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Till now man has been up against Nature;

from now on he will be up against his own nature.

DENNIS GABOR, Inventing the Future



CHAPTER 1

The Increasing Scarcity of Time

Good-by, Sir, excuse me, I haven’t time.
I'll come back, I can’t wait, I haven’t time.
I must end this letter — I haven’t time.
I'd love to help you, but I haven’t time
I can’t accept, having no time.
I can’t think, I can’t read, I'm swamped, I haven’t time
I'd like to pray, but I haven’t time.
Michel Quoist

The Paradoxes of Affluence

We had always expected one of the beneficent results of economic
affluence to be a tranquil and harmonious manner of life, a life in
Arcadia. What has happened is the exact opposite. The pace is
quickening, and our lives in fact are becoming steadily more hectic.
It used to be assumed that, as the general welfare increased, people
would become successively less interested in further rises in income.
And yet 1n practice a still higher economic growth rate has become
the overriding goal of economic policy in the rich countries, and the
goal also of our private efforts and attitudes. At the same time, much
of our expenditure is no longer subject to any very careful considera-
tion, as is clear from the successes noted by Madison Avenue. A
growing proportion of ‘the labor force is employed in the service
sector, but in spite of this, our resources are-in fact less well
“serviced” or maintained than ever. It is becoming increasingly
difficult, for instance, for elderly people to obtain the special kind of
service — care and attention — that they very much need. Our so-
called service economy practices in reality a throw-away system at
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all levels, including the human level. We have long expressed hopes
that the elimination of material cares would clear the way for a
broad cultural advancement. In practice, not even those endowed
with the necessary intellectual and emotional capacity have shown
any propensity for immersing themselves in the cultivation of their
minds and spirit. The tendency is rather the reverse.

These are but a few examples of the surprising phenomena oc-
curring in the rich countries. They seem paradoxical, as they fail to
fit into the picture of affluence which we have painted. The cause of
these and similar modern anomalies lies in a circumstance that has
been entirely ignored, namely the increasing scarcity of time. The
limited availability of time and the increasing claims made on it mean
that our affluence is only partial and not total as we seem to believe.
Our affluence takes only the form of access to goods. The idea of
“total affluence” is a logical fallacy.

Time as a Scarce Commodity

In the natural sciences, the concept of time offers its particular
mysteries. The ultimate implications of time, however, are a problem
upon which we need not linger. It will be sufficient for our purposes
to accept that there exists what we experience as a time dimension —
a moving belt of time units which makes resources of time available
to the individual as it passes. kae other economic Tesources,

e i A e

people s hands something that they can use. In economic terms, there
exists a certain “supply of time.”

But there is also a certain “demand for time.” Time can be used
by individuals in work, with a view to acquiring various goods. Time
can also be used in consumption, i.e., the process in which goods are
combined with time, in attempts to achieve the ultimate utility in the
economic process — material and spiritual well-being. It is important
to realize that consumption requires time just as does production.
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Such pleasures as a cup of coffee or a good stage play are not in fact
pleasurable, unless we can devote time to enjoying them.

The scarcity of a commodity is determined by the supply in rela-
tion to the demand. Such a scarcity is normally reflected in the price.
The demand for gold is high in relation to the supply, and gold,
therefore, attracts a considerable price. The supply of sea water, on
the other hand, is extremely great in relation to the demand, and sea
water accordingly attracts no price at all. As regards the commodity
in which we are interested, namely time, we have already noted that
there is a certain supply and a certain demand. We can now add that
the demand by individuals is usually sufficiently high in relation to
the supply to make time a “scarce commodity” in the economic
sense. But if time is an economic utility in short supply, then it must
be subject to the economic laws that prevail in the economist’s uni-
verse. It must be distributed over its different sectors of use — dif-
ferent activities — in accordance with the general principles of eco-
nomics.

When spending money, one presumably tries to balance one’s ex-
penditures in such a way as to obtain the best possible yield. This
means that one will probably refrain from spending all one’s assets
on a single commodity. One will instead distribute one’s expenditure
over a variety of different goods and services. The optimum situation
will have been reached when it is impossible to increase satisfaction
by reducing expenditure in one field and making a corresponding in-
crease in another. A more technical description of this condition of
equilibrium would be to say that the marginal utility of one dollar
must be the same in all different sectors of expenditure.

In the same way, one tries to economize with one’s time resources.
They must be so distributed as to give an equal yield in all sectors of
use. Otherwise, it would pay to. transfer time from an activity with
a low yield to one with a high yield and to continue to do this until
equilibrium had been reached.

Some of my readers may object, perhaps, that this is a somewhat
gross description of how people function. A moment’s reflection,
however, will reveal that if the reader should for this reason put down
the book, such a reaction is in itself evidence that people actually try
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to allocate their time in order to achieve a maximum yield. Such a
reader has the impression that it would be a waste of time to spend
a couple of hours reading this essay and, therefore, decides to devote
his time to some other, and he hopes better, pursuit.

The Increasing Scarcity of Time

The yield on time spent working increases as the result of eco-
nomic growth. Productivity per hour rises. This means that the time
allocation which has represented equilibrium at our previous level of
income is disrupted. The yield on time devoted to other activities
must also be raised. We are aware that time in production becomes
increasingly scarce with economic growth. What we will now claim in
addition to this is that changes in the use of time will occur, so that
the yield on time in all other activities is brought into parity with the
yield on working time. In other words, economic growth entails a
general increase in the scarcity of time.

The necessary increase in the yield of time in the nonwork activ-
ities can take place in many different ways. To some extent we try
to achieve a change in attitudes of a kind that Walter Kerr points out
in his book The Decline of Pleasure: “We are all of us compelled to
read for profit, party for contacts, lunch for contracts, bowl for unity,
drive for mileage, gamble for charity, go out for the evening for the
greater glory of the municipality, and stay home for the weekend to
rebuild the house.”

A more basic and radical method of raising the yield on time used
in consumption is to increase the amount of consumer goods to be
enjoyed per time unit. Just as working time becomes more productive
when combined with more capital, so consumption time can give a
higher yield when combined with more consumer goods. When this
happens, the proportion between consumption goods and the time for
consumption changes, so that the price of such time rises to the level
of the price of time in production, Admittedly, no prices are openly
quoted for time in consumption, but the individual will consciously

or unconsciously apply in his actions and words what we can call a
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“shadow price” to consumption time. This price will go up in step
with the productivity of work time.

A critical reader may object that the increasing volume of con-
sumer goods will not necessarily raise the demand for consumption
time, but rather the reverse. Many consumer goods, it is claimed,
save time, If a household increases its consumption by buying a
washing machine, for instance, then the machine will not claim any
additional time. It is true that there are many goods of this type. This
must be borne in mind when deciding what to classify as “consumer
goods.” We normally mean all the goods bought by households. In
the present study, however, we are considering a more limited cat-
egory of goods. By “consumption goods,” which is the term we shall
be using from now on, we mean the definite end products that are
combined with time in an attempt to create material or spiritual well-
being. Washing machines belong to that category of goods which
increases productivity in working life — in this case the work per-
formed within households. We should not make any sharp distinction
between activities within households and in production. Many of the
former are by nature identical with work in production. Whether pro-
ductivity rises at places of work within production proper, or in the
household, it will have the same effects. The scarcity of time in work-
ing life as a whole has increased, and the yield from time in con-
sumption must be increased to create an equilibrium between the
yield on time in different sectors. This takes place by an increase in
the volume of consumption goods per time unit in consumption.

As already observed, scarce commodities are distributed over dif-
ferent sectors of use in accordance with the principles of economics.
Changes in the scarcity of different resources lead to changes in the
distribution of resources. These changes, too, follow economic laws.
The consequences of an increasing scarcity of time can, therefore, be
studied with simple tools borrowed from the practice of economic

analysis.

A Basic Problem in Social Science

The analysis of the distribution of time, of changes in this distribu-
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tion arising from economic growth, and of the implications of eco-

nomic development under an increasing scarcity of time is not some-
thing of purely economic interest. It is rather a problem of more
general interest, a joint problem for all the social sciences. The dis-
tribution of time and changes in this distribution are bound to affect
our entire attitude to social problems, our entire philosophical out-
look. An increasing scarcity of time is bound to color our basic
attitude to time and pace. David M. Potter in People of Plenty has
made the incipient superfluity of goods the starting point of specula-
tions as to changes in the national character; the same can be done
with the emerging scarcity of time.

. A brief study of the literature shows that workers in the different
social sciences have in fact shown some interest in the problems of
time. It is equally clear, however, that no concerted attack on the
problem is being made. In social anthropology, a number of attempts
have been made to describe attitudes to time in different cultures.
However, many standard works on the subject fail to consider atti-
tudes to time. At all events, hardly any generalizations have been
made concerning the factors which determine disparities in time atti-
tudes among different cultures.

The sociologists, for their part, have made great efforts to perform
large-scale time-budget studies. They have tried to plot how different
individuals or groups divide up their time between various activities.
Particularly detailed studies have been made of the use of time spent
outside the place of work, time which is devoted to a variety of dif-
ferent activities. However, the theories formed parallel to these stud-
ies have been of an ad hoc nature. Attempts at any systematic expla-
nation of time allocation and changes in it are lacking. Because they
have ignored the importance of a time scarcity in the economic sense
for the time phenomena studied, the anthropologists and sociologists
have never really been able to use their own results. It is possible that
an analysis of time allocation could yield a dynamic theory for use in
sociological predictions. It could be a useful tool in the study of the
future, a field of research which affects an increasing amount of
attention.

A theory on changes in the scarcity of time could perhaps also be
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of use in medical research on stress. Similar openings may exist in
psychology, perhaps even more in psychiatry. The present writer has
found an interest in questions of the type discussed in at least one
psychiatric paper. The following quotation from Professor of Psy-
chology John Cohen speaks for itself: “The reaction of animals under
conditions of temporal constraint may help to understand human
disorders in the tightly time-bound cultures of our day.”

It is hardly surprising that sociologists, for instance, have not come
to regard the use of time as a problem of economizing with an in-
creasingly scarce commodity. Such an approach, however, should be
natural for that science which is devoted to the principles of allocat-
ing scarce resources, namely economics. Even so, a reasonable anal-
ysis of time is lacking in the economic literature. Economists typically
regard consumption as an instantaneous act without temporal conse-
quences. They regard time in working life as a scarce resource, paral-
lel to which there exists some sort of undefined “free time.” As in-
comes rise, one would have increasing consumption, without any
consequences to the time situation of the individual, other than a
reduction in work time. This would give an increasing amount of
“free time.” The supply would be increasing on all fronts.

By such a view, the distribution of time can never be made the
subject of analysis with the tools of economic theory. It is indeed
interesting to see how poorly incorporated free time is in economic
theory. To give an example, one ambitious statistical study (by
Gordon C. Winston) on the relationship between working time and
level of income in different countries makes a distinction between the
time used “either on the earning of income (work), or on a host of
alternative noneconomic activities (leisure).” To speak of nonwork-
ing time as a noneconomic use of time in symptomatic. The very
term free time suggests a failure to realize that consumption time is
a scarce commodity.

That coﬁsumption is regarded as some sort of instantaneous act
emerges most clearly from the fact that, when economists try to state
the connection between the “utility” of a certain commodity and the
amount of that commodity available, they never take into account the

time an individual has at his/disposal to consume the commodity in
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question. In economic theory, the pleasure an individual can be ex-
pected to derive from a couple of theatre tickets is not taken to be
dependent in any way on the time he can devote to playgoing. At
most, economic writers take into account the time needed for con-
sumption by pointing out that the utility of a product depends on the
length of the time period within which it is to be enjoyed. “Different
levels of satisfaction are derived from consuming ten portions of ice
cream within one hour and within one month.” This point made by
J. M. Henderson and R. E. Quandt in their textbook is, however, by
no means sufficient. It is not enough to know whether portions of ice
cream are to be consumed within a month or within a year. It is far
more important to know how much time within a given period can be
specifically devoted to enjoying the commodity whose contribution to
our material well-being we are studying. If one has no time during a
whole week to drink coffee, then obviously even whole sacks full of
coffee will give no yield that week. Similarly, a tennis player has no
use for a new racket each year, if he never has the time to play. The
utility of theatre tickets cannot be established without knowing
whether or not the ticket holder has time to use them. What makes
the difference is not so much the period of time during which a given
quantity of the commodity is available, but rather the time that is
available during this period to consume the commodity in question.

Now that we have made these critical observations, we can note
with satisfaction that a handful of economists has in recent years
adopted a new position. Attention is beginning to be paid to the pos-
sibility that economic growth causes an increasing scarcity of time.
The first, apparently, in this exclusive group was Roy Harrod, who
published a short paper on this theme at the end of the fifties. How-
ever, no attention was paid to it by the profession and not even by
its author either, since he has never followed up the ideas which he
had presented. Harrod’s thesis was that we may in time be faced with
a consumption maximum, owing to an increasing scarcity of time,
which is the result primarily of all the servicing and maintenance
work required by consumption goods. It is Harrod’s idea, puzzling at
first sight, which originally triggered the thinking of the present stu?:ly.

Another economist who has allowed for the fact that consumption
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takes time and as a result reached interesting results is Jacob Mincer.
Only one economist, however, has attempted to formulate a general
theory of time allocation. This is Gary Becker, whose work is pre-
sented in a paper published in 1965. The basic approach in this book
and in Becker’s paper are the same. Even though work on this book
had reached a relatively late stage before Becker’s paper became

available, it has naturally been extremely valuable to be able to utilize
Becker’s line of thinking.

Why This Neglect of Time Analysis?

The absence of any theory of time allocation in the behavioral
sciences must be blamed on economists who, being professionally con-
cerned with the allocation of scarce resources, should certainly have
come to regard time in this way. Instead, by ignoring the fact that
consumption requires time, they have conveyed the opposite impres-
sion — that the use of time off the job is a noneconomic phenomenon
and that economic growth results in a decreasing scarcity of time.
How can we explain this neglect on the part of the economists? In
the absence of any entirely convincing or sufficient explanation, we
can only suggest various possibilities. To begin with, there could be a
historical reason. When the first economists defined their sphere of
interest, the scarcity of time was hardly noticeable. The overriding
problem was the scarcity of goods as a result of low productivity. It
was, therefore, reasonable to speak of free time in the true eccnomic
sense, i.e., time without a price. Consumption goods were lacking,
and marginal time was perhaps spent in enforced passivity. Fettered
by an analytic tradition, economists have failed to see time as a
scarce resource, even though the situation has radically changed.

It is also possible that the actual term economic growth is mislead-
ing. When we speak of economic growth, it is easy to think of grow-
ing economic opportunities in general. We imagine total, rather than
partial, affluence. Obviously, such an erroneous picture will emerge
more easily if we are unaware that consumption takes time, and we






