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Time and money

1.1 Time matters
Recent theorizing about politics has been characterized by a quest for
an appropriate ‘currency of egalitarian justice’.1 Time has some very
special properties that combine to make it a particularly apt candidate
for that status.2

 Time is inherently egalitarian. Everyone has just 24 hours in a day.

Some people may value time more than others.3 Still, an hour is the
same for everyone, everywhere. That makes it a natural metric for
social comparison.
Time
is inherently scarce.4 No one has more than 24 hours in a day.

Some people’s projects are more time-consuming than others’, and
some people’s lives last longer than others’. Still, virtually everyone
agrees that more time would be better.5 That makes time a resource
that is always scarce relative to demand.

1
2

3

4
5

Sen 1980; Cohen 1989; Kymlicka 2001.
At least among people in normal circumstances, by which we mean able-bodied,
prime-aged people who are not involuntarily unemployed. Theories of justice
often have to be heavily adapted to accommodate the disabled (Brock 1995;
Dworkin 1981; 2000; Nussbaum 2006, chs. 2–3; Silvers et al. 1998; Stark 2007;
tenBroek and Matson 1966); the disabled may need more time to perform the
same tasks, and in justice they should get it. Others such as the young, the old and
the involuntarily unemployed might suffer the opposite problem – too much time
and too little to do (Jahoda et al. 1933/1971) – and the currency of time might not
be the most relevant way of specifying what, in justice, they most need.
There is a large literature on the ‘social meaning of time’ exploring those
differences, which we will largely be eliding in this book; cf. e.g. Adam (2004).
Indeed, it is the ultimate scarce resource (Zeckhauser 1973).
The unemployed, for whom time drags, wish not for ‘less time’ but rather for
‘more to do’ in it. As noted above, however, our study is confined to able-bodied
prime-aged people in employed households.
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 Time is a necessary input into anything that one cares to do or to

become.6 Some people make better use of their time than others, getting
more done in the same amount of time. Still, everyone needs some time
to do or become anything. That makes time a universal good.

Those facts combine to make ‘time’ a particularly apt currency for
egalitarian justice.7
What we ought to be concerned with, more precisely, is the just
distribution of control over the resource of ‘time’. When we say that
someone ‘has more time’ than someone else, we do not mean that she
has literally a twenty-fifth hour in her day. Rather, we mean to say that she
has fewer constraints and more choices in how she can choose to spend her
time. She has more ‘autonomous control’ over her own time. ‘Temporal
autonomy’ is a matter of having ‘discretionary control’ over your time.8
We offer more elaborate definitions and more precise operationalizations in chapter 2 below. The basic idea, however, can be simply
stated. There is a ‘realm of necessity’, in which there are certain things
you simply have to do.9

 You have to satisfy bodily necessities: you have to spend at least a
minimal amount of time eating, sleeping and otherwise taking care
of your body.
6

7

8

9

As modern economists put it, time and capital are the two fundamental inputs
into production functions for ‘well-being’ (Becker 1965; Juster and Stafford
1985a, pp. 2–4; Dow and Juster 1985). Within Marxian economics, ‘direct
labour time . . . is the determinant factor in the production of wealth’ (Marx 1973,
p. 704, emphasis added; see further Postone 1978).
Existing indicators of well-being already include some things with a temporal
dimension, such as ‘life expectancy’ (Sen 1999, ch. 4; World Bank 2005,
pp. 211–23; WHO 2005, pp. 149 ff.). Our aim here is to temporalize such
indicators in a more thoroughgoing fashion.
As Campbell et al. (1976, p. 349) say in their pathbreaking study of The Quality
of American Life: ‘if ‘‘time is money’’, then it is worth bringing time itself within
our circle of personal resources. Of course all mortals are endowed with the same
24-hour day in which to live, but the proportion of that day available as a
discretionary resource varies widely according to age, occupational status, and
the like.’ Unfortunately, their own brief discussion of those issues goes on to
conflate ‘discretionary time’ with ‘spare time’ (which we distinguish sharply in
sec. 2.2.5 and part II below) and with ‘leisure time’ (which is different yet again,
being that subset of spare time in which people are actually engaged in
‘subjectively gratifying activity’: Andorka 1987, p. 151).
The phrase is Marx’s (1858/1972, p. 145), but this particular elaboration of it is
our own.
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 You have to satisfy financial necessities: you have to spend at least a
minimal amount of time securing the cash that you need to purchase
the things you need from the cash economy.
 You have to satisfy household necessities: you have to spend at least
a minimal amount of time cooking, cleaning, taking care of the kids
and otherwise keeping your household functioning.
Exactly how much time you have to spend in each of those sorts of
activities is something we will be calibrating over the course of this
book. For now, let us just agree that it is necessary to spend at least a
certain amount of time in those necessary activities of daily life.10 The
time beyond that necessary to attend to necessary functions is yours to
use as you please. That is what we will call ‘discretionary time’. That is
how much ‘temporal autonomy’ you possess.11
Note that ‘necessity’ here relates to a social standard, not a natural
one. It is not literally impossible for people to do less in each of these
dimensions; indeed, as we shall see in chapter 2, around a tenth of
people do so in each of these three dimensions on the operationalizations we have chosen. Then again, it is perfectly proper that we do not
set our poverty line so low that literally no one in the country falls
below it (convenient though politicians might find that). The poverty
line demarcating what is ‘necessary’, in money and all these other
dimensions as well, represents not a threshold below which it is physically or logically impossible to fall. Just as people sometimes fall below
the threshold of financial necessity and are in poverty, people sometimes fall below the threshold of household necessity (and are prosecuted for child neglect) or below the threshold of bodily necessity (and
are sleep-deprived). The poverty line represents instead a threshold
below which it is socially unacceptable to let people involuntarily
fall.12 People falling below those thresholds are simply not satisfying
crucial preconditions for participating fully in the life of their society.13
10

11

12

13

This is the time that is ‘socially necessary for labour to reproduce itself’, as Marx
(1867/1906, vol. I, p. 208; cf. 1858/1972, p. 144) put it.
Marx (1858/1972, pp. 144–9) similarly emphasizes the importance of what
he alternately called ‘free’ or ‘disposable time’, operationalized differently to
our way.
When, as occasionally happens, a person falls below those thresholds through his
or her own genuinely voluntary choices, we often (but not invariably) tend to
think that there is nothing that socially ought be done to alter that.
Townsend 1979.
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When saying that it is socially ‘necessary’ for people to spend a
certain amount of time in a certain activity, we mean merely that
socially it is only to be expected that they should do so, and that they
are not socially criticizable insofar as they do. People are responsible
for what they do with their discretionary time, in a way they are not for
spending the minimum amount of time that is socially necessary on
necessary activities of daily life. That is the respect in which we deem of
the one a ‘choice’ and the other a ‘necessity’.
The amount of discretionary time left over, after deducting the
strictly minimal amount of time devoted to those necessary activities,
is greater for some people than others. It is greater in some sorts of
households than others. And it is greater in some sorts of countries than
others. Here we undertake a cross-national examination of how discretionary time and temporal autonomy vary across the three classic
welfare-gender regimes: the social-democratic welfare regime and
female-friendly gender regime exemplified in our study by Sweden
and Finland; the corporatist welfare regime and traditionalist gender
regime exemplified by Germany and France; and the liberal welfare
regime and individualist gender regime exemplified by the US and
Australia.
In the next chapter, we describe and defend our operationalization of
temporal autonomy through the notion of ‘discretionary time’. In
part II, we show that that notion is distinct from, and as a measure of
temporal autonomy it is superior to, more familiar notions of ‘spare
time’ (or ‘free time’ or ‘leisure time’). People typically work far longer
hours in paid labour than they would strictly need to do purely in order
to escape poverty. It is perfectly reasonable that they should do so.
When they do, however, they come out looking time-poor on those
more familiar notions. But that cannot be right. By definition, ‘avoiding poverty’ defines the limits of strict necessity. Insofar as people work
longer hours than strictly necessary for that, purely by their own choice
(because they prefer a higher income than the minimum necessary),
that should be seen as an exercise of their temporal autonomy, not a
constraint upon it. Welfare economists equate ‘welfare’ with ‘being in a
chosen position’. By that standard, people who work longer hours by
choice rather than necessity should be regarded as having more welfare, not less. Our notion of ‘discretionary time’ tracks those intuitions
well, whereas ordinary measures of time pressure couched in terms of
‘spare time’ and its cognates do not.
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In parts III and IV of the book, we look across our six countries to try
to surmise what differences the different sorts of existing social policies
there actually make to people’s temporal autonomy. Part III concerns
the impact of different welfare regimes on people’s temporal autonomy, and part IV concerns the impact of different gender regimes.
In part V of the book, we try to surmise how people’s temporal
autonomy might differ depending on how their household is organized.
We explore the effects of different rules for governing one’s household
through a series of counterfactual thought experiments, projecting the
same population first into one household regime (households run on
one sort of rule), and then into another. We also show how different
states’ differing social policies exacerbate or alleviate the differences
that different household regimes make to people’s temporal autonomy.
How exactly these three regimes interrelate with one another is an
open question meriting much further investigation, using a variety of
other techniques. Our speculation is that state policies operating on
and through choices among ‘household regimes’ constitute microfoundations, certainly of the ‘gender regimes’ and even of certain
aspects of the ‘welfare regimes’. That is to say, we speculate that a
different mix of household-sharing rules would be found in different
gender and welfare regimes; and that those differences are traceable, in
turn, to the different styles of each of those gender and welfare regimes.
But different data and different styles of analysis would be required to
test those speculations. For the purposes of the present work, we will
simply treat ‘welfare regimes’, ‘gender regimes’ and ‘household
regimes’ as three distinct influences on people’s temporal autonomy.
To foreshadow, our findings will be that the most important influences on people’s temporal autonomy are life-cycle changes: marrying,
having children, divorcing. The main impacts of welfare states, gender
regimes and household regimes on people’s temporal autonomy come
by making those life-cycle changes more or less costly, in time terms.
Those impacts are often substantial, and can vary substantially across
the different regime types.

1.2 Measuring rods: time and money
The sources of human satisfaction and dissatisfaction are many and
varied, within any given individual’s own life and across individuals.
Economists try to render all those multiple contributions commensurable
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through ‘the measuring rod of money’.14 Economists value things that
are literally bought and sold directly at their sale price. But many
things of value to us are not bought and sold.15 Economists bravely
persist in trying to bring them ‘indirectly into relation with the measuring rod of money’ through ingenious techniques of ‘shadow pricing’.
There are various familiar problems with economistic attempts to
bring all human values – even just everything we comfortably regard as
‘goods and services’16 – under the measuring rod of money. We
rehearse some of them briefly in section 1.2.1 below, by reference to
the particular problem of valuing the unpaid household labour
involved in what economists call ‘home production’. That is a productive contribution of a relatively straightforward sort.17 Economists in
the OECD and in various national statistical offices agree it ought to be
included somehow in the National Accounts statistics. The difficulties
they encounter in bringing even that under the measuring rod of money
is a harbinger of even greater troubles to come in applying their
measuring rod yet further afield.
The measuring rod of money is not the only one possible. A ‘measuring rod of time’ could serve as an alternative metric.18 In many ways it
is a more natural metric. As we have already observed, everyone has
exactly 24 hours in a day. If our aim is to render things commensurable
in welfare terms, then looking at how much time they cost people (or
how much time people are willing to devote to them) might be one very
good way to do so.19
14
15

16

17

18

19

Pigou 1932, p. 11.
And even for those that are, the sale price understates the value of the thing to the
buyer, who obviously must value it more than he or she paid for it. This
‘consumer’s surplus’ is uncounted by the measuring rod of money.
There are many things we resist thinking about in these ways altogether, of
course (Douglas and Isherwood 1979; Zelizer 1985; 1994; Radin 1996).
Cf. Folbre (1991) on how the notion of ‘the unproductive housewife’ was
constructed in the nineteenth century.
Just such a metric lies at the heart of Marxian economics; the value of a thing
derives from the amount of labour time invested in producing it. Different
though it is in many other respects, our exercise might be seen as being in broadly
the same ‘temporal’ spirit.
As that phrasing reveals, we shall here be employing what some call a
‘commodified’ as well as a ‘quantified’ notion of time (Thompson 1967, p. 61;
Adam 2004, p. 126). That places us more in the tradition of Benjamin Franklin’s
Poor Richard’s Almanac (‘he that is prodigal of his hours is, in effect, a
squanderer of money’) than Wordsworth’s The Prelude and its complaints about
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From one angle, this might seem a highly novel suggestion. From
various other angles, however, it is a very familiar one.

 Think of criminal sentencing. We are quite accustomed to calibrating
the badness of criminal acts in temporal terms, ‘jail time’. In certain
jurisdictions, even non-custodial criminal penalties are expressed in
temporal terms, with a person’s fine explicitly being expressed
in terms of a certain number of days’ wages (section 1.2.2).
 Think of anti-tax rhetoric. Right-wing organizations talk about how
much time it takes to earn enough to pay your tax bill for the year.
They acidly observe that you spend longer working for the government than you do paying off your mortgage. Translating tax dollars
into temporal terms in these ways is a powerful, and familiar, rhetorical trope (section 1.2.3).
 Think, finally, of ‘time poverty’. We all know about the ‘working
poor’, people whose wages are so low that they cannot escape
poverty even working full-time. There are also people who manage
to avoid being ‘money poor’ only by making themselves ‘time poor’,
working terribly long hours often in multiple jobs. Looking at poverty in a joint time-and-money framework reveals important differences in how different socio-economic regimes impact on people’s
welfare (section 1.2.4).
Each of those examples will be elaborated further below. Taken
together, those familiar ways of talking and thinking should serve to
remind us that there often are both temporal and monetary metrics that
can be used in assessing social arrangements of concern to us. They
should further serve to remind us that the ‘measuring rod of time’ can
be superior to the ‘measuring rod of money’ for many purposes. In the
next chapter we will suggest another way of systematically combining
both time and money under a temporal metric – one that in our view
best captures the notion of ‘temporal autonomy’ and welfare associated with it.

the ‘skilful usury of time’ (quoted in Thompson 1967, pp. 89, 97). Sociologists
rightly point to the narrowness of that ‘taken-for-granted feature of our lives’,
and point to a wide variety of richer ways of understanding time (Adam 2004,
pp. 125–8; see similarly Sorokin and Merton 1937; Nowotny 1994; cf. Gershuny
and Sullivan 1998, pp. 70–2). Those lie outside the present work, however.
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1.2.1 Factoring home production into the National Accounts
The National Accounts are supposed to be a comprehensive measure of
all economic activity within the country. What they actually measure
are cash flows. Anything that is not bought and sold for money is not
automatically counted in ordinary National Accounts statistics. Any
goods exchanged in barter, in the formal or informal economy, are
typically left out. So too is anything produced for one’s own consumption. So too are the goods and services produced and consumed within
the household. All these things are typically largely missing from
National Accounts. But it is quite wrong to suggest that they are of
no value, even in a narrowly economic sense.20 ‘All of these activities
are productive in an economic sense’, as the UN Statistics Office is the
first to concede in its 1993 update of the System of National
Accounts.21 Furthermore, it would be quite wrong to imagine that
the magnitudes involved are small. One early calculation suggested
that, if all married men divorced their wives and hired them back as
housekeepers, National Income would double.22
Economists are anxious over the vast amounts of unpaid household
labour that does not, but really ought to, get counted in National
Accounts statistics.23 The OECD has been actively developing ways
20

21

22

23

‘Counting for nothing’ women’s work in the household, in the acerbic title of
Marilyn Waring’s (1988) powerful critique.
UN Statistics Division 1993, sec. 1.21. As a report from the OECD Statistics
Directorate expands: ‘A household is an institutional unit which is responsible
for, and manages, the production of goods and services. In the production
process it uses its labour, capital and market goods. In this sense, household
production can be compared to production in the market’ (Varjonen and
Hamunen 1999, para. 7).
Clark 1958. Preliminary results of the ‘satellite accounts’ projects described below
confirm that non-SNA production may well be over 60 per cent of all ‘extended
private consumption’ even in rich, developed countries like Finland and Germany
(Goldschmidt-Clermont and Pagnossin-Aligisakis 1999, pp. 524–5).
The UN Statistics Division (1993, sec. 1.21) worries that we have much firmer
evidence on money flows, and only much less reliable estimates of non-monetary
flows; and it would be a mistake to let the less reliable data swamp the more
reliable. If calibrating in the metric of money, they might be right. We suggest
instead calibrating in the metric of time, however, where we have almost as good
information on time in unpaid household labour as on time in paid labour. (But
only ‘almost’, because we have no good way of cross-checking purely survey-based
information on unpaid labour, whereas survey-based information on paid labour
can be cross-checked against employers’ reports; see e.g. Bersharov et al. 2006).
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of adjusting the National Accounts accordingly.24 Various countries
are busily developing systems of ‘satellite accounts’, in which time-use
surveys are used to generate estimates of how much time people spend
in ‘unpaid household labour’, a monetary value is then assigned to that,
and that value is then added to a household’s money income to get a
‘full income’ measure.25
The difficulties in ascribing a monetary value to things that are not
actually bought and sold for money are legion, however.26 For just one
example of particular relevance to the concerns of this book, there are
two standard options for assigning a monetary value to such goods and
services. One is an ‘opportunity cost method’. That values the time
spent in unpaid household labour at the rate of pay that that person
could (given her human capital characteristics) command in the paid
labour market. The other is a ‘replacement cost method’. That values
unpaid household labour at the price the household would have to pay
to hire in someone else to perform the same services.
Those two methods can come dramatically adrift in the values that
they assign to the same activity.27 Imagine a corporate lawyer who
spends 5 hours a week cooking and cleaning her house – activities that
she could in principle contract out to hired help. On the ‘opportunity cost
method’, her 5 hours a week of unpaid household labour would be valued
at her hourly wage rate net of tax (say, $200 per billable hour, or $1,000
in total). On the ‘replacement cost method’, those 5 hours a week would
be valued only at what it would cost to get the cheapest cook-housekeeper to perform the same services ($20 an hour, say, or $100 in total).28
24

25

26
27

28

Beckerman 1978; Goldschmidt-Clermont and Pagnossin-Aligisakis 1995;
OECD 1995.
Varjonen and Hamunen 1999; Holloway et al. 2002. See similarly work by
economists outside government: Becker 1965; Garfinkel and Haveman 1977;
1978; Eisner 1988; Saunders et al. 1994; Ironmonger 1996; Smeeding 1997;
Smeeding and Marchand 2003.
Self 1975.
They do so whenever supply and demand prices are not equal, and there is a
‘surplus’ that the consumer or producer can then appropriate.
Within the ‘replacement cost method’, there are further choices to be made as
regards which wage rates to use: of specialized workers in market enterprises
(e.g. cooks); of specialized workers paid to work in the home (e.g. nurses or
cleaners); or generalist workers who are ‘polyvalent’ substitutes for all the
various activities in the home. These wage rates differ, sometimes dramatically,
introducing yet further indeterminacy in the estimates (Varjonen and Hamunen
1999, paras. 28–30).
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