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Introduction 

It has been 40 years since Thompson (1967) first outlined industrial 

capitalism’s effect on the social fabric of time. Since then, post-Fordist 

management strategies such as lean production, the mass casualization of 

labour, and economic globalization have fundamentally altered the temporal 

landscape of work. Among the changes are clear increases in working time 

(Duxbury and Higgins 2001; Schor 1991; Statistics Canada 1998) and feelings of 

being more rushed, even while at home (Robinson and Godbey 1997). Feminist 

researchers have found this to be particularly true for women, who continue to 

experience the “double day” (Pupo 1997).i Yet these temporal changes are not 

uniformly experienced; some workers are working fewer hours and others 

(particularly managers and professionals) are working extremely long hours 

(Gershuny 2002). Postindustrial transformation therefore has indeterminate 

temporal effects, underscoring the need to understand the social forces that 

affect working time. 

Clearly, working-time norms are in a state of flux. As scholars struggle to 

understand the postindustrial working experience in toto, in this paper I carve off 

but one piece: what role do symbolic representations of time play in postindustrial 
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work discipline? What coercive power, if any, do symbolic representations of time 

exercise? How and in what ways are these symbols constructed?  

This paper seeks to understand the changing nature of working time 

through a phenomenological investigation of time itself. Time is socially 

organized, as are all social processes (Fagan and Lallement 2003). Its coercive 

power is contingent on how it is symbolically represented and reproduced. Time’s 

symbolic representation played a central role in industrialization; industrializing 

countries saw a pitched battle to represent time as a rational, centrally ordered 

phenomenon (Thompson 1967). The shift to the postindustrial context is seeing a 

similar battle, albeit a subtler one. Where industrial capitalists struggled to 

represent time as precisely counted hours and minutes (instead of the crudely 

discerned seasons), postindustrial capitalists struggle to frame time as a 

phenomenon of “productivity.” Postindustrial time can be either “productively” 

spent or “unproductively” wasted. The management strategy of “just-in-time” 

production is one example of how conceptions of “waste” come to be associated 

with time (Adam, Whipp, and Sabelis 2002).  

Whipp (1987) argues that Thompson overstated the coercive power of 

industrial “clock time,” even within the early industrial context. He suggests that 

contemporary examinations of working time must include the sector, the 

community and the enterprise. In other words, the specific context out of which a 

given time regime emerges is of critical importance. This paper responds to 

Whipp’s suggestion by focusing on a case-study industry: Web-site production. 

Web workers are emblematic of the so-called “new economy;” they are avid 
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users of technology and also builders of it. They perform what Lazzarato calls 

“immaterial labour,” in that they both construct consumer demand by 

synthesizing trends to create (digital) experiences, as well as use computerized 

processes and tools to perform their labour (Lazzarato 1997). These immaterial 

labourers have also been called, uncritically, “knowledge workers” (Bell 1973) or 

more recently “the creative class” (Florida 2004) and are acknowledged as the 

vanguard of the new world of work. Their working experience is the proverbial 

canary in the coalmine – it is a harbinger of things to come. 

The time regime under which these Web workers labour provides a unique 

opportunity to study how time is constructed as “productive” in the postindustrial 

context: their employers typically bill clients for hours of work performed. The 

technologies and symbols these organizations use to represent time demonstrate 

how Thompson’s centrally ordered “clock time” is being replaced by a “digital 

time,” one in which measures of productivity are easily and regularly coupled with 

time records.  

 This paper is organized into three parts. First, I review the temporal 

transformation of postindustrial production, including new ways of keeping (and 

more importantly, of calculating) time. Secondly, I review trends in high-

technology work, which include its precarious nature and its long working hours. 

Finally, I present empirical findings and a political economy of working time 

among Web workers. I explore how the symbolic representation of time in their 

workplaces corresponds to a systematic undervaluing of “unproductive” time. I 

also show this representation of time relates to domestic labour in the home, as 
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well as to a pervasive sense of precarity in the Web design industry. I then 

conclude by exploring the implications of this kind of time regime, including how it 

relates to core and peripheral labour markets. 

Digital Time: The Need for A New Approach 

Postindustrial capitalism has reconfigured the temporal landscape of work. 

Globalized production and the large-scale adoption of information and 

communication technologies (ICTs) have transformed the ways in which time is 

rendered visible in workplaces. Time reckoning, or how we collectively 

understand time, is an object of sociological study requiring renewed attention 

because of these postindustrial changes.  

Thompson (1967) argues that the shift to industrialization was 

accompanied by the shift to “clock time,” which is a centrally ordered, 

mechanistic and knowable form of time. Thomspon notes that innovations in 

time-keeping technologies, such as the pendulum and the spiral balance-spring, 

corresponded to pronounced changes in time-reckoning practices (Thompson 

1967 67).  The increased accuracy and smaller sizes of clocks (and ultimately 

watches) lent a rationalizing force to industrial capitalism; workers came to know 

time not just as the clock on the factory wall, but also as the chiming of the hours 

in their very own homes (or even pockets). The ubiquity of time-keeping devices 

changed workers’ “inward notion of time” (Thompson 1967 57) from an agrarian, 

irregular schedule to a rational, industrialized and centrally ordered experience of 

time. Workers’ subjective experience of time gradually came to mirror industrial 
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capitalism’s time regime. With industrialization, “time is now currency: it is not 

passed but spent” (Thompson 1967 61). 

Under industrial capitalism, working time was book-ended by socially 

meaningful signals such as “meal time,” “quitting time,” or even “banana time” 

(Roy 1959). These symbols were frequently the site of struggle. Marx, for 

example, decries the “tricks” capital played to “steal” from “meal time” (Marx and 

Engels 1977 354-355). Manipulating time in early industrialization was as simple 

as moving the hands on the clock on the factory wall. Marx argues that these 

“petty pilferings” were an extension of the fundamental struggle over the length of 

the working day. Capitalists sought longer days for more surplus value. Moving 

the hands on the clock could literally mean more money in their pockets. The 

struggle over social symbols of time, therefore, is really a political economy of 

time. 

The globalized production of late-stage capitalism renders social signals 

such as “quitting time” or “meal time” even less meaningful. Globalized 

production has erased these local events through what Castells (1996) calls 

“timeless time.” Timeless time is hyper-responsive to global events, yet remains 

relatively unaffected by local events. There is no clock on the factory wall in 

timeless time, but many clocks from all over the world, all of which compromises 

workers’ ability to end work.  Globalized production necessitates start times and 

end times that correspond to other time zones, the synchronization of 

collaborative work across multiple time zones, and the adhering to a tempo that 

beats to the always-on, 24/7 drum of global production. In this context, “quitting 
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time” is less important than “total customer responsiveness” (Peters 1987). 

Meaningful symbols of time in the contemporary workplace, consequently, focus 

more on the value a given amount of labour has generated, not when that labour 

begins or ends. Tying time to value is made possible by innovations in digital 

time keeping. Digital time keeping allows measures of time to be instantly 

combined with measures of “productivity.” The result is a workday that is not a 

function of what time it happens to be, but how much “value” a worker has 

managed to create. This is not entirely new. After all, Marx himself made it quite 

clear that labour time itself was not valuable, but what that labour produced, 

which in turn could be sold. What is new is the ability to trace each worker’s 

individual contribution to revenue, which thus far has proven particularly difficult 

in service production. 

It has been 40 years since Thompson wrote. In that time, time keeping 

itself has been radically transformed from a mechanistic phenomenon to a largely 

computerized one. This is significant; when time keeping is performed by tiny 

computers, time itself is transformed into what Negroponte (1995) calls “co-

mingling bits,” or small units of information that are no longer constrained by a 

linear temporality. Time can now be ordered, re-ordered, and combined 

instantaneously with other data, such as production numbers or revenue figures. 

Quartz technology, introduced in the 1970s, made mechanical, moving-

parts watches largely a thing of the past. Even so-called “analogue” watches, 

which use hour and minute hands, are today largely powered by non-mechanical 

means (Fédération de l'industrie horlogère suisse FH 2007). One watch 
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production centre, Hong Kong, demonstrates the massive increase in digital time 

keeping. In 1985, Hong Kong shipped 3.5 million digital watches. By 1991, Hong 

Kong producers shipped over 108 million digital watches (Glasmeier 2000). 

Digital watch production was largely enabled by the mass production of 

microelectronic chips. Indeed, some of the early American producers of digital 

watches included Texas Instruments and Intel Corporation. These 

microelectronic companies typically understood these new devices as 

“calculators,” rather than watches (Glasmeier 2000). 

Today, time keeping is becoming more akin to “calculation” than to 

watching the hour hand move. Time keeping is no longer performed exclusively 

by watches and clocks; digital technology has allowed time keeping to be 

embedded easily into a wide array of microelectronic devices, such as mobile 

phones, and MP3 players. Watches are no longer used just for their time-keeping 

functionality but now often perform solely as stylish accessories. The high-end, 

luxury watch market continues to climb at a modest rate (Fédération de l'industrie 

horlogère suisse FH 2007), but the production of low-end watches under $100 

(which cannot act as stylish accessories, but only as time-keeping devices) is in 

steep decline. Between 2001 and 2005, U.S. watch sales fell 4.9 per cent 

(Packaged Facts 2006). Clearly, telling time is not a function for watches any 

longer. Seiko Corporation USA president Les Perry recently told jewelers’ 

magazine JCK, “None of us who are serious about the watch business say we 

sell time. We sell image, style, and functions other than time telling” (Shuster 
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2007). Watches perform primarily a function of demonstrating cultural capital, 

while digital devices, such as MP3 players or computers, keep time.  

Innovation in digital time-keeping devices has downstream effects in 

postindustrial workplaces. Time-keeping computers instantaneously combine 

measures of time with other measures of worker “productivity.” Digital 

technologies allow the alteration or “mashing up” of all digital files. Accordingly, 

they allow measurements of time to be effortlessly combined with other pieces of 

information. Digital time-keeping devices allow time to be counted in impossibly 

small fragments and combined with other indicators of “productivity” such as 

number of keystrokes typed, number of Power Point slides completed, etc. A 

document created using a computer will also automatically have “time stamps” 

embedded within it, marking when it was created, when and how many times it 

was edited, and by whom. Emails automatically have time stamps in their 

headers, and by default are arranged by “most recent,” thereby making 

immediately visible who has sent what email and when. In this context, time is a 

subtle, symbolic component of every piece of work that is produced.  

And if that were not enough, software programs now exist that allow 

managers to instantly know how much time has been spent on any given task. 

TimeControl is a software program that workers use to keep records of their time 

use. These programs are designed to treat time as it would any entry in an 

accounting ledger; time can be calculated, reconciled and fundamentally 

controlled in ways that were previously possible but simply too time consuming. 

Wes Boislard, a manager at Standard Life Insurance Company told Computing 
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Canada that TimeControl saves the company enormous amounts of calculation 

labour: 

If we didn't have TimeControl, we'd have to make sure all of the time 
sheets were received from every employee and approved. Doing it 
manually would take days and the quality of information wouldn't be as 
high. The time that would have been spent entering information is now 
spent on other responsibilities (Hilson 2002 23) 
 

TimeControl relies on workers to enter their time, thereby eliminating the need for 

a clipboard and a stopwatch; workers provide this information themselves. 

Boislard went on to note “managers can see at any given moment how much 

time is being spent on project.” Tools like TimeControl are hyper-Taylorist in that 

they eliminate much of the tedious time calculations that Taylor would complete 

when measuring efficiency. 

These developments shift workplace temporality from a static, Fordist 

experience to a fragmented, randomized experience that bears even less 

resemblance to the naturally emerging temporality of agricultural production. This 

is what Adam (1998) refers to as “de-temporalization” or the separation of objects 

from the forward-moving, futural, naturally emergent temporality. Labour 

performed in the industrial context is decoupled from the seasons. Labour 

performed in the postindustrial context is not only decoupled from the local 

temporal context, but also combined immediately with production data. New 

production numbers can be analyzed almost instantaneously and used to adjust 

the organization of labour in “real time.”  Digital technologies create “digital time,” 

a hyper form of “clock time,” one that reveals far more about an individual’s 

worker’s activity (and inactivity) than a simple punch clock.  
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Longer hours, more precarity 

Digital time-keeping has been accompanied by discernible increases in 

working time. In her comprehensive study of hours of work between 1967 and 

1985, Schor (1991) found that the average American added an extra month of 

work each year. There is some disagreement about Schor's quantitative findings. 

Robinson and Godbey (1997), for example, argue that workers have more leisure 

time, not less. Their argument is largely based on a differing quantitative method 

than Schor's, but they concede that Americans nonetheless experience a 

perceived increase in working hours. In her examination of the qualitative 

experience of work at paid jobs and work at home, Hochschild (1997; 1989) has 

found significant qualitative evidence to support both Schor's quantitative 

findings.  

More up-to-date Canadian quantitative evidence also confirms Schor's 

argument. Turcotte (2007) reports that the average Canadian in 2005 spent 45 

fewer minutes with family members than the average Canadian in 1986. This 

was true for both men and women. This reduction in family time is primarily due 

to increased hours of paid work. Not only are workers spending more time at 

work, but work is also invading the home: almost 16% of Canadians performed 

unpaid “catch-up work” at home in 2007, up from 14% in 2005 (Statistics Canada 

2005; Statistics Canada 2008). 

Long hours of work have been found to be particularly common in high-

technology work. In their examination of the quality of life in their own industry, 

the International Game Developers Association (IDSA) found widespread 
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examples of overwork. Three in five developers said they work more that 46 

hours in an average week. But come “crunch time,” when video games are 

nearing shipment to stores, a third of workers worker between 65 and 80 hours a 

week (International Game Developers Association 2004). Many of these workers 

report significant difficulty balancing their home and working lives. 

 In their study of the video game industry, Kline, Dyer-Witheford and de 

Peuter (2003) note that these kinds of hours are considered de rigeur in the 

industry but that the blurring between leisure time and work time helps obscure 

the fact that workers are working exceedingly long hours. Work in the gaming 

industry is constructed as “fun,” where long hours are intermingled with episodes 

of play while in the office. Elsewhere, Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter (2006)  find 

that organizations have ample ability to avoid long hours of “crunch time” before 

a new game is shipped, but gaming companies consistently fail to plan properly. 

Workers spend upwards of 100 hours per week at work during crunch time. ii 

Tapia (2006) finds a similar pattern of overwork in her examination of dot-

com start-up technology companies. She argues that the culture of long hours 

and “one upmanship” among Web workers stems from a strongly masculinized 

competitive working culture. This kind of workplace mirrors Turkle’s (1984) 

description of computing hacking culture. In her examination of computer use, 

Turkle describes the practice of “sport death,” which is the intense, all-night work 

cycle common among computing enthusiasts. In the three dot-com organizations 

she studied, Tapia found that working all night was common, as was bragging 
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about working all night. Workers regularly used company-issued couches to 

sleep at work. 

Time records themselves can become part of this competitive one-

upmanship. In her study of a company she called MegaTech, Sharone (2002) 

found a system she calls “competitive self-management.” In this firm, high-

technology workers are in constant competition with each other to have the 

longest hours on record. This competitive environment yields a pervasive sense 

of insecurity. Workers compete with each other by putting in ever longer hours in 

hopes of being ranked at the “top of the curve” and, consequently, “win the 

game.” As with Burawoy’s (1979) workers’ efforts to “make out” and secure 

bonus pay, the workers at MegaTech were in competition with each other – for 

the benefit of management. At MegaTech, reward pay for achieving milestones 

was largely regarded as symbolic – it was the ranking itself that mattered to 

these workers. There was no overtime compensation at MegaTech.  

 Work is also increasingly precarious. The numbers of part-time, 

temporary, multiple job-holding, and own-account self-employed workers all rose 

following the 1991 recession in Canada (Krahn 1995). These kinds of jobs are 

more properly called “precarious” because of their unstable nature and the social 

costs associated with having no long-term employment guarantee (Vosko, 

Zukewich, and Cranford 2003).  

Precarity is especially the norm for high-technology work. Research has 

shown precarity to be a central feature to such work, which requires continuous 

changes in numbers of workers to match capricious market demand (Brophy 



Ladner, S. 
Billable Hours: Time Reckoning, Technology and Labour Markets 

13/39 

2006). Web work is no exception to this; it demonstrates a deep precarity that 

workers typically accept as a “natural” part of the industry. “Freelancing” and 

contract work is quite common among Web workers, as is significant volatility in 

income (Gill 2006). The Web industry has a short but dramatic history, which 

includes the implosion of the dot-com bust. After several years of enormous 

growth in the late ‘90s, Web companies began to lay-off workers.  By 2000, 

Businessweek began to run stories of how to best liquidate the leftover business 

fixtures of dot-com companies (Himelstein 2002). A spate of closings of Internet 

companies, and thousands of layoffs followed, as noted in Figure 1. 

Figure 1: Dot-com Closings and Layoffs, 2000-2001  

 

Source: Businessweek. 2002. "Bottoming Out?" Businessweek, March 18, 2002, p. 4. 

Web Work Today 

Contemporary Web work is usually done by specialized organizations 

called interactive agencies. Few organizations possess all the in-house expertise 

required to build, complex, multi-page Web sites from scratch. They frequently 
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turn to firms called “interactive agencies” to build complex, multi-page sites. 

These agencies trace their roots to companies that built the first commercial Web 

sites in the mid 1990s. Such firms began as technology firms, but as online 

advertising expanded throughout the ‘90s and the early 2000s, many firms either 

merged with or were created out of advertising agencies (Zeff and Aronson 

1999). In this sense, they very much exemplify Lazzarato’s (1997) “immaterial 

labourers,” because they observer and synthesize culture into commodities, in 

this case, digital commodities.  

Forrester Research defines interactive agencies as those which produce 

commercial or marketing-focused Web sites with full-time staff dedicated to 

designing and building Web sites (Manning 2005). They employ designers who 

design the aesthetics, copywriters who write the text, information architects 

(sometimes called “interaction designers”) who design the interactivity and site 

maps, account services who manage client relations, project managers, 

strategists and researchers who discern trends in online behaviour, and 

technology developers who write code.  

In the fall of 2005, I began a qualitative investigation of working time 

experiences among workers of these Web agencies. This project included 

ethnographic, in-home interviews, using a convenience sample. As a former 

interactive agency worker, I had extensive contacts in the industry. I used email, 

social networking sites, and face-to-face word-of-mouth to recruit 20 interactive 

agency workers, most of whom lived and worked in the Greater Toronto Area, 

but others who lived in other cities in Canada and the United States. These 
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workers spanned several job categories including creative (design); account 

management (client relations); project management; research and strategy; and 

technology.   

  I conducted a total of 20 interviews at workers’ homes, and at cafés and 

restaurants. By taking field notes, I collected symbolic data including symbols of 

work within workers’ homes, and technological artifacts of time keeping. The 

interviews were recorded, transcribed, and thematically coded. In accordance 

with the established ethics criteria of my university, I ensured anonymity by 

creating code names for each worker, which are used in this paper. I anonymized 

their company names and other identifying information. I also engaged in 

numerous casual conversations with interactive agency workers while at bars, 

parties, restaurants, and walking through neighbourhoods frequented by these 

workers. I kept field notes of these interactions. These conversations continue.  

Like many ethnographic researchers, I have discovered it is difficult to 

discern “the end” of this study (Bryman and Teevan 2005; Esterberg 2002). I 

continue to engage in dialogue with these Web workers and their temporal 

experiences both at work and home. This can only further establish what Lincoln 

and Guba (1985) call “credibility,” which returning to participants to seek a test of 

validity. 

Web work is technology work. Workers are typically equipped with laptop 

computers continuously connected to the Web. The tools they use are typically 

Web-based digital programs, as are the products they produce. Time itself is a 

digital artifact in this context, revealed through spreadsheets, Web-based 
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tracking tools like TimeControl, and innumerable digital time-keeping devices. 

This digitization of time makes possible for workers’ activities to be known in 

intimate detail. Employers use digital tools to secure the surplus value these 

workers create; workers use digital tools to conceal how much surplus value they 

take back in response. 

The Political Economy of Web Work 

Typically, an interactive agency lands a contract with a client for a given 

amount of work, which is usually allotted into a finite number of hours. Agency 

workers sell their labour power to the agency, which in turn sells their labour 

power to a client. Agency workers are typically paid a salary, not an hourly wage. 

Hours they work outside of working hours are not often compensated by overtime 

pay, although some agencies provide “lieu time,” which is paid time off in 

recognition of previous overtime. iii Lieu time is often a result of private 

negotiations and rarely part of written policy. 

In agency parlance, workers are “resources” that are “allocated” to 

“projects.” Because such a large proportion of workers’ labour time is accounted 

for under a project, their labour time is understood not as a function of an 

employment relationship between the worker and the agency, but as a function of 

a project budget. In this sense, employment in interactive agencies is deeply 

precarious.  Employment is contingent upon client relationships and, in this 

sense, it is similar to that of temporary agencies, where workers’ labour power is 

sold directly to client firms (Vosko 2000). What’s worse, however, is that agency 

workers must negotiate what Tunstall calls the “personality market” common to 
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advertising agencies. Workers must ensure an ongoing demand for their labour 

by currying favour with them and their fellow workers (Tunstall 1964). These 

agencies demonstrate this dynamic, whereby workers workers who fail to 

sufficiently ingratiate themselves with clients risk not having their labour bought, 

and ultimately, losing their jobs. If a worker has no project, the worker has no 

job.iv 

Digital time keeping is the norm in these agencies. It is computers and 

software programs that keep time for these workers, not watches or clocks. 

These workers almost uniformly “tell the time” through clocks embedded within 

their computers and their electronic calendars. Few used watches but some did 

use their mobile phones or BlackBerrys. Almost all workers I spoke to made 

specific references to Microsoft Outlook, which is an integrated email, calendar, 

and to-do list software program. Outlook allows workers to send meeting 

requests to other workers, which automatically embeds the meeting time in those 

other workers’ calendars. By default, Outlook is programmed to create a pop-up 

window alert 15 minutes before a scheduled meeting begins.  

 Workers often lose track of time while enmeshed in a task. But they are 

reminded of the time by meeting reminders that pop up automatically. As one 

worker described it, she rarely thought about the time until her computer told her 

to: 

Angie:  Uhm, I really only check it when I have meetings or Outlook 
Express, I’ll open that, a meeting prop up.  That’s kind of when I’ll be 
conscious of, oh okay, it’s 11:00 o’clock. 
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Another worker called his Outlook program and its reminders “a savior” because 

he often needed prompting. This prompting often interrupts an emergent working 

experience and creates a sense of urgency: 

Sam Ladner:  So the reminder tells you something that you didn’t realize. 
That your meeting is 15 minutes. 
  
Reggie:  Well, it’s not that I didn’t realize, I mean it’s there in my calendar. 
But it’s just a prompt to make sure that I start concluding the discussions 
that I’m in or the you know the conversation I’m having so that I can move 
on to the next thing. 

 

In this context, digital devices are continuously calculating time. Workers know 

they have 15 minutes until a meeting because their computers tell them so. They 

are rarely able to discern this 15-minute warning without the aid of digital 

devices. 

These workers were required to keep detailed records of the time they 

spend working. They typically use Web-based software programs, like 

TimeControl, which are designed for tracking time on client work. Some workers 

record less than one hour against particular projects, while others used a 

minimum of one hour. One respondent told me that in a former job, he had a 

virtual “stop watch” on his computer desktop which he used to record time down 

to the exact second. These workers design Web-based applications, so the tools 

have special significance to them. One worker explained that the system does 

not allow him to record less than eight hours. The tracking system compels him 

to provide an account for eight hours in symbolically significant ways. He noted 

the system does not allow him to record less than eight hours, and if he attempts 
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to, it turns the text red. He found this “funny,” because it was symbolically 

significant: 

Sam Ladner:  …is this how you designed your interactions?  When you do 
something red, what does that mean? 
  
Andrew:  Well, yeah…red is like an error message, I definitely associate 
the two.  It needs your attention. 
  
Sam Ladner:  It needs your attention. 
  
Andrew:  Something needs to be fixed.  If something goes red, you need 
to fix it.  I guess. 
  
Sam Ladner:  So you’re six hours, fix it. 
 
Andrew:  Yeah, make it eight.  Somehow (Laughs). 
 

This worker’s experience was typical. Workers rarely, if ever, work less than 8 

hours in a day, but routinely work more than 8. Fewer than 8 hours would amount 

to only what Marx calls “socially necessary labour,” while the full 8 (or more) 

guarantees the extraction of surplus value. These digital tools reinforce and 

facilitate this extraction. As builders of digital products, these workers have a 

deep appreciation for the symbolic language of technology. Less than 8 hours is 

symbolically represented as something that “needs to be fixed,” while more than 

8 hours results in no special symbolic language.  

Tracking time is ostensibly a way to track employee effort, to bill clients, 

and to control costs. But this is its mere appearance; its essential character is a 

much more subtle shift in the representation of time. Technology like TimeControl 

renders time as a “calculator” renders time, making it a countable, precise, and 

knowable phenomenon. This in itself is an extraordinary thing; time itself is not a 

knowable psychological concept. Human brains frequently have difficulty 
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discerning the passage of hours or minutes (Csikszentmihalyi 1990). But to track 

time with digital technologies is to be able to combine it instantly with other data, 

such as profitability and cost overruns. 

These workers know precisely how much time they have left in a project 

budget because digital tools calculate the remaining number of hours for the 

entire project team. The intensity of work effort is determined by this continual 

calculation of the time budget. As one worker explained, the project manager’s 

responsibility is to calculate the time remaining in the project budget and 

communicate this to the team. Project managers can only complete this task by 

calculating time spent and work completed, something that is made possible 

through the use of electronic time sheets: 

Jessica:  [Project managers are] in charge of the hours they put on a 
project.  That’s the big problem is like you can have 80% of your project 
gone with 50% of it only complete and they will look at an art director and 
say you’ve got to do this faster.  You’ve got to do this faster and now you 
think that you’re 50% through and what you thought you needed 50 hours 
for, you now have to do it in 20.  
 

Analogue clocks and watches allow for such calculations, but digital time-keeping 

devices can calculate time budgets much more easily and quickly. As such, 

digital time keeping allows for constant calculations of time and changes in work 

intensity. 

Time is not only infinitely knowable, it is subject to manipulation, both by 

workers and employers. It is a continual struggle to reveal time in particular ways. 

Employers codify time in complex software or Web-based software programs, 

which reveal time as a resource to be sold to clients. Workers attempt to reveal 

time as indicators of their productivity and contribution to revenue generation.  
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Calculating Value 

The ideal business condition for an agency is one in which 100% of its 

employees’ labour time is sold to a client. Time-tracking allows agencies to know 

exactly how much labour time is sold to clients, and which workers contribute 

relatively more to the agency’s revenue numbers. Workers have already sold 

their labour power to the agency but the time-tracking system makes it appear to 

be “worthless” unless it is sold once again to a client.  

Full “billability” is the ideal situation for agency workers, where 100% of 

their labour time is sold – at a premium – to a client. At a minimum, this would 

imply that workers do not rest or eat during working hours. So it’s unsurprising 

that in practice, most workers do not achieve full billability. Workers are 

frequently given targets for billability. One worker noted that billability targets had 

been part of her annual performance review. During her review she was 

presented with a printed report. I asked her what that report told her:  

Stephanie: It would tell you how much you are billable. Like, you’re only 
67% billable and you’re supposed to get that up to 70. 
 

There is no discernable difference between 67% and 70% billability; it could be 

as little as 15 minutes a day spent on client work. Neither the worker nor the 

client could cognitively appreciate this amount of time without the aid of a clock. 

To calculate this time at the end of a quarter requires the time tracking system. A 

Taylorist stopwatch and clipboard could theoretically discern the difference 

between 67% and 70%, but it would take significantly more resources to tally 

these numbers regularly. The digital time keeping produces this tally relatively 
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easily. Indeed, these agencies routinely calculate such figures, usually weekly. In 

addition, workers have regular, casual conversations on how they were “tracking” 

to a given time budget.  

Precarity as the norm 

Digital time sheets immediate reveal a worker who is not 100% billable. 

The software programs can be queried and managers quickly learn who is not 

currently billable. It was unsurprising to learn, then, that these workers also told 

me of a pervasive sense of job insecurity. Junior workers who are new to the 

industry learn early on that job insecurity is the norm. It is not unusual for workers 

to start as contract employees, to become permanent only after a trial period. I 

asked one junior worker about his transition from a three-month contract to a 

longer, six-month contract. I asked him how he felt about not being made 

permanent: 

Andrew:  Um…well, at first I was kind of…I won’t lie…at first I was a little 
disappointed I think, because, to me that kinda felt like…you know…I was 
doing well, but the company didn’t want to put…you know…that 
much…didn’t want to invest in me because…the way I kinda thought 
about it was when someone becomes permanent, it’s not necessarily the 
steady income, but also things like benefits…and like RRSP contributions 
and so things like that, and and…while I was a little disappointed at first, I 
kinda thought well you know, I mean there are all these other factors that I 
have to think about.  And so, maybe, this is just kind of standard. 

 

This “standard” of precarity that Andrew describes evolved out of the political 

economy of Internet-based employment. As described above, this industry was 

also subject to massive layoffs through 2000 to 2002. Most of these workers 

remember either losing their jobs or their colleagues losing their jobs. 
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There was a pervasive fear of appearing “unproductive” in time sheets. 

Unproductive workers were workers who did not have sufficient billable work. 

This fear was very real: “unproductive” workers were in danger of losing their 

jobs. One worker explained that she gets anxious about appearing “available” in 

the electronic time-tracking system. “Available” workers are workers who are not 

attached to an ongoing, client-paid project. She told me she avoids recording any 

time in the “available” category, if possible. As she explained, she strives to be 

“indispensable”: 

Sam Ladner: Why do you need to be indispensable? 
   
Stephanie: I don’t want to show as “available.” 
   
Sam Ladner: Why don’t you mark yourself down as “available?” 
   
Stephanie: Well I guess it’s because of the layoffs. 

 

Stephanie had not been laid off herself but she had witnessed several rounds of 

layoffs at two separate agencies. The fear was palpable even though she herself 

admitted that business was currently quite good and chances are she wouldn’t 

be laid off. v 

Like in many other dot-com businesses, the interactive agency world was 

rocked by layoffs through the dot-com bust of 2000 to 2002. Many of these 

workers remember these layoffs and some had been laid off themselves in the 

past. One worker described witnessing mass layoffs as “embarrassing” for those 

left behind and “humiliating” for those being laid off. Not every worker I talked to 

was afraid of losing their job, but some were, and tied it specifically to their 

“billability” and their time sheets. 
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 A decision to layoff a worker may hinge upon the amount of billable work 

they record. Curt, a project manager, describes intervening on behalf of 

colleagues who may not appear “valuable” based on their time sheets:    

Curt: So in sometimes you are effectively, its sounds very bizarre to say it, 
you’re almost saving some people. Because…their name might be on the 
list of somebody they’re potentially looking to layoff and you’re like, no 
way, that if you do that, you’re going to railroad this project…Because 
they’re only looking at a cost sheet going they’re only 50% billable.  They 
might only be on 50% of my project but they might be a critical resource 
on that project.  So you’ll be flagging to them it’s like okay very difficult to 
replace this person or okay, yes there might be a little bit of a blip here but 
we could be able to get someone else to fill in.  So it doesn’t always 
happen. 
 
Workers who do not succeed in having 100% of their labour time sold can 

be considered incompetent or untrustworthy, even if they are a “critical resource” 

on a given project. Workers frequently expressed a desire to project an 

appropriate workplace self, one that has adequate billability. One worker 

explained he feels “disconcerted” when he is less than 100% billable. I asked him 

why: 

George: Well because I feel, coming from where I came from, I was 
responsible for eight hours.  For an employee to be worth keeping, they 
must generate five times their income which is a pretty phenomenal 
number so if you make $60,000, you have to make $300,000 for the 
company. 
  
Sam Ladner:  In revenue. 
  
George: In revenue. 
  
Sam Ladner:  Where do you get this five times figure? 
  
George: Where do I get the five times figure?  I think I got it from when I 
was in school. 

 



Ladner, S. 
Billable Hours: Time Reckoning, Technology and Labour Markets 

25/39 

George’s notion of a worker “worth keeping” is one that generates 400% return 

on their salary. This kind of calculus is made possible by the time-tracking 

system. George can know exactly how much time he has sold to a client, and 

therefore how much revenue he has secured for the agency. The extraction this 

enormous amount of surplus value is legitimated by disciplining effects around 

billability.  

Workers routinely strive to present an “appropriate,” sufficiently billable 

self in a variety of ways. One strategy is to “keep” a record of billable time, even if 

ultimately the client refuses to pay for it. Unsurprisingly, a worker’s record of 

billability becomes a site of struggle. There was often confusion over what was 

legitimately billable time. Time spent on business travel, for example, is 

sometimes considered billable, but sometimes it is not: 

Jennifer: I traveled about a month ago, and I put every hour that I worked 
when I was away into [my time sheets]. I worked fifteen-hour days 
sometimes where I would be at the client office from eight in the morning 
until six at night, working the whole time. Because going on a lunch, that 
was work. 

 

But when a client does not pay for those hours, workers face a struggle to “keep” 

the hours, which demonstrate their contribution to agency revenue.  

Deirdra:  Well, usually you can end up still saying in the system that you 
worked 70 hours, they will just make the 20 hours that you spent travelling 
non-billable so there is a record that you did the work but it doesn’t really 
reflect in any lieu time you might get or it doesn’t show that you kind of 
went the extra mile when it comes down to your review and those sorts of 
things. 
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Billable hours at home: Work as part of the family 

The norm of 100% billability has significant implications for these workers’ 

home lives. Much of their non-billable work is unrecognized. Unsurprisingly, 

many of these workers frequently work outside regular business hours. Workers 

often work on commuter trains, in their home offices, on weekends, weeknights, 

and even in the morning before work. Many workers reported significant 

problems in separating work and home.  

These workers are avid users of mobile technology, which further allows 

paid work to invade the home. Bringing work into the home often means implicitly 

bringing their agency’s time-reckoning system into their home, allowing billable 

hours to crowd out other ways to reckon time while at home. For example, 

“dinner time,” “vacation,” and “bed time,” are contextually relevant indicators of 

time within the domestic sphere. Yet these workers’ always-on, responsive and 

billable self often comes into the home, making a clash between domestic time 

events and workplace demands.  

Some respondents reserve a private office space for their work 

technologies, such as a home office or closable cabinet or armoire. This private 

space does provide some symbolic division between work and home, as 

respondents could literally “close the door” on work. Other respondents (some of 

whom have smaller residences such as apartments or condos) tend to bring 

laptops into communal family space.  One worker brings his laptop home so 

frequently that it had a preeminent position reserved for it on the coffee table in 
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the family room. Another respondent noted that the laptop was a frequent 

participant in family entertainment: 

Sam Ladner:  Your laptop? Is it here? 
  
Jennifer:  Yes. It’s in the family room. 
  
Sam Ladner:  In the family room. Why is it in the family room? 
  
Jennifer:  Because I sat last night and watched hockey, watched hockey 
and worked. 

 

The presence of a laptop and its associated paid work in shared family 

space lead to home/work conflicts. Respondents have a variety of ways of 

working around family members, but there are ambiguous boundaries of what 

constituted “work.” Some respondents noted their families accuse them of “not 

being present” when the laptop was open, while others suggested it was the 

content of the laptop that mattered. One respondent told me her family often 

inspects her screen to see if all she is doing is email, which is grudgingly 

considered acceptable. Other applications, such as Microsoft Word or design 

applications indicate more serious work and are often considered unacceptable 

in the home. 

Bringing technology home is in part a strategy for dealing with an 

abundance of work. As one respondent told me: 

Tamara: I’m glad to be home and if I have to work I can at least work at 
home with my family around me. 
 
Sometimes work even follows them to vacations and family events. One 

respondent described a work-related phone call while she was on vacation, 

where her boss needed to know the location of a file on the company server:  
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Deirdra:  I was … I had already got my makeup done and I was writing my 
speech and my cell phone rang.   
  
Researcher:  Oh you were in the bridal party? 
  
Deirdra:  Yeah.  I mean the wedding wasn’t in progress but I was out of 
town though for it.  It’s strange because only certain people in the 
company have company cell phones yet they always want to know your 
cell phone number so they can call you all the time… 

 

These continual intrusions have a direct impact on domestic labour. 

Domestic labour is essential to work done outside the home, insofar as workers 

must return to their paid jobs clothed, fed, and sufficiently revitalized to be 

productive. This kind of work is rendered invisible in even the industrial context 

because the work is performed without pay, and usually in the isolated location of 

homes. The invisibility of domestic labour is even more obscured in this 

postindustrial example because of the pre-eminent position billable hours enjoy 

in their workplaces. 

As I visited workers’ homes, I had the opportunity to witness the impact of 

paid work on domestic labour. For most of these workers, this impact was 

minimal because most were young workers without children and some without 

partners. But these workers are on a collision course: domestic responsibilities 

will only grow as they get older and their work simply cannot be completed in 8 

hours at the office. One junior worker recognizes this collision course, noting that 

it will force some hard decisions in the future. He expects that as his caretaking 

responsibilities grow with age, he will likely face significant problems: 

Andrew:  For now, it doesn’t bother me….But I would never want to [work 
these hours] where if I have kids for example, then it’s like “Oh, Dad’s 
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working late again”…that sort of thing.  I wouldn’t want to be in that 
position. 

 

But for older workers, this conflict is already deeply felt. Both women and men 

feel the impact of work in their domestic lives with their partners. Yet it is the 

women that do not have a “back up” worker at home for them. As one woman 

worker described, when her working hours became excessive, it was her 

husband who became “fed up,” 

Tamara:  I went back [to another agency] and I’d say at that time most 
of…well before I left [that agency] I was working I’d say until 10:00 o’clock 
every night and I did that for like three years and I got tired.  I got really 
tired and my husband was like fed up.  We didn’t have a dog then but it 
was pretty horrible in that sense.  My professional life was pretty good, 
though, like I was doing good stuff but my family life was not doing so well. 
 
 

Tamara’s caretaking of her husband and her dog are directly compromised by 

her hours spent at work. Yet her experiences contrast with the experience of 

working men in this study. 

The domestic sphere weighs heavily on workers who do have small 

children at home. Three workers I interviewed have children at home. All were 

men. None of the women I interviewed had children at home (although some 

were married). One worker explained the impact of long hours on his and his 

partner’s life at home. The stress of long hours has a deep impact on his private 

life, yet he has a “back up” of his wife working at home to support his labor at 

work. He explained that his then-employer offered him no solutions to this 

conflict; the only solution was one he exercised individually by getting a new job: 

Derrick:  …on the weekends and they were going into the office on the 
weekends and I just had a little boy at that point so he was just born 
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basically and I started this job and it was starting to have an effect on my 
marriage.  Nothing too major but certainly if it prolonged for any long 
period of time then it was going to definitely have a detriment to my 
marriage.  So I got out of that, I removed myself from that situation.  No 
matter much, how hard I worked, I either wasn’t being recognized and it 
was definitely having a detriment to my kind of life balance… 
 

Note that Derrick says “No matter how hard I worked,” he could not “solve” the 

problem except to quit the job. His agency’s hunger for ever more revenue made 

it impossible for him to effectively end his working day. Working time, in this 

case, was not a function of number of hours but some other calculation that 

Derrick could not fulfill. The subtle gendered effects of these long hours are 

embedded in this description. At home, his partner supports his paid work 

through providing care for him and his son while he engages in paid work. This 

labor is necessary, but not recognized in agency life.  

In one home I visited, the interactive agency worker and his wife and child 

shared dinner with me. This worker’s partner cared for their child at home full-

time, while he was the breadwinner in the paid workforce. He fell ill and required 

a few weeks at home while recovering. Because he was the sole breadwinner, 

he continued to “telework” from home while he recovered. He continued to 

provide clients with service while relying on his partner to nurse him as he 

worked in the living room. His partner’s nursing work was not recognized in his 

timesheets, yet it was critical labour for the agency. Indeed, that revenue could 

not have been realized without her support. 
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Conclusion: Counting labour 

The laudable billable hour frequently results in workers discounting their 

labour time they had already sold to their employers. In other words, they 

internalize the agency’s notion of time-as-productivity by considering their non-

billable time to be “not labour.” One worker suggested that time that does not get 

billed to the client was “a wash,” meaning it does not get recorded, and therefore 

does not count toward his potential lieu time.  

Another worker expressed frustration with her company’s time-tracking 

system, which is a faceless arbiter of the time she had already spent working. 

Her company’s time-tracking system often “rejects” her time records for no 

apparent reason. The number of billable hours she enters are simply not 

recognized. She is forced to track down the project manager and ask why her 

labour had not been recorded as billable: 

Deirdra: More often then not, resources like myself end up having to 
chase project managers to find out what the problem is and argue with 
them trying to make a case for why we think that the way we filled out our 
time sheet is correct and there’s emphasis to do that because our own 
performance metrics that we get that ties right into our review are based 
on chargeability…your metrics are based directly on targets of how 
chargeable you are. 
 

Interestingly, this worker refers to herself as a “resource,” and not a human 

owner of labour time. Her pursuit is aimed at “reclaiming” her own labour time 

that she has already sold to the employer. But to her, this labour time is “lost” 

unless she re-claims it within the time-tracking system. The internalization of this 

kind of time suggests that workers themselves consider only billable time as 

“worthy,” while time spent working on non-billable work is unworthy. 



Ladner, S. 
Billable Hours: Time Reckoning, Technology and Labour Markets 

32/39 

Some workers even consider non-billable time “not time.” One worker 

demonstrated how far reaching this “inward notion of time” reached. She 

explained that she simply does not “bill” a lot of the time she actually works. I 

asked her to clarify: 

Sam Ladner:   What do you mean you don’t bill it? 
  
Jennifer:  I just, it’s empty time. 
  
Sam Ladner:  It doesn’t get recorded? 
 
Jennifer:  No. 

 

 When non-billable time is “empty time,” then any time that is not 

immediately visible as profitable is considered a “waste.” This renders time spent 

on internal administrative tasks as “unproductive,” and further renders time spent 

on domestic labour as even less productive because it is that much further 

removed from directly generating profit for the company.  

 This has significant implications. When time sold to an employer can 

become “not time,” it could explain why catch-up work is increasing in Canada. 

Indeed, catch-up work may be largely considered “not work” by workers because 

it does not “count” for as much as time that can be sold once to the employer and 

once again to the client.   

 Thompson (1967) established that the social construction of time itself is 

subject to capitalism’s transformational power. The symbols used to represent 

time came to be dominated by industrialization’s penchant for mechanistic, 

centrally ordered, and predictable production. The postindustrial era has the 

ability to “compress” time, rendering it a hyper-speed version of Thompson’s 
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“clock time” (Harvey 1989). These workers’ experience shows how the mass 

adoption of digital time keeping, coupled with technologically intensive work, can 

calculate “clock time” into impossibly infinitesimal bits of information of 

“productivity.” Time, for these workers, is largely a function of their billability. In 

other words, time is no longer simply “spent” but sold, once to the employer and 

once again to a client. In this sense, labour power is “doubly commodified” when 

digital tools reveal time as valuable only when it directly generates revenue. 

 For these workers, Thompson’s connection of time and work discipline 

has taken a far deeper, subjective form of control. Workers are increasingly 

selling their ability to generate revenue, not the amount of time it takes to create 

that revenue. In this sense, postindustrial workers are bearing more of the risk of 

capitalist production themselves. In order to secure employment, workers must 

deploy various impression management strategies to present an “appropriate” 

workplace self, one which implicitly assumes that time spent working must result 

in direct revenue.  

The “results-based” workplace is becoming increasingly common, 

suggesting that it is not time that governs working hours, but revenue. Consumer 

electronics retailer Best Buy, for example, recently instituted policy they call a 

“results-only work environment,” or ROWE, for some workers at its Minnesota 

head office. Under this regime, workers are evaluated on their results and not on 

“face time” of putting in hours at the office (Conlin 2006). How are “results” 

calculated? How do workers subvert or resist this regime? And how are “results” 

related to precarity? Notably, workers at Best Buy retail stores are not eligible to 



Ladner, S. 
Billable Hours: Time Reckoning, Technology and Labour Markets 

34/39 

participate in ROWE, confirming Edwards’ (1979) contention that control 

mechanisms are transformed by new forms of work; bureaucratic control 

emerged in response to the growth “nonproductive” or white-collar, immaterial 

labour.  

 As this study shows, when “results” are function of time, there are 

significant effects in the domestic sphere. If catch-up work is now expected for 

workers, it will inevitably have significant domestic effects on families and on 

women’s ability to advance in the workplace. Paid work that is not completed at 

the workplace can now easily come home through laptops and BlackBerry 

devices. The noticeable presence of these workplace technologies in these 

workers’ homes speaks to how permeable the home/work boundary has become. 

And of course, this permeability presents distinctly gendered implications. When 

women are primarily responsible for domestic labour, yet paid work now includes 

regulars home-based work, are women less able to advance in the workplace 

because of this conflict? Are we seeing a new “glass ceiling” based on women’s 

relative difficulty in engaging in regular, catch-up work?  

 For these Web workers, “results” are clearly linked to job security. These 

workers did not substantively question the legitimacy of this precarious labour 

market and instead largely accepted it as “normal” to have their work tied to 

clients’ ability or willingness to pay for their labour. In this sense, interactive 

agencies are “peripheral” labour markets in that there is no job security outside of 

one’s ability to secure “value” for the agency. The client companies represent the 

“core” labour market. Workers in client companies can determine the 
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employability of a worker at an entirely different firm. Future research may focus 

on how “results” are related to this core/periphery divide. Do “core” firms 

determine the precarity of peripheral firms? Are “results” a function of “core” firms 

outsourcing the risk of employing full-timers to the “periphery”? How do time 

regimes differ between core and peripheral firms?  

Digital time keeping will only continue to grow. Workers are now asked to 

routinely monitor their own time in tools like TimeControl, making it possible for 

employers to know immediately which workers succeed in generating revenue, 

and which workers appear to be merely “cost centres.” This has significant 

implications not just for working experience, but also the temporal rhythm of 

home life. As this study shows, “full billability” is directly related to a pervasive 

sense of precarity. Time regimes, and the tools used to perpetuate them, will 

continue to play a role in labour markets as the adoption of digital time keeping 

expands. 
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i Throughout this paper, I use the term “work” to refer to work performed for pay. This suggests 
that unpaid, domestic labour performed in the home is not “work.” Domestic labour most certainly 
is work and must be completed in order to make paid work possible (Luxton, Meg. 1980. More 
than a labour of love: three generations of women's work in the home. Toronto, ON: The 
Women's Press.; Hochschild, Arlie Russell and Anne Machung. 1989. The second shift : working 
parents and the revolution at home. New York, N.Y.: Viking.) This paper focuses primarily on 
work performed primarily for a paycheque, that is, labour power a worker sells to her employer. 
This kind of work is indeed cutting into time needed to perform domestic labour, making it all the 
more important to understand why and how paid work invades the home. 
 
ii These studies are confirmed by publicly available Web sites that detail the enormous cost 
families bear for the long working hours of individual members. Electronic Arts, a video game 
producer, became the target of an anonymous blog called “EA Spouse,” which featured stories 
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from many anonymous partners of EA workers. They detailed holidays and family events missed 
due to work and feeling like “widows.” 
 
iii Interactive agencies also often hire “contractors,” who are independent, self-employed workers 
who bill by the hour. While many of the workers I interviewed are familiar with the contractor 
model, I did not interview contractors, only full-time employees. Note also that the term 
“contractors” does not include temporary employees who are paid a salary, but independent 
workers who invoice the company for the total number of hours worked. 
 
iv There are a small number of “non-billable” administrative workers in these agencies. These 
workers’ salaries are paid entirely out of the agency’s own budget and not paid directly by clients. 
I did not interview any “non-billable” administrative workers in part because there are so few of 
them, and in part because their work was not the substantive subject of this study.  
v At the time of this research, business was booming for many interactive agencies. In the months 
following the financial crisis of fall 2008, many agencies have laid off workers. The fear in the 
industry is palpable.  


