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Resistance in the postindustrial workplace more than likely involves a 

struggle over working time. Working time has become so contentious that some 

scholars call it the new “contested terrain”of postindustrial labour relations 

(Rubery, Ward, Grimshaw, and Beynon 2005). Postindustrial transformation has 

shattered many foundational elements of the Fordist working experience, many 

of which relate either directly or indirectly to working-time norms. The standard 

employment relationship has broken down (Kallenberg 2001; Vosko 2000); social 

identity has been severed from long-term working affiliations (Sennett 1998); 

and a once uniform working time regime has given way to a fragmented 

temporality of work (Glennie and Thrift 1996; Lee and Liebenau 2002; Neary and 

Rikowski 2002). Working time norms have changed in the post-Fordist context 

(Robinson and Godbey 1997; Schor 1991) but these changes vary by the social 

context and the perceptions of the social actors involved (Gershuny 2002; 

Hochschild 1997; Kaufman-Scarborough and Linquist 1999; Robinson and 

Godbey 1997). The so-called “new economy” is a potential site of analysis for 

these shifts. How are time regimes constructed, negotiated and resisted in the 

postindustrial context? How and in what ways do workers resist their managers’ 

time regimes? How successful are these attempts? 
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This paper takes up these questions in three parts. It reviews and 

contemporizes Thompson’s (1967) history of time keeping and work discipline by 

detailing recent innovations in digital time keeping. It relates worker 

“misbehaviour” (Collinson and Ackroyd 2005) to acts of concealment, which are 

profoundly theoretically and politically significant, and argues that worker 

concealment is indeed an act of resistance. The final portion of this paper 

provides an illustrative example of digital time keeping in a case-study industry: 

Web-site production. Web-site production provides a unique opportunity for 

studying resistance for several reasons. First, these workers are emblematic of 

the “new economy;” they not only create new technologies but they are also avid 

users of them. 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).  Heavy use of information communication technologies 

(ICTs) has elsewhere been shown to give rise to entirely new resistance 

strategies by workers (Feldstead and Jewson 2000). These Web workers also 

labour under a unique time regime: their employers bill clients for each hour of 

work. How these workers negotiate – and resist – the time norms of their 

postindustrial workplaces shows how the struggle of working time takes place in 

the contemporary context. 

Resistance to contemporary time and work discipline in this case study 

industry is less effective than overt forms of resistance, in part because time 
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itself is significantly transformed when it is represented digitally. Workers 

internalize normative conceptions of “productive” time. While they may resist 

management’s time regimes by flouting rules requiring accurate time records, 

they nevertheless comply by presenting a “productive self.”  Their 

“misbehaviour” fails to subvert the legitimacy of the time regime; they do not 

cultivate “oppositional selves,” even though they tend to engage routinely in 

rule-breaking. They themselves characterize time they have already sold to their 

employers as “not time,” suggesting that they have failed to reject the notion 

that only “productive” labour power is worth commodification.  

 

Postindustrial time: digitally reconfigured temporality 

This paper pulls out but one thread from the fabric of working time by 

building on Thompson’s (1967) seminal article “Time, Work Discipline and 

Industrial Capitalism.” Thompson (1967) argues that the shift to industrialization 

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

mechanistic and knowable form of time. The postindustrial context, in which 

these workers labour, is a new form of reckoning time, one that is infinitely more 

knowable that industrial 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 
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force to industrial capitalism; workers came to know time not just as the clock on 

the factory wall, but as the chiming of the hours in their very own homes. The 

ubiquity of time-keeping devices shifted 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 capitalism’s time because 

their own method of telling time was replaced through the continual 

reinforcement of this new form of “clock time.”  

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 Nicholas 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). The productive 

output of one watch production centre, Hong Kong, demonstrates the massive 

increase in digital time keeping. In 1985, Hong Kong shipped 3.5 million digital 
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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. Indeed, these devices have largely replaced watches 

as consumer’s primary time-keeping devices. Watches are no longer used for just 

their time-keeping functionality but also 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 is in steep decline. Their low price precludes them from being status 

symbols, leaving only telling time as a reason to buy them.  Between 2001 and 

2005, U.S. watch sales fell 4.9 per cent (Packaged Facts 2006). Clearly, telling 

time is not the sole 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 2007). Watches perform primarily a 
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function of demonstrating cultural capital, while digital devices, such as MP3 

players or computers, keep time.  

Time-keeping computers can now 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 it was edited, how many 

times, 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. 

If workers spend too much time on a given task, managers can immediately 
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adjust project schedules and “appropriate” work intensity to compensate. Wes 

Boislard, a manager at Standard Life Insurance Company told Computing 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 

through a Web interface, making their time records instantaneously available for 

analysis. 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 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 
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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.  

Concealment, Misbehaviour and Resistance 

The representation of time becomes a much more politically contentious 

process in this digital environment. Hiding time is not simply a social act, but a 

political one. It conceals what a worker does from minute to minute. It obscures 

a worker’s contribution to a firm’s overall profitability, and hides a worker’s 

conformation to norms of “appropriate” work effort. In this sense, “hiding time” 

can be understood as “stealing back” the employer’s share of surplus value. But 

hiding time, significantly, does not confront the legitimacy of the firm’s right to 

sell its workers’ labour at a premium. In this sense, workers hiding time do not 

confront the system that treats their labour as a mere commodity, even though 

they are resisting the time regime imposed upon them.  

Acts of concealment are socially significant acts. Marx considered the 

concealment of human labour as a key aspect to capitalist production. The 

commodity is “merely definite quantities of congealed labour-time” (Marx and 

Engels 1977 130). The commodity and its subsequent fetishization reifies human 

labour, thereby allowing it to be abstracted and ultimately concealed. The 

commodity draws attention, not the alienation immanent in the capitalist labour 

process. The contradictory nature of value production is obscured through this 

process; the more the worker combines her labour with material resources, the 
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fewer material resources she herself has. The commodity stands in front of this 

contradiction, eclipsing the socially constructed labour process, and rendering it 

as a “natural” state of affairs. As Marx writes, “Political economy conceals the 

alienation in the nature of labour by ignoring the direct relationship between the 

labourer (labour) and production” (Marx 1844 291). Under capitalism, the true 

contribution of labour to value must be concealed for the system to continue to 

function. Concealment legitimates the existing social order, and in particular, 

naturalizes alienation.  

To obscure is to intentionally draw attention away from a thing but it is 

also, paradoxically, to elevate that thing to a special status. Acts of concealment, 

therefore, provide potential clues to contentious social artifacts or sites of social 

struggle. Social actors obscure or mask that which is forbidden to discuss openly, 

lest it draw attention to dangerous contradictions within the social order. That 

which is concealed in a workplace is also its Achilles heel; to reveal it is to 

undermine its very legitimacy. A workplace that sells its workers’ labour time to 

clients must conceal the “direct relationship” between workers’ labour time and 

the firm’s profits. In other words, the firm must draw attention away from the 

fact that it sells nothing more than workers’ labour time; it must conceal the 

commodification of labour. A system of revealing time, such as TimeControl, is 

critical in this process. Such a system, its processes and symbols, makes it 

possible for the firm to sell units of its workers’ labour time to clients. As such, 
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this time-reckoning system is a site of political struggle and provides clues as to 

where contradictions reside.  

To conceal is also to resist, albeit ineffectively at times. Burawoy’s (1979) 

study of machine-shop workers demonstrates this kind of resistance and its 

ultimate failure. In their attempts to secure a bonus, these workers would 

covertly “bank” finished products so that they could use them to satisfy future 

quotas. Management did not explicitly sanction this practice, but neither did it 

forbid it. Burawoy explains this contradiction by noting that workers attempts to 

get bonuses, or “make out,” ultimately worked in favour of management’s goal 

of higher productivity. Game playing and concealment were tolerated because 

they made this ultimate goal possible. What appeared to be resistance was 

actually deeply obscured compliance. Concealment, then, is not always 

resistance to the dominant order.  

Collinson and Ackroyd (2005) argue that workers may still resist the 

dominant order through covert tactics. Misbehavior or “self-conscious rule 

breaking” still constitutes a form of acting out against management, but it “may 

not be formally organized” (Collinson and Ackroyd 2005 312). Fleming (2005) 

argues that even cynicism can be an effective opposition to management control, 

particularly such control relies on the manipulation of workers’ selves. In his 

study of Australian call-centre workers, Fleming found these workers explicitly 

rejected the child-like, accommodating self their paternalistic employer foists 

upon them by cultivating cynical and oppositional selves. Acts of concealment 
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may then be indicative of a construction of an oppositional self, particularly if 

they subvert managerial rhetoric.  

Acts of concealment take on a special significance in technologically 

intensive environments. Technology renders time as a “calculator” renders time – 

it is a countable, knowable phenomenon. This in itself is an extraordinary thing; 

time itself is not a knowable psychological concept. The human mind cannot 

consistently discern the counting down of hours and 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. Web-site 

production is indeed a technologically intensive environment. The extensive use 

of digital tools suggests that acts of concealment – whether to abstract labour or 

to resist the dominant order – likely involve use or subversion of technology.  

Time is a central organizing construct of the social world; social selves 

must continuously negotiate and grapple with it (Berger and Luckman 1966 27). 

How do workers’ selves internalize this notion of time as currency? How might 

workers resist a normative “time self” constructed by management? Do they 

“misbehave” or resist? And what acts of concealment do they engage in to 

maintain either an oppositional or obedient self? What role does technology play 

in this process? If managerial practices are dynamic, so too are worker 

resistance strategies (Thompson 2005). The shifts in time keeping suggest that 

new resistance strategies might emerge around working time. The remainder of 

this paper examines how working time comes to be the site of struggle among 
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Web workers. The political economy of their workplaces and the digital tools they 

use to record time use have a unique imprint on how they understand time.  

 

About Web Workers 

Few organizations possess all the in-house expertise required to build, 

complex, multi-page Web sites from scratch. They frequently turn to firms 

specializing in building Web sites, which are typically called “interactive 

agencies.” 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).  

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 
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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 

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

and Guba (1985) call “credibility,” which entails returning to participants for 

feedback. This process is a qualitative 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 

tracking tools, 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 commodify the labour time these workers sell; 

workers use digital tools to conceal how much labour time they take back in 

response. Resistance, in this kind of workplace, resembles more the “self-

conscious rule breaking” of misbehaviour (Collinson and Ackroyd 2005). Acts of 

concealment, particularly those that subvert accurate records of time use, 

become a primary way these workers resist the political economic pressures of 

their workplaces. Yet these acts do not undermine the legitimacy of 

management’s time regime. These workers internalize an “inward notion of time” 

that includes measures of surplus value. Time that is sold to clients, and 

therefore earns relatively more surplus value for the agency, is understood as 

productive time. Time that is not sold to clients, but is sold by the worker to the 

agency, is not “productive,” in that it does not directly contribute easily 
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calculable surplus value. Workers demonstrate very little resistance or 

misbehavior around this time regime. 

The political economy of interactive agencies  

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. i 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).  

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 digital clocks embedded 
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in the lower-right hand corner of their computer screens and through 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, I’ll 
open that, a meeting pop up.  That’s kind of when I’ll be conscious of, oh 
okay, it’s 11:00 o’clock. 
  

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. 
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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 are 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. The exact record of time – even if it was time spent on 

vacation or sick at home – must be recorded. These workers design Web-based 

applications, so the tools had special significance to them. One worker explained 

that the system would not allow him to record less than eight hours. The 

tracking system willed him to provide an account for eight hours in symbolically 

significant ways. He noted the system did not allow him to record less than eight 

hours, and if he attempted to, it would turn the text red. He found this “funny,” 

because considered it 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. 
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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). 
 

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. To track time is to make 

time knowable in new, precise way. These workers know precisely how much 

time they have left in a project budget because electronic spreadsheets have 

calculated the remaining number of hours. 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.  

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 
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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. 

 Interestingly, most workers expressed confusion about the accuracy of 

their time records. They almost uniformly acknowledged that their time sheets 

were not a perfect record of their time use. This is unsurprising, in that time is 

not experienced cognitively in this precise way (Csikszentmihalyi 1990). Yet their 

firms did not communicate an importance for accuracy, leaving many of these 

workers confused. Some workers negotiated this confusion by simply hoping 

they would not get “caught” recording inaccurately. Others considered the entire 

enterprise a sham: 

Angie:  Uhm, to be honest, I don’t feel any pressure to record accurate 
hours. 
 
Sam Ladner:  Why not? 
  
Angie:  Uhm, just the way sort of the time system is set up.  This whole 
like…the whole [estimate hours in the future] thing is sort of like one cue.  
The whole fact that there’s not proper [categories] for documenting your 
time and this feeling that everything should be billable when it’s really not 
you kind of get this casual feeling that, okay, just throw your hours in… 
 

Angie’s experience suggests that accuracy is not the primary concern of these 

agencies. Instead, the act of recording billable hours is more important. Workers 

were conditioned to record their hours, which they did without question or 
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complaint. This compliance provided agencies with extensive time-use data, 

which they then used to calculate “value,” and thereby to conceal the “direct 

relationship” between workers and the primary product: labour time. 

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 

directly to the agency’s revenues. 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, break times 

and meal times cannot be charged to clients, making 100% billability only 

possible if workers forego rest while at work. 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 
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client could cognitively appreciate the difference in this amount of time. This 

time would never be knowable if the time tracking system did not allow for such 

a calculus. 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 easily. Indeed, these agencies routinely calculated such figures, usually 

weekly. In addition, workers had regular, casual conversations on how they were 

“tracking” to a given time budget.  

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. Workers who were not attached to a client-funded project used 

several different time categories such as “available” or “on the bench,” to 

indicate they were “waiting” for client work (presumably they could not be 

providing useful and productive service to their own firm). There was a pervasive 

fear of appearing “unproductive” in time records for a very explicit reason: 

“unproductive” workers were in danger of losing their jobs. One worker 

explained that she got anxious about appearing “available” in the electronic time-

tracking system. She told me she avoids recording any time in that category, if 

possible. As she explained, she strove 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?” 
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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. 

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. 

 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. 
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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 felt “disconcerted” when he was 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. 

 

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

on their salary. George’s calculus is made possible by the time-tracking system 

because it allows him to calculate precisely how much time has been sold to the 

client, and how he personally is tracking toward his normative “5 times” figures. 

The extraction of this enormous amount of surplus value is legitimated by 

disciplining effects around billability.  

Workers routinely strive to present an “appropriate” time-self by 

appearing sufficiently billable. One strategy is to present this type of self by 
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attempting 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 is often confusion over what was legitimately billable time. 

Traveling time, 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. 
 
This ambiguity around billable time also extended to company-organized 

social events. If the agency organizes a social event, workers are often 

presented with a dilemma: how do they record their time accurately while still 

presenting a sufficiently billable self? As Andrew explains, the legitimacy of 100% 

billability was called into question when time was spent on social functions, and 

not sold directly to clients. The need to have social functions accurately recorded 

was not addressed publicly, but covertly. As Andrew explains, a company-

sponsored social meal caused confusion and covert conversations:  
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Andrew:  Yeah…and so for an hour and you know, coffee and fresh bread 
and fresh fruit, and so ah…afterwards I said, where do I put this? 
 
Sam Ladner:  To who? 
 
Andrew:  Ah, just to Sue who sits right across from me. 

  

Another worker also had covert discussions about social events. When she talks 

to her colleagues about the organization’s time sheets, it’s often a covert 

conversation. 

Stephanie: Well mostly about “how do I fudge stuff?” Like, “What did you 
do with that hour? Where did you hide it?” I actually used those terms. 

 

Acts of concealment: Forms of resistance 

Web workers resist employers’ efforts to know their time use through the 

intentional masking or hiding of their time use. Workers routinely “hide” hours 

that they don’t know what to do with. One worker noted that learning the time-

tracking system allows her to manipulate the system: 

Jessica:  Yes.  And I’ve been there long enough now where I have sort of 
an idea where I can hide my time. 
  
Sam Ladner:  Where you can what? 
  
Jessica:  Hide my time. 
 
Sam Ladner:  Hide your time? 
  
Jessica:  Hide my time, yes.  Because that’s the other thing too.  It’s like 
I’m not…when I’m doing the things that don’t necessarily fit in the right 
bucket. 
  
Sam Ladner:  Yes. 
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Jessica:  I’ll put it towards a different bucket.  Do you know what I mean?  
I got a… 
  
Sam Ladner:  Does anybody ever say, hey hey you didn’t actually put in 
that time or? 
  
Jessica:  No. 
 
To “hide” one’s time is to obscure the degree to which one’s labour is sold 

directly to clients. Another worker explicitly noted that “dragging his feet” as a 

form of resistance must necessarily be accompanied by an act of concealment in 

time tracking. Dragging one’s feet only works if one’s time sheets reflect an 

effort to secure full billability. When this worker has less work to perform for a 

client, he routinely records his time as client-related work: 

David: You have to be a little bit sneaky. 
  
Sam Ladner: Sneaky, why are you trying to be sneaky? 
  
David: I guess sometimes you're trying to like...in our industry you don't 
have much time to do things in an easy way. So when you got a chance 
to slow down? You kind of want to take advantage. You know what I 
mean? 
  
Sam Ladner: So don't tell people, just kind of hide. 
  
David: Yeah. 

 

Notably, there was little organizational sanctioning of “hiding” time. This 

puzzling reaction is evocative of management’s response to Roy’s (1952) practice 

of “chiseling,” in which workers manipulate time records to maximize one’s 

bonus. Decades later, on the very same shop floor, Burawoy (1979) described 

his daily chiseling by “fiddl[ing] around with the eight hours available, so as to 
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maximize my earnings” (Burawoy 1979 58). Like Burawoy, these Web workers 

routinely hide their time and had never been confronted about it, suggesting that 

“hiding” time is a necessary component of the time regime. Hiding time in 

different categories allows workers to disguise their lack of success in bringing in 

the expected amount of revenue without directly challenging the legitimacy of 

100% of their labour power sold to clients. Workers continue to present an 

appropriately billable self but fail to challenge the unachievable norm of 100% 

billability. 

Workers learned that subtle sanctions would result if they were to directly 

confront the time regime. One worker expressed frustration with knowing exactly 

how to comply with keeping detailed time records because the time categories in 

the system simply did not match his actual time use. Interestingly, he did not 

openly discuss this frustration at work. I asked him why he did not send out 

emails about his time category confusion.  

Andrew:  Because I’d be sending an email to every single person in the 
office.  
 
Sam Ladner:  Yeah? 
 
Andrew:  I find that kinda weird.  It would be like standing up and saying 
like “Hey, does anybody here know how to do this?”…you know…it’s kinda 
the same thing.  
 
Sam Ladner:  And what’s wrong with that? 
 
Andrew:  I don’t know.  It’s like all eyes on me.   
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Andrew’s discomfort with “all eyes on me” suggests that direct questioning is 

akin to pointing out that the agency sells nothing but the labour power of its 

workers. In other words, direct confrontation reveals that the agency sells labour 

as a commodity, rather than “Web services,” as it claims. To publicly indicate 

confusion is also to call into question the system’s very legitimacy, something 

with which Andrew had a great deal of discomfort. Yet, he and other workers 

routinely “hide” non-billable time and self-consciously break company rules about 

accurate time records.  

The workers in this study take much effort to hide time they spend on 

activities that does not directly result in revenue for the company. Through 

obscuring their time use, these workers are exaggerating their contribution to 

the company’s balance sheet. This act is political insofar as it complies with the 

success norm these workers described. Successful workers are those who bring 

“value” to the company, who have “good ideas,” and are “responsive to the 

client.” All of these “successful” attributes implicitly assume a revenue-generation 

ability.  

Workers often fail, however, to create an “oppositional self” in the process 

of their resistance. Fleming (2005) notes that the workers he studied consciously 

cultivated cynicism as a way of resisting the dominant order. These Web workers 

do not exhibit the same kind of resistance. They routinely perform work outside 

of regular working hours, but often expressed confusion as to whether it 

“counted” as work simply because it was not clearly billable. They described 
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thinking about client projects while at home, with family, or on the way to work, 

yet they do not regard this as work because it did not have a clear billable 

category in their time sheets. Management determines these categories and 

workers must provide an account for their time within those given categories. 

Workers also enforce an appropriate billable self by disciplining their fellow 

workers. Workers expressed disapproval and meted out subtle sanctions against 

fellow workers who fail to sell enough of their labour time to a client. Curt, a 

project manager, describes a former co-worker he considered to be incompetent. 

This worker had resigned from the company but Curt believed he should have 

been fired. Note how this co-worker’s time records play a role in Curt’s 

assessment: 

Curt: Like his non-billable time was massive...We’re not going to give you 
time off for non-billable time because if you’re doing that much non-
billable then there’s something wrong. 
 
[Management eventually] realized that there was just inaccuracies and 
hidden numbers in budgets and revenue and everything all over the place.  
It was just an absolute mess.  He had been hiding stuff for years. 
 

Curt’s negative assessment of his colleague rested on his continual “hiding” of 

time that went beyond the typical misbehaviour that was normally tolerated. 

Prior to his resignation, this worker had “massive” non-billable time, meaning he 

failed to comply with the time regime’s implicit requirement of being sufficiently 

billable. This norm of sufficient billable time was so strong that workers discipline 

each other by questioning what constituted an honest account of one’s time. One 



S. Ladner 
”Where do I hide my time?” 

30/39 

worker expressed resentment at another worker’s apparent poor work ethic. He 

described how he reacted and what role time sheets played in his reaction: 

George: Uhm, well this particular individual was missing a lot of work and 
was leaving early, quite early frequently and so talking with another co-
worker, I said “You know what?  That guy leaves a lot and leaves early, I 
hope everything is okay.” She said “Yeah, I sure hope he’s not billing his 
hours to [the client]” and he was.   

  

This kind of surveillance was not unusual. Another worker told me he suspected 

this other worker was not working on billable work. He investigated by looking at 

his co-worker’s time sheet.  

Sam Ladner: You looked at somebody else's time sheet? 
  
David: [Laughs] Yeah. 
  
Sam Ladner: Why did you do that? 
  
David: [Laughing]…I don't want to be offensive... 
  
Sam Ladner: It's ok. 
  
David: Some people just sit there, doing nothing but they still charge the 
company eight hours a day for work they are not doing….I think that's 
wrong because if I were the project manager, I'd be pissed off because I 
don't know how my estimate is going to be accurate. 

 

David had so internalized the legitimacy of selling labour time to clients that he 

came to resent his co-worker’s inaccurate time tracking. Rather than confronting 

the legitimacy of 100% billability, David criticized his co-worker for concealing his 

lack of billability. Exaggerating your contribution to a company’s balance sheet 

was tolerated – but within reason. Complete disregard for billability was not 

tolerated. 
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Workers did not just discipline each other, but internalized management’s 

time regime. They understood their own labour as worthy only if it was sold to a 

client at a premium. One worker regularly faced a choice whether to record her 

actual non-billable time – and thereby risk being deemed incompetent. She often 

opts to not record non-billable time, but this had consequences: 

Nicky:  So, right now, I’m only booking forty hours a week, because that’s 
all we’re gonna get paid for, and all of my other time I’m not recording it.  
That hurts my lieu time.  
 

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

which is a faceless arbiter or the time she spent working. Her company’s time-

tracking system often “rejects” her time records for no apparent reason. The 

software program simply refuses to record her number of billable hours and 

sends her an email that says her time sheet was “rejected.” The system itself is 

the apparent arbiter of how valuable her labour time is. 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 is not 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” 
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unless she re-claims it within the time-tracking system. The internalization of this 

kind of time suggests that worker resistance is ultimately ineffective in changing 

the dominant notion of what is “productive” time. Instead, billable time is the de 

facto standard whose legitimacy is accepted by workers. 

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

 Jennifer’s “empty time” is actually labour power she has already sold to her 

employer but it is “empty,” because her employer has not successfully sold it 

once more to a client. She may manipulate her time sheets to reflect relatively 

more billable time, but she keeps no records of non-billable time to demonstrate 

how much of her labour she has sold to her agency. She does not reject her 

employer’s contention that non-billable time is actually time.  

 

Conclusion 

 This paper further underscores the need to attend to both subjectivity and 

material contexts in the study of organizations and resistance. As Thomas and 
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Davies (2005) argue, “Newtonian” conceptions of resistance fail to adequately 

address the micro-politics involved in day-to-day working experience, yet 

Foucauldian approaches often fail to show the process of resistance. In this 

study, the political economy under which these workers labour clearly creates 

material constraints. This struggle comes to be felt primarily through the 

manipulation of time discourses, which in turn come to represent the working 

selves these workers present, making resistance necessarily a function of 

subjectivity. The technological nature of these time discourses is significant. As 

digital time keeping expands, time discourses will only become more abstract 

and conceptual. Concrete measures of time, such as the hands of a clock on the 

wall, may not affect subjective experience as deeply as newer symbolic 

representations of time, such as time-tracking software.  In this particular case-

study industry, materialist understandings of the commodification of labour 

power must be included to fully understand how this subjectivity is manifest.  

Ultimately, these workers fail to construct oppositional selves.  

In Fleming’s (2005) study, call-centre workers cultivated a cynicism 

around the paternalism embedded in management’s rhetoric. In this study, 

workers continuously presented a complicit self, one that accepted 100% 

billability as a laudable, legitimate goal. While workers frequently engaged in 

misbehaviour by fudging time sheets, they ultimately did not question the 

legitimacy of management’s right to sell all of their labour directly to a client. 

They may have frequently lied on their time sheets but they did not challenge 
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the reason for having time sheets in the first place. They lacked a consistent 

oppositional reaction to time sheets in general. Unlike Fleming’s study, the 

“managerial rhetoric” in this study cuts to the very heart of capitalist working 

conditions. It is perhaps for this reason that oppositional selves are all the more 

politically dangerous.  

 This lack of opposition suggests that this type of time regime extends the 

connection of time and work discipline of the industrial era. The digital nature of 

time reckoning in these agencies makes it possible to know precisely how much 

time and revenue each worker is responsible for. It also allows for the routine 

calculation of such figures, and the easy dissemination of it. In this sense, digital 

time keeping makes opposition to time and work discipline more a piece of 

personal, identifying social information. One’s workplace self is not inextricably 

linked to one’s time record. A failure to present an appropriate “time self” is akin 

to presenting Goffman’s “stigma symbol” (Goffman 1963). The visibility of a 

stigma symbol is key to knowing its impact, but so is what Goffman calls its 

“known-about-ness.” How easily accessible is information about a person’s 

stigma? Digital technologies make this “known-about-ness” incredibly easy, 

particularly when it is routine to query an individual worker’s time record.  

 Users of programs like TimeControl have few avenues for resistance. 

These workers rarely, if ever, questioned the need for programs like 

TimeControl, and complied with their employers’ requirements to keep time 

diaries. While they did fudge, hide or “misbehave” by keeping inaccurate records, 
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they disciplined each other to keep this misbehavior within a narrowly defined 

set of acceptable actions. Workers themselves did not tolerate misbehaviour that 

cast doubt on the legitimacy of time sheets themselves. Fudging was acceptable; 

outright disregard was not. Oppositional selves would subvert, mock, or 

undermine the time regime. These workers largely presented compliant selves 

that presented genuine attempts to achieve full billability.  

 While not the substantive focus of this study, these workers did engage in 

some forms of misbehaviour, such as ridiculing clients. It was not uncommon for 

“shop talk” sessions to turn into long discussions about a particular client’s 

inability to “get it.” Workers also engaged in other subtle forms of resistance, 

such as using mobile technology to obscure their physical location. Yet these 

forms of resistance were not enough to give workers a sense of autonomy or 

control in their day-to-day working experience. Working time was largely out of 

their hands.  

 Many of these workers question their ability to continue working in the 

industry, largely because of the pace of work. Most of the workers in this study 

expressed a desire to leave the industry. As one worker noted, selling one’s 

labour once to the agency and once again to a client had consequences. One’s 

autonomy is continually compromised, he argued: 

Jeremy:  I mean ultimately at an agency, you're never…you never have 
the final say in anything.  You're always…it's always going to be the 
client's final direction. 
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The agency’s time regime drives people like Jeremy out of the industry, but the 

lack of effective resistance, including cultivating oppositional selves, suggests 

that the time-keeping practices of this industry will continue.    
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i 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. 


