of working in the NHS. As highlighted earlier, the case of 

an anaesthetist at Torbay Hospital in Devon giving up his career in the NHS to start his own 

hairdresser’s after being disillusioned with, among other things, bureaucracy and red tape is a 

case in point (Daily Telegraph, 5 Sept 2008). 

Cutting red tape to free 
up time for officers to 

patrol the streets reduces 
the necessity for “ersatz 
policing”. The public are 
more in favour of police 

officers, rather than 
PCSOs, patrolling the 

streets. 
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A Lancashire GP on frustrations surrounding the disempowerment of doctors 

and their loss of control over how their professional time is spent 
 
“I’d like to be empowered too. I don’t want to be told by outsiders how to behave or what to do. I’d like my 

decisions to be based on professional values and knowledge, not upon political expediency, financial stringencies 

or the latest complementary treatment. I’d like to be empowered to run my practice in my own way, instead of 

having the PCT or the politicians telling me exactly when and how quickly I should be seeing my patients. There is 
nothing worse than being a professional GP, inadequately resourced by the state, taking all the risks and bearing 

all the responsibilities, only to be told by someone with a 35-hour week and no direct responsibility for patients 

that we’re doing it all wrong. We’re professionals: we know what we’re doing. We shouldn’t be constantly 

undermined or demeaned. So I’d like to be empowered to be a GP, please.”  
 
Dr Chris Lancelot writing in GP Newspaper (2009), “Opinion: Give me the power to practise properly”, 9 Jan, 
(http://www.healthcarerepublic.com/news/Opinion/871280/Opinion-Give-power-practise-properly/), 
accessed on 9 Jan 2009. 

 

The culture of bureaucracy and targets has led to a dreadful waste of professional time, extra 

layers of management and supervision, and repatriation of time from the core frontline services 

to non-core backend tasks. That nurses now have to spend a considerable amount of their time 

filling in forms flies in the face of the profession’s central duty and focus on patient care, and 

further exacerbates the time famine in the system. No wonder it appears as though there are 

insufficient nurses, when nurses are actually held back from performing their caring duties by 

excessive paperwork. 

 

Nurses have complained that they are sometimes 

too busy filling in forms to carry out basic nursing 

duties that are crucial for the wellbeing of patients. 

The President of the Patients Association, who was 

once a nurse, complained that nurses were now 

estimated to be spending as much as 40% of their 

time “writing and capturing data to help the 

managers upstairs appear to reach their targets” 

(Rayner, 2009). Public opinion is, as expected, strongly against the notion of nurses being 

burdened with bureaucracy. An opinion poll found that 91% of those asked agreed that nurses 

should focus on patient care rather than on form-filling, while 80% wanted a review of hospital 

targets to ensure they work to improve the quality of care (ICM Poll for The Sunday Telegraph, 

http://www.icmresearch.co.uk/pdfs/2009_march_sunday_telegraph_poll.pdf). 

 

But apart from doctors and nurses being on the receiving end of stifling bureaucracy, patients 

too are feeling its adverse impact. Had regulations been streamlined and made simpler, red tape 

trimmed, and processes and procedures more efficient, tens of thousands of patients would not 

have had to wait endlessly to be treated with much needed new drugs. Patients in the NHS have 

slower access to new medicines – an average of 18 months – than in any other major European 

country. It has been reported that kidney cancer patients would have to wait for months for the 

National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence (NICE) to decide whether they can be 

treated with new drugs after it delayed the release of new guidelines. The apparent factor 

Nurses were estimated to be 
spending as much as 40% of 
their time “writing and 
capturing data to help the 
managers upstairs appear to 
reach their targets”. 
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contributing to this red tape is the need for final ministerial approval for a new drug, besides the 

burden of proof that a drug works resting with NICE instead of the pharmaceutical firms (Irvine, 

2008g). The recent announcement by the Department of Health that patients will now get 

approved drugs on the NHS within 6 months instead of waiting up to 2 years (Smith, 2009) is a 

much-needed – and long overdue – step in the right direction. 

 

Patients are also on the receiving end of the Government’s rigid 4-hour waiting time target for 

hospital A&E treatment, a policy that has led to all sorts of distorted priorities and “cheating”. 

Doctors have long warned that while there are many NHS targets that work to improve the 

quality of care, this particular target do not. Given that the A&E is one of the busiest 

departments of any hospital, the 4-hour waiting time target is attainable only by delaying 

admissions or forcing some patients through too quickly, to the detriment of their care and 

wellbeing.  

 

The Mid Staffordshire NHS Foundation Trust, though, had a more innovative idea to circumvent 

the target. Investigations revealed that patients were “dumped” for hours and even days at a 

time in two clinical decision units (CDUs) without a dedicated nurse to care for them. These 

“dumping grounds” were used to “stop the clock” on the waiting time in order to avoid 

breaching the 4-hour target. Although patients should not be admitted to CDUs for any longer 

than 24 hours, after which a decision must be taken on the best course of treatment or to 

discharge, some patients were found “dumped” in CDUs for 3 days or more. Worse still, nurses 

often felt they were “in the firing line” and threatened with dismissal because of the number of 

breaches of the waiting time, while doctors were diverted from seriously ill patients to treat ones 

with minor problems to make the Trust look better on statistics showing the number of patients 

treated within the 4-hour target (Healthcare Commission, 2009). 

 

The damning consequences of bureaucracy and red tape are perhaps no more clearer than in 

the case of a 23-year-old student who died after an ambulance service refused to send a crew 

from a neighbouring county. It took 42 minutes – 34 minutes longer than the standard for life-

threatening emergency calls – for a paramedic crew to arrive despite an ambulance being free 

just 15 miles away, albeit in a different county. Most unfortunately, despite it being a matter of 

life or death, the urgency of the situation was deemed secondary to the fact that, in strict 

bureaucratic terms, the spare ambulance was covered by different control rooms. The accident 

victim finally arrived at the A&E an hour and 18 minutes after the first 999 call, and died the 

following day (Britten, 2008b). This should bring to surface serious questions about the 

priorities of emergency services, particularly in situations where they are caught between stifling 

red tape and the lives of patients. 

 

Another example of how targets can potentially distort priorities in the health service and the 

use of GPs’ time, consequently affecting patient care, is the scheme to pay family doctors not to 

send their patients to hospital for specialist treatment. Ostensibly to save money, the move, 

which raises concerns over standards of care as patients will be treated instead by community 

NHS staff such as physiotherapists and nurses, is also widely seen as precipitated by the fear that 
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referrals may lengthen hospital waiting times and ultimately result in the failure to meet 

Government targets. It has been reported that the average family doctor, with a patient list of 

about 2,000 people, stands to make between £6,000 and £9,000 if he or she achieves all the 

targets. GPs will also be paid to spend time discussing patient cases with colleagues in the hope 

this will result in fewer referrals to hospital. For instance, Oxfordshire Primary Care Trust will pay 

its GPs an extra £1 for every patient on their list for time spent discussing case details with 

colleagues (Sawer and Donnelly, 2008).  

 

This calls into question the fundamental duties of GPs, one of which – even without extra 

payment attached – is to hold discussions to determine if there are alternatives to hospital 

referrals. Setting targets that are linked to payments and placing a personal financial incentive 

on GPs in the delivery of patient care carry the risks of distorting those fundamental duties, 

taking the focus off the patient and eroding patient trust in the system. Specialist doctors fear 

serious health conditions could go undetected and allowed to worsen as a result of this. A 

leading surgeon admitted that patients’ cancers had already gone undiagnosed after they were 

denied specialist care under two of such referral management schemes (Sawer and Donnelly, 

2008). 

 

Just like barking up the wrong tree is the Government’s apparent belief that throwing money at 

the NHS will automatically lead to large-scale, wide-ranging improvements. If anything, the 

findings of a recent survey of 1,395 GPs provide a damning indictment of the Government’s 

health policy. The survey reveals that, despite the increase in Government investments in the 

NHS from £39 billion in 1995 to £89.7 billion in 2006, 54% of GPs rated the Government’s 

record on health as poor or very poor (GP Newspaper, 7 Jan 2009; Devlin, 2009).  

 

4.6.6 Other cases of obsession with targets in public services 

 

There are no lack of areas within public services where the hassle and pressure of working to 

meet targets, coupled with the loss of professional autonomy over time and the discharge of 

duties, have not blighted their proper functioning and effectiveness, the consequences of which 

may be more far reaching and eventually detrimental to our wellbeing than the Government 

would have cared to imagine. As has been shown time and again, putting targets above 

society’s wellbeing more often than not backfires.   

 

For instance, it has recently been revealed that millions of illegal immigrants could be in the UK 

as some 300,000 people who should not have gained entry have been allowed in every year. 

The core of the problem was identified to be officials working under pressure to issue visas 

rather than reject them in order to help hit productivity targets. As a result, 15% of short-term 

visas were wrongly approved because it was easier to approve the applications than to reject 

them (Whitehead, 2008d). At a time when immigration – the illegal type, in particular – is a 

major source of concern to both the Government and Britons in general, this alarming rate of 

error not only increases the possibility for increased illegal immigration, but also represents a 

possible security threat.  



Time: Concepts & Trends 
How Attitudes, Personal Choices, Cultural Norms and Public Policies Impact on Relationships and Wellbeing 

 
 

 

 136 

Likewise, in the area of security and public safety, the Government’s policy regarding the early 

release of prisoners is not only increasingly undermining the judgement of judges and the work 

of prison governors, who, like teachers and the police, suffer from disempowerment and de-

professionalisation, but also placing our safety and wellbeing at risk. As at the end of April 2009, 

57,369 prisoners had been let out early to ease overcrowding under the End of Custody Licence 

release scheme, which began in mid-2007 (Table 4.6). As many as 2,503 inmates were released 

up to 18 days early in the month of April 2009 alone, as early releases continued to soar. What 

makes for worrying reading is the revelation that nearly one in five (6,216) of the total of 31,318 

prisoners released early in the whole of last year were those convicted for violent offences 

against the person, albeit not amounting to murder or grievous bodily harm. Official figures also 

show a total of 1,942 criminals have been recalled to custody for either committing new 

offences or breaching their conditions and some 882 released prisoners were suspected of 

committing 1,192 new offences since the early release scheme began (Ministry of Justice, 2009). 

Worse still, as official figures revealed, criminals who were spared jail and supervised by the 

Probation Service were committing one murder and one rape every week. There were a total of 

1,004 serious crimes committed by offenders being supervised by the Probation Service 

between 2006 and 2008 (Kirkup, 2008d). 

 

 

Table 4.6: End of Custody Licence releases, recalls and reoffending in England and Wales, 29 Jun 
2007 – 30 Apr 2009. 
 

 
1 Jan - 30 Apr 

2009 
2008 

29 Jun - 31 Dec 
2007 

Total as at 30 
Apr 2009 

Total releases under ECL 9,854 31,318 16,197 57,369 

Offenders recalled from ECL 348 1,030 564 1942 

ECL offenders reoffending 170 497 215 882 

Alleged further offences 233 658 301 1192 

 

Source: Ministry of Justice (2009), End of Custody Licence Releases and Recalls, April 2009, England and Wales, 
London: Ministry of Justice. 

 

 

Instead of increasing investments in prisons and empowering prison governors with the 

freedom to innovate on the full range of rehabilitative services prisoners need and with the 

autonomy to decide if a prisoner is fit for release, overcrowding is often expediently and 

conveniently cited as the reason for which the inevitability of early releases can be justified. It is 

not difficult to assume that the following warning by the Lord Chief Justice Judge of Draycote 

has fallen onto deaf ears:  

 

“When criminal activity is proved the sentence must address the defendant’s 

punishment as well as the public interest in his reform or rehabilitation. Judges 

hand down their sentences, but when ministers then release prisoners early, public 

confidence in justice is undermined.” (Hope, 2008d) 
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What the Government fails to realise is that the gravity of the situation transcends merely the 

undermining of judges’ autonomy and public confidence in the judicial system – it may be a 

matter of life or death for some innocent members of the public should criminals who are given 

the luxury of early release reoffend. 

 

The Government’s obsession with targets and its uncompromising determination to do 

whatever it takes to meet them are perhaps no better underscored by any explicit policies than a 

recent move by the Government to ostensibly reduce overcrowding on trains – by the noble act 

of redefining overcrowding. The threshold for overcrowding for railway companies in the West 

Midlands and a number of other areas has long been defined as 10 people standing for every 

100 seats. Now guidelines from the Department for Transport stipulate that the industry 

standard, which will apply to all routes, can now be tripled to 30 per 100 seats, an exercise of 

utmost bureaucratic expedience as it now means fewer trains are classed as overcrowded 

without any need whatsoever to add seats or carriages, increase overall investments or find 

innovative ways to enhance efficiency (Tibbetts, 2008b). After all, few of us would abandon the 

trains given our incessant need for speed. 
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EEEPPPIIILLLOOOGGGUUUEEE   AAA   CCCaaallllll   tttooo   TTTaaakkkeee   SSStttoooccckkk   

 

While to some people time is downright sacred, most of us would agree that time is precious 

and must be treated as a resource as important as, if not more important than, any other. Many 

who believe that time is money and that time waits for no man are compelled to hold on to time 

very tightly and control it rigidly – be it in the form of rules, regulations or targets – and squeeze 

every last drop of profitable returns from each unit of time expended, as evident in ever-

increasing speeds in every sphere of life and the pressure to reap an immediate harvest from 

one’s labour. Owing to the perception that our youth is short, there are also just as many who 

subscribe to the belief that slogging it out at work for long hours while one is able is itself an 

admirable purpose or devotion in life. But we have often discovered that time is indeed like a 

handful of sand – the tighter we grasp it, the faster it runs through our fingers. Before we know 

it, time and life will have passed us by.  

 

With the use and passing of time, relationships can be either fostered or terminated, built or 

destroyed, repaired or left to decay, strengthened or weakened, and enjoyed or endured. From 

the evidence and discussion in the preceding chapters, it is clear that our attitude towards time, 

the choices we make with regard to how we use our time, our experience of time and public 

policies that either directly or indirectly influence our use and control of time all conspire to 

create a profound and far reaching impact on the way we live our lives, the way we work and 

play, how public services are delivered, our relationships and, consequently, our wellbeing. In 

the longer term, the broader picture then is one of either a functional or dysfunctional Britain – 

that, too, is only if anyone cares about the longer term. Unfortunately, increasingly fewer people 

these days would bother to comprehend that many of the things we are doing and the culture 

that we are perpetuating are merely short-term gains that lead inevitably to long-term pain. No 

wonder the English founder of what is today known as the US state of Pennsylvania, William 

Penn, once said: “Time is what we want most, but... what we use worst.” 

 

It is in this context that Britain, as a nation, ought to ask itself a number of key questions: 

 

� Have we reached a point where living predominantly in objective time – and by 

extension, recalled and sequential time – as characterised by the pressures of clock-time, 

the ever-increasing pace of life, performance targets, the thirst for greater speeds afforded 

by new technology and a rigid devotion to schedules and timetables, is no longer 

sustainable for our wellbeing going forward? Will we verge on the edge of 

breakdown if we fail to take a step back and breathe? 
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� Are we spending and investing enough time in relationships that matter to 

our wellbeing? Or are we far too busy with work to bother about relationships? Will our 

wellbeing be best served by rising to the top of the corporate ladder at the expense of 

nurturing relationships with people who are precious to us? And when we do spend time 

with, say, children, is the bulk of the time spent in the car as we frantically ferry kids from 

one destination to another, or perhaps while being stuck in stationary traffic? Or a shared 

time at home that is constantly interrupted by work-related phone calls or BlackBerry 

messages? 

 

� On a broader level, do we simply have time for people? As a result of hurriedness and 

the lack of time in our daily lives, have we degenerated into a less polite, less 

compassionate and less altruistic nation? Do we really know our neighbours anymore? Do 

we still access public and commercial services in person, or are we so used to doing so by 

facing a faceless, lifeless computer screen? Do we still hand-write the salutation and a brief 

message apart from a perfunctory signature in birthday and Christmas cards? Or, possibly 

worse still, do we actually think these people around us, though not necessarily our family 

members or loved ones, are of any importance to us at all?  

 

� Are we living only for the present? Have we become so selfish as to care primarily for 

our immediate comfort and prosperity even at the expense of the sustainability of such 

comfort and prosperity for ourselves in the future and for the coming generations? Are we 

content to rack up massive debt and build up a bubble economy just so as to reap 

immediate profits while leaving it to future generations to mop up the mess that inevitably 

follows the bursting of a bubble? And how much patience do we still have with people 

around us? How much time will executives and managers be given to produce results 

before being booted out? 

 

� Have we become so used to the instantaneous gratification of our desires that 

we resent delays or anything that is not ubiquitous? If our mobile phones, 

BlackBerry devices and broadband services were taken away from us for a week, will we be 

able to survive? Or will we feel as though we are being deprived of a certain “drug” that is 

necessary to keep us alive and functioning? Why must we gratify our seemingly insatiable 

appetite to trade on Sundays, at the expense of family time for many who are forced to 

work, when most developed nations in Europe shut their shops on this day of rest? And is 

there a real need for alcohol to be made available 24/7? Has the round-the-clock 

availability of alcohol improved our lives, the security of our neighbourhoods and the 

peace and quiet of our towns? 

 

� Have we lost the ability to rest, relax, relate and recharge our batteries? Are 

our modern lifestyles pushing us to the brink of exhaustion and breakdown? Have we 

become enslaved by our own belief of what “productive leisure” ought to be? Even when 

we are seemingly resting, do we feel well rested? Are we trying to do too much during our 

weekends, holidays and Christmas? 
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� Are service relationships in our frontline public services contributing to the 

attainment of some desired outcomes that are most important for our 

wellbeing? Or are these relationships increasingly constrained by time-related pressures, 

insufficient resources and the wrong priorities? Are the police, teachers, doctors and nurses 

prevented from doing the right things with time and acting on professional discretion by 

some counter-productive policies, excessive bureaucracy and stifling prescription from 

Whitehall? 

 

� Assuming we scale through the current economic storm and finally return to the path of 

prosperity, will Britain still risk ending up being a materially wealthy but a time 

poor and relationally impoverished nation?  

 

The following story, adapted from a viral making its rounds on the web, is perhaps an apt albeit 

microscopic illustration of how our use of time – which may be a result of our attitudes, 

personal choices, cultural norms or public policies – can affect relationships, the consequences 

of which may ultimately impact on our wellbeing. The most unfortunate thing in an increasingly 

self-centred society is our failure to realise how important these relationships are – to others and 

to ourselves. 

 

The “value” of time and relationships 
 
A man came home from work late, feeling exhausted and rather irritable, only to find his 5-year old son 
waiting for him at the door. 
  
“Daddy, Daddy, may I ask you a question?” the little boy wasted no time in asking. 
  
“Yeah, of course, son. What is it?” replied the father. 
  
“Daddy, how much do you make an hour?” 
  
“That’s really none of your business, son. Why do you ask such a thing?” the clearly irritated father answered. 
 
“I just want to know. Please tell me, Daddy, how much do you make an hour?” the son persisted with an air 
of childlike innocence. 
 
“Alright, if you must know, I make £40 an hour.” 
 
“Oh,” the little boy exclaimed and then asked, “Daddy, please, can I borrow £20?”  
 
The father, who was already stressed out after a very long day at work, became furious. “If the only reason 
you asked is so that you can have some money to buy a silly toy or some other nonsense, then you march 
yourself straight back to your room and go to bed. Perhaps when you grow up you’ll think about why you 
are being so selfish – I don’t work hard everyday for such childish frivolities.”  
 
The little boy, with tears in his eyes, quietly went to his room and shut the door.  
 
But moments later, the man had calmed down and began to think, “Maybe there’s something he really 
needed to buy with that £20. Well, he really didn’t ask for money very often, anyway.” 
 
So the man went to his son’s room.  
 
“Are you asleep, son?” he whispered. 
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“No Daddy, I’m still awake,” replied the little boy.  
 
“Look, I’ve been thinking, perhaps I was a tad too harsh on you earlier” the father said with a tone of regret. 
“It’s been a long day and I vented it on you. Here’s the £20 you asked for. So what is it that you wanted to 
buy?” 
  
The little boy instantly beamed and sat straight up, smiling. “Oh, thanks, Daddy!” 
 
Then, reaching under his pillow he pulled out some crumpled bills. The father saw that the boy already had 
some money, and so was about to get very miffed. The little boy slowly counted the money taken out from 
under his pillow while his startled father watched in growing indignation. The boy had exactly £20.  
 
“Why do you want another £20 when you already have it?” the father grumbled. 
 
With the most innocent look a child can possess, the little boy looked up at his father. “Because I didn’t have 
enough, but now I do,” came the reply. “Daddy, now I have £40. Can I buy an hour of your time? Please 
come home early tomorrow. I want to have dinner with you.” 
 
Adapted from an internet viral, May 2009. 

 

In an age of speed, instantaneity, short-termism, productive leisure, time famine and time 

disempowerment, it is imperative that individuals and policymakers take stock of where we as a 

society and a nation are heading, and perhaps take heed of an old saying: “Whoever forces time 

is pushed back by time, but whoever yields to time finds time on his side.” 

 

And at the end of the day, why all this fuss about time? Because it ultimately affects our 

relationships and our wellbeing. 
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