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     1 
 Unpredictability: The Effects of a 
New Working Time Culture   

   Working time shapes much of our experience of life: the duration of the 
work day, the pace of work, the seasons of work, and the culture associ-
ated with working time. As society changes, new temporal cultures are 
created; new understandings occur, and new contracts both implicit and 
explicit, are agreed to and disputed. Work organisations are associated 
with different types of temporal culture: that is, different understand-
ings of what is the normal and acceptable way to distribute and arrange 
the time of work. This book identifies and illustrates the experience of 
workers whose time culture is based on principles of unpredictability and 
uncertainty rather than routine and standardisation. In this book, I will 
argue that a key feature of working time within high-tech industries is 
unpredictability, which alters the way time is experienced and perceived. 
It affects all aspects of time, from working hours to work organisation, to 
career, to the distinction between work and life. Although many desire 
variety in work and the ability to control working hours, unpredict-
ability causes dissatisfaction. This book investigates how a culture of 
unpredictability results in unexpected tensions.  

  What is said about working time? 

 There is little agreement about how change to Western economies and 
the associated changes in work organisation will alter working time. 
Considerable variations in work time organization are evident between 
countries and sectors (Chung and Tijdens, 2012; Kerkhofs et al., 2008; 
Pronovst, 1986). A number of key debates refer to an increase in flex-
ible working time, albeit the flexibility in question varies along three 
dimensions: flexibility in the length of working time, flexibility in the 
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organisation of working time and flexibility in the length of working 
time contracts. Table 1.1 outlines the various working time measures 
associated with each type of flexibility and the literatures that tend to 
address them.      

 With the exception of the permanency discussions, these debates fail 
to appreciate that an important change to working time is the emer-
gence of unpredictability as an additional component of working 
culture, particularly in those occupations characterized previously as 
having ‘standard’ working time arrangements and careers. The predict-
able is becoming unpredictable. Unpredictability is rarely measured. 
Established statistical surveys such as the European Working Conditions 
Survey tend to ask about ‘the usual’ rather than the unexpected. As a 

 Table 1.1     Various working time measures associated with each type of flexibility 
and the literatures that tend to address them 

 Types of flexibility  Measures  Literatures 

Flexibility in the 
length of working 
time

Part-time work, 
overtime, long hours, 
short-hours working.

 Polarisation of time debates; 
Long hours / Work–life balance 
debate   (Bishop, 2004; Eikhof 
et al., 2007; Eurofound, 2012b; 
Fagan, 2009; Gershuny, 2000; 
Green and McIntosh, 2001; 
Gronlund and Oun, 2010; 
Hochschild, 1997; Rutherford, 
2001; Scholarios and Marks, 
2004; Schor, 1991; Towers et al., 
2006) 

Flexibility in the 
organisation of 
working time

 Atypical working 
(Saturday, Sunday) 
 Flexible working 
schedules   (Staggered 
working hours, flexi-
time, working time 
banking) 
 Home-working / 
Tele-working 

 Growth of 24-hour society  
 (Glorieux et al., 2008; 
Kreitzman, 1999; Plantenga 
et al., 2010; Presser, 1999; 
Presser, 2003) 

Flexibility in 
contracts

Permanent versus 
temporary contracts

 Précarité debates   (Beck, 2000; 
Doogan, 2001; Fevre, 2007; 
Green, 2006; Rodgers, 1992; 
Rose, 2005; Sennett, 1998) 
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result, the working time debates have focused on more easily quantifi-
able variations in the length of the working week, the spread of working 
time to the evenings and the weekends, and the length of working time 
contracts.  

  The persistence of standard time 

 The debates on the duration of working time identify changes in work 
organisation which cause working time to increase, particularly among 
professional and managerial workers (Hochschild, 1997; Rutherford, 
2001; Schor, 1991). Much of the duration discussion has been crystal-
lized into an examination of how longer hours impact work/life balance 
and family well-being (Eikhof et al., 2007; Scholarios and Marks, 2004; 
Towers et al., 2006) such that work–family conflict is now ‘the domi-
nant ... construct in survey-based work–family research’ (Gronlund and 
Oun, 2010, p. 179). 

 As on a national level working hours are decreasing (Eurofound, 2012b; 
Gershuny, 2000; Green, 2001), a strand of the duration-themed litera-
tures has focused on the extent to which various national working time 
structures can be said to have polarized. While long hours are evident 
for some workers, a countertendency, particularly in the UK, has seen 
the increase in part-time work, in part due to the increased participa-
tion of women and students in the paid workforce (Fagan, 2009). These 
discussions have fruitfully alerted us to the fact that national averages 
therefore can mask a division of the working population into those who 
work very long hours and those who work very short hours (Bishop, 
2004; Fagan and Warren, 2001; Wickham, 2000). 

 When looking at variations in the duration of work hours among 
European states, national differences are evident in the various degrees 
of polarisation found. At one extreme, the standard working hour day 
is still prevalent (such as in the new EU member states); at the other, 
no standard exists (as in the UK). Within these two extremes, European 
states vary. Often there is a standard peak which encompasses most 
workers; the standard varies from country to country. Thus, for example, 
in France most people work between 31 and 35 hours a week, whereas 
in Denmark most work 37 hours a week. However, in some countries, 
there is an additional short-hours peak which reflects high rates of part-
time working (such as the Netherlands, with high numbers at 20 hours 
a week) and in some countries a long-hours peak (for example, in France 
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there is a secondary, smaller peak at 38–39 hours) (Plantenga et al., 
2010). 

 Duration research has identified an important truth: within most 
countries, it is possible to identify a working hours duration which can 
be considered ‘standard’ (the UK being a notable exception). Standard 
working time still exists. It is, however, under pressure. This book will 
argue that this pressure isn’t just a pressure to increase working hours, 
but also to alter hours in an irregular and unpredictable fashion. (This 
will be returned to in the next section.) 

 A second set of literature focuses on changes in how working time is 
arranged. Driven by the globalisation debates and government policy 
objectives, these debates centre on the question of whether we are 
moving towards a ‘24-hour society’. Here the focus is on the dichotomy 
between typical work (that is, work conducted in broad terms between 9 
am and 5 pm, Monday to Friday) and ‘atypical work’ (such as evening and 
weekend working), documenting and questioning the extent to which 
‘atypical’ working structures are increasing. However, ultimately, while 
there is initial evidence that atypical work is increasing in the United States 
(Kreitzman, 1999; Presser, 1999; Presser, 2003), there is little evidence that 
atypical work has increased in Europe to the extent that we are working 
in a ‘24-hour society’ (Eurofound, 2012a; Glorieux et al., 2008; Plantenga 
et al., 2010). Once again, the standard is surprisingly persistent. 

 A third group of working time literature looks at working time from 
the perspective of career and working lives and is centred around ques-
tioning the extent to which impermanent work is replacing permanent 
contracts (Beck, 2000; Doogan, 2001; Doogan, 2005; Sennett, 1998). For 
the pessimists, the debates crystallise around often-rhetorical claims of 
increased precarity (Beck, 2000). In rebuttal, it is argued that, certainly 
until the recent crisis, there is little empirical evidence within Europe to 
match the assertion of increased impermanency at work (Doogan, 2001; 
Doogan, 2005). Once more, the standard is persistent. 

 Commentators have moved the discussion towards an assessment of 
whether workers feel impermanent (although they are no more so than 
previous generations) and why such fears may be evident. The career 
literature highlights the ways that perceptions can vary from reality; 
there is a disconnect between perceptions of change, government 
policy, and the lived reality of most workers. As such, the career litera-
ture is of additional importance to this book as it addresses the extent 
and perceptions of unpredictability. These debates outline how a culture 
of impermanency frames employees’ perceptions of the norm and thus 
the options and strategies that are available.  
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  The emergence of unpredictability 

 There are many valuable insights to be gained by examining working 
hours along these dimensions, the chief of which is the remarkable 
persistence of standard working time, particularly in terms of how 
long the working day is, on what days we work and our careers. The 
European Foundation for Living and Working conditions emphasizes 
the persistence of working time standards: ‘European working hours 
have – overall – remained remarkably standard. For most indicators of 
working time stability, the figures have remained the same since 2000, 
with 67% of workers working the same numbers of hours per week, and 
58% working the same number of hours every day’(Eurofound, 2010). 
However, for all the evidence that standard working time persists, there 
is also evidence of an emerging unpredictability. 

 Although there are few survey instruments that directly measure 
unpredictability, there are a number of variables within the European 
Working Conditions Survey (EWCS) that can serve as a proxy for unpre-
dictability. These are variables that measure variability in working time 
arrangements, work outside ‘normal’ working hours, and control over 
one’s working hours. In 2010, 42.3 per cent of workers did not work 
the same hours every day,  1   32.8 per cent did not work the same hours 
every week,  2   and 38.5 per cent did not have fixed starting and finishing 
times.  3   Work includes on-call time  4   for 20.2 per cent of Europeans. A 
similar percentage, 22.9 per cent, do not work the same number of days 
each week. 31 per cent of people work at least once a month in their free 
time in order to meet their work demands.  5   A significant proportion of 
the European working population are not working regular hours. This 
proportion has been increasing – though this increase has been relatively 
small (see Table 1.2) In the last five years,  6   there has been an increase of 
around 2 per cent in those who do not work the same hours every day 
and those who do not have fixed starting and finishing times.      

 The European Working Conditions Survey has other measures of vari-
ation. In 2010, they asked how often employees worked in their free 
time to meet work demands; for 15.5 per cent this happened once a 
week a week of more, for 15.6 per cent this happened once or twice a 
month. Almost a third of employees surveyed spend some of their free 
time each month ‘at work’  10  . Control over one’s working hours suggests 
a certain variation and unpredictability in working hours. Reidmann 
reports from the Establishment Survey on Working Time and Work–Life 
Balance (ESWT) that on average 48 per cent of those surveyed reported 
the existence of some form of flexible working time arrangement, 
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allowing for the adaptation of working hours according to personal 
wishes of at least part of the workforce’ (Riedmann et al., 2006). A survey 
of Australian working time reported that 19 per cent of respondents had 
unpredictable daily working hours and 25 per cent had unpredictable 
weekly working hours (Denniss and Baker, 2012).  

  Shifting the focus 

 Unpredictability, therefore, is clearly experienced by a significant 
proportion of the European (and Australian) workforce, and along 
some measures is increasing. The duration and working time arrange-
ment debates in the main sideline the issue of unpredictability. What 
happens if, instead, we include unpredictability in our analytical frame-
works? Table 1.3 outlines how the various working time measures can be 
grouped if working time is seen not only in terms of the standardisation 
vs. destandardisation axis. 

 Following the European Foundation’s definition,  

  Employment refers to the contractual relationship between 
the employer and the employee (when the worker is not 
 self-employed). ... The contract of employment makes the employee 
subject to the employer’s command or control as to the time, place 
and manner in which the job is to be performed. The contract 
also sets out the amount and frequency of pay, and the length of 
the employee’s working week or day, together with information 
on paid leave and conditions of notice fixed. (Eurofound, 2012a, 
p. 11)   

 Table 1.2      Significant proportion of the European working population are not 
working regular hours  

1995 2000 2005 2010

Do not work the 
same hours every 
day   7   

n/a 40.8 41.6 42.3

Do not have Fixed 
starting and 
finishing times   8   

35 35.1 39.2 38.5

Frequent Contact 
outside work 
time   9   

n/a n/a 21.7 30.9

  Source: European Working Conditions Survey  
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 In the context of this book, standard employment refers to a working 
hour duration or arrangement which in the main conforms to a national 
norm, usually between 33 and 46 hours (depending on the county as we 
have seen above), worked Monday to Friday, between the hours of 9 and 
5 (again with national variations as to the what arrangement of hours 
are standard).      

 Where working time demands are predictable and regular, working time 
arrangements are delimited by formal working time contracts. In some 
sectors, such as industrial manufacturing, this gives rise to the working 
time standard that underpinned many of the original debates on working 
time, which were centred on the growth of industrial working time. 
These debates centred on the experience of the assembly line worker, 
Fordist factory production and Taylorist organisational techniques. E. P. 
Thompson’s influential  Time &   Work Discipline  argued strongly that these 
production processes operating within a capitalist framework, shaped the 
temporal culture of industrial society (Thompson, 1976). In the modern 
era, Taylorism persists in companies such as Foxconn, one of the world’s 
largest employers, with a workforce of 1.4 million. The assembly lines in 
China run on 24-hour non-stop schedules. For workers, this is accom-
panied by extremely long working hours that contravene legal restric-
tions (12-hour days are the norm). Overtime is often compulsory, there 
is pressure to increase work rates, toilet breaks are restricted and holidays 
are few (one day off every two weeks). In addition, the labour process 
is mundane and repetitive (Chan, 2013). In some sectors, such as retail 
work, the working time arrangements in place (such as shift work or 
part-time work) lend themselves to non-standard arrangements, in the 
sense that these workers work at atypical times (such as the weekend 
or the evenings) and for atypical durations (very short hours). As these 
sectors have grown, the working time literatures have shifted to focus on 
the examination of the working time experiences of these workers, and 
have concerned themselves with the growth of a 24-hour society and the 
spread of industrial rationality to the service sector (Ritzer, 1995; Taylor 
and Bain, 1999). Most of the current debates on working time fall into 
these two main frameworks. This is unsurprising as industrial working 
time was indeed the most powerful driver of working time standards, 
and the growth in the service sector has caused the most changes to 
that model. However, by limiting the debate to these dimensions, we are 
limiting our understanding of additional pressures. 

 If we now move to consider those whose working time demands are 
irregular and unpredictable, two further groups emerge. In the industrial 
era, it was the dockers, the last outlier against industrial working time 
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who had both non-standard contracts and unpredictable working time 
(O’Carroll, 2006). There have been attempts to introduce such extreme 
flexibility among service sector workers through the use of zero-hour 
contract type arrangements (Evans et al., 2001; Rubery et al., 2005), but 
whereas they are allowable in some countries such as the Netherlands 
(Eurofound, 2008), in others, such as Ireland, working hours legalisa-
tion has limited their operation. Few workers fit exclusively within this 
category, more often combining some aspects of these working time 
arrangements, such as on-call work and telework, with the more regular 
working time arrangements mentioned above. 

 The final category in Table 1.3 refers to those who have unpredict-
able working time demands and standard working time arrangements. 
It is this category of working time arrangements that this book focuses 
on. This category of worker is distinguished from all the others in that 
often their working time arrangements include a measure of unpre-
dictability. These are workers who have both a standard working time 
contract, in the sense that they work close to their national standard (for 
example, 9–5, Monday to Friday),  and  agreements (sometimes expressed 
in contracts by requirements to work flexibly) which cause  occasional  
deviation from that standard. 

 It becomes clear, therefore, if unpredictability is included as a dimen-
sion in the debates, that the focus on the divergence between typical 
and atypical working arrangements, or between long hours and short 

 Table 1.3      Predictability,   unpredictability and   standard   working   time contracts  

 Non-standard   Employment  Standard Employment 

 Working   time  
 Demands Predictable 
/   Regular 

 Shift work, part-time work, 
atypical working, staggered 
working hours, compressed 
working week, annualised 
hours 
 Swing shift, some 
teleworkers 

9–5, Monday to Friday, 
regular working time

  Working   time 
demands  
 Unpredictable / 
irregular 

 On-call work 
 Some teleworkers 
 Some overtime 
 Zero-hour contracts 

 No-fixed hours/
Requirement to work 
flexibly 
 Variation in start and 
finish times 
 Short notification 
period of working hour 
changes* 
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hours, has obscured another change to the temporal culture of working 
life: the increasing insertion and acceptance of unpredictability as a new 
‘standard’ for those working time structures that were previously consid-
ered to be ‘regular’.  

  Unexpected dissatisfaction 

 When we shift our focus to issues of predictability and unpredictability, 
it becomes evident that unpredictability causes problems. Two para-
doxes are evident in the European Working Time Surveys. Firstly, vari-
able time-schedules have been linked to increased dissatisfaction with 
work–life balance (Parent-Thirion et al., 2007). Secondly, autonomy over 
working hours has been linked to increased dissatisfaction with working 
hours (Parent-Thirion et al., 2007, p. 79). Despite reports of employees’ 
desires for more variability and control over their hours (Lyness et al., 
2012), unpredictability in working time creates tensions for employees. 
This book is about those tensions. 

 Parent-Thirion and his colleagues argue that  

  consistent and regular schedules lead to greater satisfaction with work–
life balance, while any deviations from a consistent working pattern 
tend to raise the levels of dissatisfaction. Thus, working the same 
number of days per week or hours per day is preferable to working a 
variable number of days or hours; fixed starting and finishing times 
are considered preferable to variable ones. Variability or ‘imposed’ 
flexibility that undermines the regularity or predictability of working 
schedules is considered very unfavourable by workers from a work–
life balance perspective. (Parent-Thirion et al., 2007, p. 79)   

 The ‘autonomy paradox’ (Van Echtelt, 2006) is that, counterintuitively, 
those who have the most ability to alter the timing of their working 
hours are also most likely to be dissatisfied with their working hours; 
‘paradoxically, it is those with most say in how their working time is 
organised – those who replied that “working time is determined entirely 
by myself” – who express most dissatisfaction with how their working 
hours fit in with their family and social life’ (Parent-Thirion et al., 
2007, p. 79). In the 2010 European Working Conditions survey, just 
over 20 per cent of those who answered the question ‘working time is 
determined entirely by myself’ experienced work–life dissatisfaction – 
this remained higher than those who had less control of their working 
hours. Those who are given short notice of changes in working schedule 
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also expressed the most dissatisfaction with work–life balance  11  . These 
responses suggest that work–life conflict is linked to working time unpre-
dictability. What happens when the levels of unpredictability increase 
further, for example where workers have zero-hour contracts? Zero-hour 
contracts are defined as ‘an agreement between two parties that one may 
be asked to perform work for the other, but there is no set minimum 
number of hours’(CIPD, 2013). There are few reports on the extent of 
zero hours contracts and experiences of those under contract (Lynch, 
2014). There are no direct questions about zero-hours contracts in the 
European Working Hours Condition Survey. An approximate evalua-
tion of the extent of zero-hour contracts can be obtained by looking 
at those who both reported that they worked variable hours each week 
and who have no control over their work schedule.  12   In the 2010 survey, 
just under 35 per cent percent of these workers reported that they were 
having difficulty fitting their family life with their work commitments. 
The surveys also show that regular work schedules are associated with 
higher levels of satisfaction. The more unpredictable working time is, 
the more tensions that are associated with it. 

 A number of different explanations for this surprising match between 
irregularity and dissatisfaction have been suggested. Firstly, ‘reality has 
yet to catch up with rhetoric ... flexible working has yet to be broadly 
implemented in the majority of workplaces’ (Eurofound, 2008, p. 14). 
According to this hypothesis, traditional preferences for standard 
working hours persist in the absence of a more visible employee-driven 
flexible working time model. This hypothesis assumes that working 
time autonomy would be desirable, if more workers were aware of it’s 
existence as an option which could be chosen. 

 A second hypothesis is that most of the temporal arrangements of 
the rest of society (such as shop, doctor and school opening hours) are 
still standard in terms of weekday work ending in the early evening, 
such that the ‘that the optimal schedule from a work–life fit perspec-
tive is the standard one of daytime work during weekdays with no 
long days’ (Parent-Thirion et al., 2007, p. 74). Parent-Thirion and his 
colleagues report that those who work night-work especially experience 
more dissatisfaction with their work–life balance. A third suggestion is 
that control over working hours is experienced most by those who also 
work long hours, such as the self-employed; ‘controlling for volume of 
working hours, the minority of workers that actually have flexibility or 
control over their working time are also those with the highest level 
of satisfaction with their work–life balance (Eurofound, 2008, p. 14). 
Thiron et al suggest, therefore, that it long-hours worked rather than 
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control over ones working time which is the source of the strain. While 
this may be the case, it also could be that control over working hours 
results in longer working hours. 

 The final hypothesis is that the discipline required, when one has 
control over ones working time, to maintain work–life boundaries causes 
strain in private or family life ‘flexibility needs to be controlled by disci-
pline. If there are no strict boundaries between paid work and leisure, 
there is a danger that evening or weekend work becomes “normal”, 
which may put a strain on private and/or family life’ (Hochschild, 1997; 
Plantenga et al., 2010, p. 8). This observation suggests that, despite 
the prevalence and strength of the ‘standard’ working week in most 
European countries, there are also pressures which seek to renegotiate 
what that standard is. This book is about those pressures. 

 The hypotheses above are offered to explain the autonomy paradox, 
but the data they work with do not allow examination of the proc-
esses, particularly the cultural processes, which create the unexpected 
link between unpredictable and variable working hours and dissatisfac-
tion. The surveys of quantitative flexibility do not examine the tension 
between employer-led and employee-desired flexibility, though it is 
acknowledged that such tensions exist. 

 This book steps into this gap. It outlines the processes which cause 
working time autonomy to be linked to a working time culture framed 
by unpredictability, and how unpredictability causes conflict between 
workers desires and the culture of their workplaces. 

 This book considers primarily one type of workplace, in which the 
unpredictability of the production process is due in part to the intangible 
nature of cognitive labour. However unpredictability can be found in 
other production processes. As mentioned earlier, the labour market of 
dock workers in the pre-container era ebbed and flowed according to the 
tide (O’Carroll, 2005). In today’s world, containerisation has facilitated 
the distribution of manufacturing processes such that they are based not 
in single factories but in a global chain of companies, each completing 
part of the whole (Levy, 1997). For example, in electronics, brand name 
firms concentrate product development, design and marketing in home 
countries while hardware manufacturing is outsourced to ‘formally inde-
pendent contractors’ (Chan et al., 2013). Foxconn is one of the largest 
single employers of manufacturing workers, employing 900,000 workers 
in China (Chan, 2013). The Chinese workers based in Shenzhen in China 
process high-tech materials, assembling components imported from other 
Asian countries (mostly Japan, Taiwan and South Korea) (Lee, 2012). One 
of their main customers is Apple for computer. Thus while Apple products 


