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Work, Time and Sustainability: The Political Economy of Work and Time Usage in the                     

Context of Policy Related to a Sustainable Society.  

Abstract 

 

By Andrew Robert Thomas, Ph.D. 

Washington State University 

May 2010 

 

Chair: David C. Nice 
Issues pertaining to the relationship between how sustainable a society is, and how people 

use their time, represent a significant area of interest for both researchers and policy makers.  

Specifically, of interest is the idea of time equity- that is, time use patterns which maintain an 

appropriate balance between work, leisure, social and economic activities. Analyzed here is the 

question of how time equity relates, either in a causal or correlational manner to a broadly defined 

version of sustainability that simultaneously considers social, economic and environmental factors.   

To better understand this relationship this dissertation attempts to both assess the immediate 

relationship between time use and sustainability and illuminate how public policy and various major 

social, economic and environmental structures influence both sustainability and time use.  Although 

an analysis of these topics can use many methodologies and investigate a wide range of subject pools, 

the focus here consists of major industrialized countries and the methodology entails the 

development of an index that gauges both time equity and sustainability.  Time usage is analyzed 

both relative to specific daily activities and periodic repetitive activities.  Sustainability is assessed 

relative to specific social, economic, and environmental indicators.   This approach provides a two-

fold opportunity;  the first is to investigate the hypothesis that countries which foster long working 

hours, short vacations and display neglect for the assessment of informal economic activity tend to be 

less sustainable than countries which do otherwise.  The second opportunity is to infer the effect of 

public policies geared towards more equitable time management and various aspects of 

sustainability.  This comparative analysis provides a foundation for a discussion of the likely causal 

dynamics time equity and sustainability.  Although the primary analysis of this work is inherently 
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comparative and quantitative in nature, the ultimate goals of this work include addressing the issues 

of American exceptionalism relative to time use
1
 and addressing many of the normative questions 

that surround this topic.  Ultimately, this work concludes that there is a positive relationship between 

high levels of time equity and sustainability.    
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 Schor, J., (1993). The Overworked American: The Unexpected Decline of Leisure. Basic 

Books.  
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Chapter 1  

Introduction 
Time, in many senses, is the most neglected resource of modern society. It is 

exploited to its fullest capacity, divided infinitely and loaded with the burden of 

incomprehensible amounts of activity.  Yet, on many levels, time use remains a mostly an 

unaddressed issue.  If one is to understand human activities such as work and fulfill 

objectives such as achieving a comprehensively sustainable society one must look 

towards time as being one of the crucial elements that defines and connects such 

variables.  Considering this, time us patterns can be used to depict the structure and 

meaning of work in a society.  Although work is often perceived as something that is 

defined in terms of material or economic gains, work can also be perceived as being 

something that occurs within particular time frames and uses time as its defining variable.  

 

In most of modern society we neglect this broader consideration of time use in 

favor of the more tangible economics of the situation.  However, in doing such the major 

focus of our attention is shifted away from factors that ultimately dictate the success of 

society and individuals.  If we are to be effective in addressing these issues we must 

expand the scope and direction of analysis to be more inclusive of other ways of thinking.   

The beauty of using time to define much of work is that it expands our commonly held 

perceptions of what work is to a level that is highly inclusive.  For much of America, and 

the industrialized world generally, “work” is merely the activity at the end of a commute, 

often occurring in factory, a retail service setting, or an office building.  Work begins and 

ends at such a destination; it amounts to a paycheck which is converted into some other 

type of material or social commodity.  However, if we view work through the lens of 
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time many things that are not often perceived as being work become such. For instance, 

the commute to work can be perceived as a form of work.  Housework and shopping and 

other domestic activities also become types of work.  Even leisure activities might be 

seen as a type of work since leisure is a concerted effort at achieving mental and physical 

well being in part to maintain productivity in compensated work.  This approach along 

with a number of others can be used to create a model of society that addresses issues 

often disregarded in conventional analyses labor and economic activity.  

 

The main purpose of this work is to explore the relationship between time use, 

especially relative to work time, and sustainability.  Such an approach proves useful in 

highlighting many of the relationships that are often not considered when developing 

policy geared towards any number of issues such as the organization and composition of 

labor and environmental protection issues.  Also, it should be noted that although there is 

a tendency to strive for a limited number of explanations to a problem, the issues 

surrounding work and the use of time are complex in that they are rooted in numerous 

and diverse causes, occur at all levels of social organization, and manifest themselves 

differently in different groups.  Thus, any analysis of the subject faces a difficult task of 

organizing such diverse topics within an analytical framework that notes their individual 

relationships and creates a relatively clear image of the entire system.    

 

 There is also the issue of how the methodology in this work relates to our greater 

theoretical understanding of the relationship between times use and sustainability. 

Although, this work primarily focuses on the practical and policy orientated aspects of 
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the topic, any exploration of this depth inevitably must address issues found in mid-range 

and grand theories of both sustainability and human behavior in general.  As will be 

highlighted through out the work, there are many theories that explain various aspects of 

the dynamic between time use and sustainability. For instance, Marx‟s theories of class 

conflict can be used to understand many of the dynamics associated with labor policy 

directed a certain group of workers. On a broader level, we must deal with addressing the 

issue how theory can accommodate the relationship between time use and sustainability.  

On a conceptual and methodological level, it is difficult to apply traditional linear-causal 

models to the relationship between time use and sustainability. Obviously, it seems 

somewhat bizarre to state that either sustainability causes equity in time use or vice versa. 

However, when the situation is approached from the perspective that both time equity and 

sustainability and are interdependent, bi-directional in their influence, and yet distinct in 

their nature then their relationship becomes clearer. Specifically, is the notion that time 

equity can be used in combination with other variables, such as material efficiency, social 

capital, etc, as method of assessing sustainability. As elaborated in the subsequent 

discussions, time use proves to be a variable that can be incorporated in to almost any 

analysis of sustainability. For instance, even in dealing with topics not directly related 

with time use such as resource consumption, time use proves to be a useful variable to 

incorporate in the analysis since both various resource consumption patterns will tend to 

lead towards certain time use patterns and vice versa. Ultimately, this and other situations 

consistently demonstrate the need for time equity in achieving sustainable outcomes, 

along with demonstrating its utility as an analytic tool.    
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 With this broad idea in mind, the following analysis features two principle goals. 

First, I will analyze the development of the existing economic system as it relates to work 

and time usage.  Second, I will use that exploratory analysis of work and time usage to 

analyze what existing policy has done to address the issue of the connection between 

work and time use and to theorize as to what problems future policy needs to address to 

achieve greater sustainability. 

 

Sustainability represents the second major aspect of this work. Sustainability 

deals with achieving a social, economic or environmental system that is in persisting 

equilibrium with its environment, and will remain so for some time.  A sustainable 

system neither diminishes itself nor its environment.  Theories of sustainability often rely 

on the assumption that for a society to achieve a sustainable level of operation its social, 

environmental and economic systems must be integrated in such a manner as to allow all 

systems to contribute to the efficiency of the others.  One of the larger and more pressing 

questions of the modern era has been that of how to achieve a proper balance between or 

among competing interests so as to achieve a sustainable society.  These questions fall 

into in a number of categories, ranging from issues relating to patterns of resource 

consumption to patterns of social organization. 

 

  There are numerous theories which deal with either a specific topic relating to 

sustainability or feature a holistic consideration of the question of sustainability.  
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Arguably, sustainability represents one of the wicked problems that are difficult to 

completely address at a technical or theoretical level.  However, one could make the case 

that effective explanations that deal with questions of sustainability aim to create an 

image of society and depict the function of specific elements within society‟s bounds.   

With this awareness in mind, we are left with the question of how does time spent 

working or involved in some other activities relate to the greater goal of achieving a 

sustainable society?  To answer this question it is necessary to conceptualize work, time 

use and sustainability in a way that systematic analysis is possible.  

 

Judging from some sources
2
, there is a strong relationship between time spent at 

work and work-related activities and various manifestations of sustainability.  However, 

meeting the objectives of this work requires ascertaining a number of specific 

relationships that deal with either structural mechanisms or individual behaviors 

occurring within a given situation.   For instance, we must explore the relationships 

among work, material consumption, health outcomes and social capital.  To achieve this 

end data are drawn from multiple sources and disciplines to depict these relationships.  

Specifically, data from the International Labor Organization, the United Nations, World 

Bank and other sources are used to gain an understanding of the time use habits of 

various types of individuals. 

 

 These data are used to explore the relationship between time use and indicators of 

sustainability such as social capital, material consumption and public health.  In terms of 

                                                 
2
 Schor, J., (1993). The Overworked American: The Unexpected Decline of Leisure. Basic 

Books. 
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disciplinary perspectives, this work uses theories and approaches from sociology, 

psychology, philosophy, economics, and political science, and most importantly from the 

policy sciences.  Once the end of depicting the relationship between work and time use 

with sustainability has been achieved, we are left with the task of synthesizing the results 

and theorizing as to what types of policy remedies might be developed to deal with work 

time use and sustainability.   

 

In general there are a number of persistent themes and concepts to be found in a 

discussion of time use and sustainability: although, these themes and concepts they are 

connected their divergent backgrounds make them distinctive.  The following is a brief 

introduction to these themes and concepts that focuses primarily on the United States. 

 

Time use 

Issues relating to work and time use are diverse and multi-disciplinary in nature. 

In this work, their relationships with the overall structure of society are particularly 

relevant.  Although there is some debate regarding specifics, one area of much emphasis 

in time use research is the impact of overwork on individuals and society.  One excellent 

discussion, which provides the basis for much of this work is Juliet Schor‟s book The 

Overworked American
3
.  Schor makes the case that working time in America has 

expanded in recent decades for a number of reasons including an increase in competition 

for jobs, American‟s neglect for national policy relating to vacation time, and American‟s 

                                                 
3
 Schor, J., (1993). The Overworked American: The Unexpected Decline of Leisure. Basic 

Books. 
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cultural preference for consumerism.  Working from this premise, Schor systematically 

discusses the impact of overwork on both individuals and broader society. 

 

  Along these same lines the work Discretionary Time
4
 by Robert Goodin and his 

colleagues notes the relationship between government policy, different social groups and 

the management of time use through redistributive policy.  In the work of both Schor and 

Goodin and his colleagues these scholars note the complex relationship between policy, 

social conditions and time use.  One prominent theme found in many analyses is that 

there is a relationship between equity in time use and quality of life.  Also, many 

discussions have noted
5
 that modern society, especially American society, has 

increasingly demanded more work and permitted less flexibility in time use. 

  

One observation of note is that the average full time working hours have 

expanded by around 160 hours per year in recent decades in the United States
6
.  There are 

a number of factors that may have contributed to the expansion of working hours in 

America and in other countries.  Primarily, the situation appears to be the result of 

economic forces both at the individual and social level. Regarding society-wide trends, 

some observers contend that competition from abroad and domestically has contributed 

                                                 
4
 Goodin, R., Rice, J. M., Parpo A., Ericksson L., (2008). Discretionary Time. Cambridge 

University Press. 
5
 Reich, R. B., (2001). The future of success. Alfred a Knopf Inc. 

6
Rones, R. L., Ilg,R. E., Gardner, J. M. (1997). Trends in hours of work since the mid 

1970s. Bureau of Labor Statistics. Retrieved: June 23, 2007. Website: 

http://stats.bls.gov/opub/mlr/1997/04/art1full.pdf, Another analysis noted a 162 hour in 

crease in hours from 1967-2000, see ILO, Key Indicators of the Labor Market. 
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to the expansion of time spent working
7
.  In the instance of foreign competition we find 

that much of the pressure to expand working hours in industrialized countries comes as a 

result of pressure created by low production costs in the third world
8
.  In contrast, the 

domestic trends that have contributed to an expansion of working hours can generally be 

ascribed to a loss of “stability” and increased competition for jobs and other resources in 

the economy
9
  

 

In terms of the individual level economics of work time, the situation varies 

depending upon occupation and other variables
10

.  However, there are a number of what 

can be considered typical individual level trends.  One prominent force that has 

contributed to people working more has been the general stagnation or decline in real 

income since the early 1970‟s
11

.  When this trend is combined with increasing levels of 

material consumption the only route for most workers is to work longer hours.  Finally, 

we can attribute at least some of the growth in working hours to rising levels of income 

inequality and an overall rise in the cost of living.  As many studies have noted income 

inequality tends to polarize working hours in that lower income people must work longer 

hours to make ends meet while the wealthy are relatively immune from the pressure to 

                                                 
7
 Schor, J., (1993). The Overworked American: The Unexpected Decline of Leisure. Basic 

Books. 
8
 Krugman, P., Anthony, J., Venables, A. J., (1995). Globalization and the Inequality of 

Nations. The Quarterly Journal of Economics,110(4), 857-880. 
9
 Hornstien, A., Krusell, P.,  Voilente, G. L., (2004), The Effects of Technological 

Change of Labor Market Inequalities. Retrieved: June 10, 2007. Website: 

http://www.econ.nyu.edu/user/violante/Books/GrowthHB_final.pdf 
10

 American Time Use Survey (2007). Retrieved: June, 16, 2007. Website: 

http://www.bls.gov/tus/ 
11

 Irons, J., (2007). Typical families see income and earnings decline, Economic 

Snapshots, Economic Policy Institute. Retrieved: September, 7, 2007. Website: 

http://www.epi.org/content.cfm/webfeatures_snapshots_20070905 

http://www.epi.org/content.cfm/webfeatures_snapshots_20070905
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expand time at work.
12

  Along these lines, a number of forces have made inordinately 

expensive to live in certain regions.  Thus, many families must have two full time 

incomes to survive.  For instance, the consumer price index for western states has risen 

almost 30% in the past 10 years
13

.  Also, housing costs and a relatively low minimum 

wage, especially for families with children, have had a similar effect in terms of creating 

a situation where people must work long hours to support themselves. 

 

Aside from the economics of the work-time dynamic, there are also a number of 

social and structural changes in society that have contributed to Americans working more 

than people did in the 1960s.  Specifically, women entering the workplace, an increasing 

neglect of informal labor, and the development of American infrastructure  all influence 

the work time dynamic.  Regarding the issue of women working, one of the consequences 

of modern feminism was to promote the entry of women into the work place.  Although 

many observers see this development as having a positive impact on society, the 

introduction of more potential workers has had the unintended effect of increasing 

competition for jobs
14

.  As mentioned above competition for jobs arguably is one of the 

primary motivations for people to put in long hours at work.  Also, having women enter 

the work force helped bring about the advent of the dual income family.  In and of itself 

the idea of having two incomes in a family is something that conceivably would bring 

                                                 
12

 Pannozzo L., Colman,  R., (2004). Working Time and the Future of Work in Canada: A 

Nova Scotia GPI Case Study, Genuine Progress Index for Atlantic Canada. 
13

 Western Office Bureau of Labor Statistics (2007). Retrieved: May, 10, 2007. Website: 

http://www.bls.gov/ro9/data.htm 
14

Hayghe,  H., (1997). Developments in women's labor force participation. Monthly 

Labor Review Online, Vol. 120(9). 
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less work to the members of that group since the formal work of one individual could be 

divided between two.  However, if an economy develops in such a way as to consider the 

basic economic well being of a family as being dependant upon two incomes, then hours 

worked increase to meet such standards and effectively negate any economic gain derived 

from two incomes. 

 

 Finally, certain elements of modern feminism have helped promote a decline in 

the social standing of informal labor in the American economy.  Although informal labor 

has been done by both sexes, the traditional conception of the informal laborer has been 

that of the housewife.  With the social changes of the 1960‟s and 1970‟s, the commonly 

held belief that a women‟s place was in the home was mostly abandoned
15

.  Along with a 

number of other developments, this change in beliefs has led to a widespread neglect of 

the role of informal labor in American society.  People must still raise children, cook, 

clean and commute to work; however there has developed a system of social norms has 

developed that seldom pays proper regard to the value of these activities.  The ultimate 

effect of this trend has been two-fold; first, work is only considered in terms of formal 

economic activity
16

; and second, people are still expected to work informally.  The net 

result is that the average amount of labor most people are involved in has been 

significantly underestimated by some conventional analyses
17

.  

 

                                                 
15

 American Time Use Survey (2007). Retrieved: June, 16, 2007. Website: 

http://www.bls.gov/tus/ 
16

 American Time Use Survey (2007). Retrieved: June, 16, 2007. Website: 

http://www.bls.gov/tus/ 
17

 Schor, J., (1993). The Overworked American: The Unexpected Decline of Leisure. 

Basic Books. 
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Infrastructure and other aspects of American society also contribute to various 

aspects of time use.  Sprawl in the United States has contributed to people driving ever 

increasing distances
18

.  The net effect of this has been to increase the amount of time 

spent commuting and hence the amount of informal labor expanded.  Also, the level of 

technological development of American society has facilitated people consuming ever 

increasing amounts of goods to maintain their comparative standard of living.  If a person 

were to live by an average 1950 standard of living, by most accounts he or she would be 

considered a Luddite if judged by conventional norms.  For instance, many colleges now 

require their students to possess a computer for doing their home work. 

 

 This trend in materialism can also be seen in the greater context of normative 

theory. A thoughtful commentary in this regard is found in Paul Stiles‟ Is the American 

Dream Killing You? 
19

.   Stiles‟ Americans have become fascinated and utterly 

entrenched in the rhetoric of market economics.  Combine this with America‟s 

individualism and the Protestant work ethic, and the influence of the dominant culture on 

what we conceive of work becomes clear.  The expansion of work time is connected to 

these cultural beliefs, in individualism, in capitalism, and in the virtue of competition; the 

absence of a national mandate to establish a more sustainable system of work time 

reinforces their influence.  Although the causes of the expansion of time at work and 

consequently the reduction in vacation and free time are certainly diverse, they can be 

seen as all pointing in the same direction.  

                                                 
18

 Energy Information Administration (1988). Household Vehicles Energy Consumption. 

DOE/EIA-0464(88).  
19

 Stiles, P., (2005). Is the American Dream Killing You? How ―The Market‖ Rules Our 

Lives. Collins. 
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The effects of over work and lack of free time of are numerous and well 

documented.  There are a number of social and health effects ranging from the increased 

incidence of stress-related illnesses to increases in the likelihood of divorce. 
20

  In 

general, we can view the effects of overwork on individuals in two ways; first, there are 

those effects that can be causally linked to long working hours, and secondly there are 

those effects that result from the limiting function of spending large amounts of time at 

work.   Relative to direct effects we find that the longer an individual spends at work, and 

the less vacation time they take, the higher risk they run for cardiovascular, psychological 

and other stress-related problems
21

.  Also, longer working hours have been directly 

related to increased levels of obesity and absenteeism.
22

 

 

 In addition to this, the level of social problems experienced by people who put in 

long hours tends to be significantly higher than those with more reasonable schedules. 

For instance, research has suggested that the rate of divorce, spousal or child abuse and 

                                                 
20

 Michie, S., Cockcroft, A., (1996). Overwork Can Kill. British Journal of Medicine, 

312, 921-922. and Johnson, J. H., (2004). Do long work hours contribute to divorce? The 

B.E. Journal of Economics and Policy, 4(1), Article 24. 

W. F., Wilson, W. F.,  D'Agostino, R.,  Levy, D.,  Belanger, A.,  Silbershatz, H., Kannel, 

W., (1998). After-Effects of Job-Related Stress: Families as Victims. Journal of 

Occupational Behaviour, 3(1), 63-77. 

Virtanen, M., Singh-Manoux, A., Ferrie, J. E., Gimeno, D., Marmot, M. G., Elovainio, 

M., Jokela, M., Vahtera, J., Kivimäki, M., (2009). Long working hours and cognitive 

function: the Whitehall II study. American Journal of Epidemiology, 169(5), 596-605. 
21

 Refer to subsequent analysis chapter 3 
22

 Woo, M., Yap, A. K, Oh, T. G, Long, F. Y., (1999). The Relationship Between Stress 

and Absenteeism, Singapore Med J; 40(09).  

Okudaira, M., (2004). Karoshi (death from Overwork) from a medical point of view. 
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other social manifestations of stress are directly related to the length of the work week
23

.  

Also, there is some evidence that suggests that the effects of overwork are cross-

generational in that the less time parents spend with their children the less likely their 

children are able to succeed at a variety of tasks
24

.   Along these lines, it has also been 

observed that long working hours tend to have a negative effect on community-oriented 

activities, such as time spent volunteering, going to church or even socializing with 

friends or neighbors. 
25

  It is also possible to extend this trend to high levels of television 

consumption and a general lack of interest in hobbies and other enriching activities 

outside of work.
26

   

 

Aside from formal economic activity a number of studies have noted the influence 

of informal labor on various groups.  One prominent example of this influence has been 

the effect of combining the demands of housework and child rearing with occupational 

careers.  As discussed by Schor,
27

 women tend to bear a disproportionate amount of the 

burden when it comes to attending to domestic needs and maintaining a career.
28

  The 

result has been increased levels of stress along with reduced prospects for career 
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advancement
29

  Also, along less gendered lines, many jobs have come to implicitly 

require that workers be involved in work related tasks such as commuting, socializing 

with employers and clients, and doing additional work even though it is not part of their 

job description.
30

   Considering these various effects, we can conclude that when work 

occupies a disproportionate amount of someone‟s schedule a number of negative effects 

are the result particularly which relate to activities in which they can participate outside 

of work. 

 

Relative to the society-wide effects of the contemporary state of time use, when 

many members of a community possess little free time they cannot contribute to social 

capital by building trust based networks of association and cannot volunteer to address 

other social and structural problems in those communities.  The rates of various forms of 

civic participation including voting, civic and associational volunteering and church 

attendance tend to be lower in communities with high proportions of full time workers 

whose work entails little free time
31

.  Also, communities with many residents who 

commute to locations outside of this town in which they reside often suffer the compound 

effect of time being consumed by both formal and informal work in the form of 
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transportation by solitary commuting
32

.  In addition to these direct effects of long 

working hours, communities often have developed in such a manner as to exacerbate 

many of the negative aspects of overwork.  For instance, it has been shown that in 

sprawling communities where driving is a necessity the opportunity to walk, recreate, 

socialize or otherwise participate in the community of residence is limited.
33

  The net 

effect of such structures can contribute to the negative health and social outcomes 

associated with overwork
34

.  On a more normative level we must question the 

relationship between a community‟s professed values and the working habits of members 

of those communities.   For instance, does a human community that emphasizes a large 

amount of conspicuous consumption condone the social practice of systematic 

overworking, and the consequent alienation from others, of its residents to support such 

materialism?  Alternatively, do communities that possess strong social networks value 

community participation and informal labor while sanctioning overwork and 

materialism?  Although these questions represent thinking on a high level of abstraction, 

their practical consequences are rather tangible. For instance, in a tightly knit community 

where neighbors often assist actually each other that assistance amounts to a substantial 

amount of the economy of a community.
35

  Thus, any analysis that attempts to gain a 
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perspective on the impact of the present work time situation must view the situation both 

from the perspective of the individual and from the perspective of the social group and 

the broader society as well. 

 

Although the dilemma of overwork and other issues of time use can be judged 

relative to specific situations and dynamics, the issues surrounding time use are equally 

rooted in the broad social values that most people endorse.  As many scholars have 

observed, America is an relatively materialistic society that upholds norms of 

consumerism, capitalism and individualism as representing core values of social 

existence.
36

  These core values may create a dynamic wherein the value of accumulating 

material and financial wealth is placed over that of maintaining social relationships, 

contributing to efforts to maintain viable communities and personal well being.  These 

values influence a community‟s social life through a number of formal and informal 

processes. In terms of formal aspects, most members of American society places a high 

value on things that have a monetary worth attached to them.
37

   Although there are many 

exceptions to this proclivity where people‟s ideological or religious beliefs are contrary to 

these values this set of beliefs nonetheless represents a major cultural force in American 

society.  For materialistic people things such as being an involved member of a 
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community or developing some sense of the self outside of material realm are often 

underappreciated and valued rather little.  

 

In a less tangible sense, much of what defines most Americans‟ sense of self and 

of success is depicted in material terms or relative to aspects of the economy such as their 

careers.   For instance, the values of the American consumer can be seen as defining our 

self worth through our capacity to consume ever-increasing amounts of material goods.  

Also, the tenets of capitalism value competitive success which often come at the expense 

of others-over less divisive measures of progress.
38

   Since such a world view represents 

the dominant theme of the American ideological dialogue, to question or introduce other 

narratives into the discussion is something that most people would not conceive of, or 

would possible even actively resist. 

 

 This dynamic provides some explanation as to why many Americans are willing 

to carry the burden of long hours of work even when many of them could manage to get 

by on less.  In many senses, Americans have trapped themselves in such a world view 

because the have decided that success and failure are to be defined mostly in these terms 

of material success.  To reinforce this tendency American society tends to give more 

authority to the “successful” than those who are not.  To resolve the problems of time use 

and sustainability, it may be necessary to re-conceptualize success and failure and adopt a 

different perspective on core value dimensions.  To advocate such a position inevitably 

gives rise to the charge of radicalism.  However, the question must be asked: are the 
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values of the present system perhaps radical in a manner that we typically ignore?  For 

instance, most societies abhor greed and waste
39

; however, the values of capitalism and 

consumerism appear to promote it.  This set of considerations, along with a number of 

related questions, shed a much more complete light on the situation of use of time and 

sustainability in terms of issues of values and best practices.  Although some empirical 

research tends to avoid normative questions in the never-ending search for 

methodological rigor, it appears likely that in this instance it is inevitable that we include 

such topics in an appropriate analysis of the situation.  

 

The situation in other industrialized countries is rater similar to that of the United 

States, but somewhat different in many noteworthy respects.  Similar pressures in terms 

of the consequences of economic competition on social structures have been noted in 

research conducted in other industrialized countries.   For instance, in recent years many 

German labor unions have had to make concessions in terms of accepting longer work 

weeks
40

.   Also, various countries such as Iceland have experienced neo-liberal policies 

that have contributed to more economic competition and longer working hours
41

.  
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Additionally, various countries such as Japan which traditionally have relied on a male-

centered work force have increasingly incorporated women in the work force
42

.  

 

Although there are similarities between the United States and other industrialized 

nations, there are also some significant differences which deserve our attention.  

Specifically, all industrialized nations with the sole exception of the U.S. legally mandate 

some amount of annual paid vacation
43

.  Also, other industrialized countries possess 

higher levels of economic and social equality, and they have more extensive welfare 

states that universally guarantee health and retirement benefits that American workers 

must rely on employers for coverage.  Although there are exceptions to this
44

, as we will 

examine later, by-and-large workers in other industrialized countries work substantially 

fewer hours than do those in the United States.  Finally, it is important to take note of the 

cultural differences that exist between the United States and other countries, specifically 

the United States tends to be highly individualistic and place a great deal of emphasis on 

work while placing less emphasis on leisure and the promotion of family life. 

 

As we can see from this brief discussion, issues relating to time use are rooted in a 

number of structural factors and have important consequences for both individuals and 

society. In many ways issues relating to sustainability are similar in terms of the 

complexity of factors and the complexity of interrelationship among those factors that 
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dictate their status. However, sustainability does differ from time use in that it does not 

possess one defining characteristic.  

 

Sustainability 

As a general concept sustainability deals with achieving a balance between human 

activities and the natural environment.
45

  Most conceptualizations of sustainability rely on 

the presumption that for a society to be sustainable it must achieve an equitable balance 

among its social, environmental and economic aspects.
46

  This belief in the need for 

comprehensive sustainability represents one of the more unique aspects of the concept.  

Rather than assuming sustainability is achieved through actions which have a specific 

cause and effect, most approaches to the study of sustainability assume that there is a 

complex set of relationships among the diverse set of things that describe humans, their 

society, and the natural environment in which they reside.  Thus, work that assesses 

sustainability should address issues in a broad and interdisciplinary fashion.   

 

Sustainability research is quite diverse in both methodology and topics addressed.   

In general, we can divide studies of sustainability into those that deal with economic, 

social or environmental issues on either an individual or societal level.  For instance, 

studies of economic sustainability often address issues of equity in labor and 
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compensation
47

, economic exploitation
48

, and meaningful economic development
49

 

amongst other topics.  In contrast, research that relates to social sustainability often 

addresses issues of social equity and the influence of culture on individual and group 

behaviors
50

.  Relative to environmental sustainability, we find that research in this 

subfield deals with both modeling the impact of humans on the environment
51

, their 

resource usage
52

 and also applying ecological models to various aspects of human 

behavior
53

.  Also, it is noteworthy that research and theory relating to environmental 

sustainability can be considered to represent the core of sustainability-related research 

since environmental topics were the first to be explored using the rubric of sustainability. 

Although there is much more research on these topics than what is mentioned above 

(which subsequent chapters will attempt to address), the basic typology presented here 

represents the basis of both the theory and subject matter of sustainability-related 

research. In addition to these topics, it is also noteworthy that much of the research that 

deals with sustainability focuses on integrating topics that are not commonly related so as 

to develop novel syntheses that explain the complex nature of systems that govern 

sustainability. 

                                                 
47

 Sklar, H., Mykyta, L., Wefald, S., (2002). Raise The Floor: Wages and Policies That 

Work For All Of Us. South End Press. 
48

 Lazar, E. P., (2000). Economic Imperialism. Quarterly Journal of Economics, 115(1), 

99-146. 
49

 Barbier, E. (1987). The concept of sustainable economic development. Environmental 

Conservation, 14 (22), 101-110. 
50

 Jcdes, U., (2000). Towards a culture of sustainability. Peter Lang Publishing. 
51

 Valentin, A., Spangenberg, J.  H., (2000).  Assessment Methodologies for Urban 

Infrastructure, A guide to community sustainability indicators.  Environmental Impact 

Assessment Review, 20(3), 381-392. 
52

 Pearce, D. W., Kerry, R., (1990). Economics of Natural Resources and the 

Environment.  jhu press. 
53

 Vayda, A. P., (1983). Progressive contextualization: Methods for research in human 

ecology.  Human Ecology, 11( 3), 265-281. 



 22 

 

Aside from the topics that sustainability assesses, the second area of importance is 

that of the methodology that sustainability related research uses.  The methods used to 

gauge sustainability are diverse and complex; one method of assessing how sustainable a 

society makes use a set of indicators that measure things believed to be related to the 

promotion sustainability.  For instance, one key feature of sustainability is the notion of 

not consuming more resources than the environment can replace
54

.  One can 

operationalize this concept by analyzing rates of material consumption along with other 

data relating to the availability of resources and their rates of consumption.  

 

Alternatively, we might look at existing trends and outcomes in a community and 

compare those with either real or hypothetical instances of communities that exhibit 

different levels of sustainability.  One example of this might be to compare communities 

in terms of the need for automobile-based transit for commuting to work.  Another 

analysis might focus on health data from a society that scores well in most indicators of 

sustainability and one that does not.   Considering the breadth of research done relating to 

sustainability, it is clear that there are many possible ways of analyzing the concept.  

 

One method that has been used in a number of prior analyses makes use of the 

Genuine Progress Index.  The index was originally conceived of by Simon Kuzents as an 
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alternative measure to gross domestic product
55

; Kuznets argued that the notion of the 

gross domestic product was an unreliable measure of progress since it included forms of 

economic activity that cannot meaningfully be considered things of genuine social value.  

For instance, the gross domestic product considers money spent on prisons, divorce, and 

chronic illness related to stress; all of these expenditures are treated as economic activity 

that can be included in its estimation.
56

  In contrast, the Genuine Progress Index considers 

only forms of activity that can be shown to have a positive impact on society.  

 

One of the more advanced versions of the genuine progress index was developed 

and applied in Nova Scotia and other provinces in Atlantic Canada.   Through a number 

of iterations research at GPI Atlantic has refined the GPI index to provide a 

comprehensive view of how well a community is performing in terms of its promotion of 

sustainability.  For this reason GPI Atlantic‟s index provides a good way to measure 

sustainability empirically and is used as a model here in this dissertation.  Although 

somewhat modified to fit the needs of this work the basic principle of the GPI remains 

the same.  Ultimately, the goal in using the GPI is to create an empirically grounded way 

of measuring and conceptualizing a society‟s level of sustainability.  Once we have 

properly conceptualized an indicator of sustainability it is possible to do a comparative 

analysis of time use, sustainability and public policy.  Now that some of the theoretical 

basis for this work has been discussed it is useful to outline goals and describe this nature 

of subsequent chapters. 
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Chapter 2  

Chapter 2 features a discussion of the evolution of work, time use, and 

sustainability in terms of their theoretical development.  Also, chapter 2 addresses many 

of the contemporary issues in time use and sustainability.  As mentioned above, the 

primary goals of this analysis are to establish the relationships among time use, public 

policy, sustainability, and normative trends such as consumerism and adherence to 

capitalism.   From these general questions a number of more specific concerns develop. 

Relative to public policy it is possible to divide the analysis into two distinct categories.  

The first category consists of policies that directly address time use. In addition to 

understanding the technical details of the public policy, however, we must also consider 

the social values and societal level trends that influence such polices.  At this level of 

analysis it is also useful to explore the influence of large scale social, economic and 

environmental trends by themselves to gain an understanding of the underlying structures 

that influence specific trends or policies.  To achieve this it would be useful to 

incorporate some classic theories such as Marx‟s conflict theory, Durkheim‟s theory of 

the division of labor, Taylor‟s theory of scientific management, and Weber‟s ideal type 

theory of bureaucratic organization. 

 

  Using these discussions as a foundation, the final the task of this analysis is to 

answer a number of normative questions.  The first question is what role have society‟s 

values, including economic and cultural philosophies, played in the development of the 

trends observed.  The second question relates to the issue of American exceptionalism.  
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Time use is consistent with other trends that substantiate the claim that American‟s 

behavior is substantially different from that of other nations and yet is subject to the same 

fundamental forces.  After addressing these issues it is possible to use the conclusions 

drawn from the analysis of sustainability, time use and public policy to help answer these 

questions.  The goal in answering both the question of American exceptionalism and also 

the underlying causes of the present dilemmas of time use and sustainability is to be able 

to identify those values that are either in conflict with or contribute to the goal of 

achieving a sustainable society.  By identifying these factors we are better able to both 

develop public policy that helps address the issues created by the present system and 

critically reassess some of the fundamental structures of American society.  In addition to 

addressing these broad issues, the discussion featured in chapter 2 also makes an effort to 

describe structural and ideological differences of the countries studied, along with 

showing how issues of time use and sustainability play themselves out on an individual 

and group level.  

 

Chapter 3 

Chapter 3 features a discussion of the methodology and subject selection used for 

this research. The methodology used in this work is that of a cross-national comparative 

study that uses archival data to assess time use, sustainability, social trends and public 

policy in the countries studied.  This analysis can be done on the level of individual 

indicators such as time spent commuting or on the aggregate level by comparing 

countries‟ national statistics related to time use or sustainability.  Considering the nature 

of some of the questions raised in this work, this analysis focuses on the general, 
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somewhat hypothetical, relationship between policy, time use and sustainability.  

However, since both time use and sustainability are gauged in a quantitative manner in 

this study, it is possible to present statistical data about the relationship among public 

policy, time use and sustainability.  

 

As discussed above, the Genuine Progress Index represents an established method 

of empirically assessing sustainability
57

.  The basic premise of the GPI is to use 

indicators that accurately reflect how a community and its members interact with their 

environment and each other.  Using these ideas, statistics relating to resource usage, 

economic activity, social and environmental well being can be analyzed to gain an 

understanding of specific aspects of a community‟s level of sustainability.  Although the 

general concept of sustainability is a useful construct, it is also useful for this analysis to 

use more specific constructs such as environmental, economic, social, individual and 

community sustainability.  To create these constructs, data from industrialized countries 

are combined in various ways to create indicators for each construct. Once the variables 

are selected, the indicators are standardized on to a scale ranging from 0 to 1.  This 

standardization allows for a ranked and weighted comparison. Once the sub scales have 

been compiled, their individual scores are then re-standardized and added to create a 

comprehensive indicator of sustainability.
58
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With these indicators of sustainability in hand it is then possible to do a 

comparative analysis of time use, social trends and public policy.  Data on time use are 

derived from a number of sources including the World Bank, the United Nations, the 

International Labor Organization and other sources, to create an index of time equity that 

is of a similar structure to the index of sustainability.  The time use index is compared 

both to indicators of sustainability and specific sustainability related variables.  Also, 

specific data relating to vacation time, employment, and leave policy is also analyzed.  

Ultimately, the goal of this analysis is two-fold; the first goal are to assess the general 

relationship between time use and sustainability, and the second goal is to promote 

society‟s level of sustainability.  Relative to the second goal, it is also useful to assess the 

specific relation among certain variables such as infrastructure and time use.  

 

Chapter 4 

Chapter 4 discusses the results of the analysis framed by the previous chapter.  In 

general, the core conclusion set forth in chapter 4 is that there is a strong relationship 

between equity in time use and sustainability.  Also, chapter 4 features a discussion of the 

relationship among individual variables related to time use and sustainability.  To achieve 

this end the greater indices of time and sustainability are broken down into their 

constituent parts such as economic, social and environmental indicators.  In general, this 

piecemeal analysis reveals more details about the relationship between time use and 

sustainability.  Also, this analysis by-and-large confirms the overarching claim that there 

is a consistent relationship between indicators of time use and sustainability.  It should be 
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noted, however, that this analysis also reveals that there are some notable exceptions to 

this general rule.  

Chapter 5 

 Chapter 5 concludes this work with a discussion that integrates both the empirical 

findings and the theoretical discussions.  The purpose of this conclusion is to establish 

this place of this analysis in both the research literature and among the prominent theories 

of behavior and sustainability.  This discussion compares the findings to traditional 

sociological theory such as that of Marx and Weber along with discussing the more 

practical aspects of this research. Specifically, attention is paid both to how this analysis 

relates to policy and to the development of real world situations related to sustainability.  

How this research can contribute to both the existing study of sustainability and how it 

can be refined in the future are also discussed in considerable detail.  Finally, a discussion 

is presented of the normative implications of this research as they relate to both classical 

philosophy and to contemporary dialogues such as those that relate to issues of 

materialism and consumerism.  
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Chapter 2 

 An Overview of the Development of Issues Relating to Work Time and 

Sustainability 
 

The following discussion presents a number of perspectives on the topics of work, 

time use and sustainability ranging from its historical development to modern research 

and case studies.  Also, some context relating to the historical development and present 

nature of industrialized nations is given.  The purpose of this discussion is two-fold; first, 

it is an attempt at providing some background relative to the topics and cases studied and 

secondly this discussion helps frame a number of important concepts and questions which 

can be used in subsequent analyses. 

 

 There are a number of areas of interest that are applicable to this situation.  To 

begin, the evolution of how society has dealt with issues of work, time use and 

sustainability is addressed.  One of the defining aspects of this discussion is noting that 

sustainability and issues relating to work and time use have always existed in society; 

however, discussions of these issue have lacked an empirical and explicit structure.  This 

framing discussion of the development of work time and sustainability forms the basis for 

a later discussion of the academic disciplines and research literature available in these 

areas.   

 

In addition to discussing time use and sustainability, a discussion is offered is 

offered of this issue the historical development of this issue and an overview is present of 

an overview is present of contemporary issues currently under debate in various 

industrialized nations.  The purpose of this discussion is to connect the cases that are used 
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in subsequent analysis to ideas relating to time use and sustainability.  Along these lines, 

two illustrative examples of comprehensive time use and sustainability research are 

presented.  One of these discussions represents a summary of a time use and 

sustainability study done by researchers associated with the Genuine Progress Index of 

Atlantic Canada (GPIAC).  Although case selection is on a sub-national, scale GPIAC‟s 

study is one of the better examples of systematic empirical research that relates time use 

to sustainability.   To help understand how time use and sustainability occur on a national 

level, the second case study deals with these topics in contemporary American society.  

Although this discussion is somewhat hypothetical, in the sense that no one has yet to 

study the topic systematically, it serves to highlight existing research on these topics 

along with how this research exists within an overarching structure.  An implicit 

objective of these discussions is to highlight three major themes.  First, the issues of time 

use and sustainability are complex, contextually-driven issues that are influenced by a 

variety of factors ranging from geography to public policy.  Second, time use exists in a 

continuum that is inextricably related to personal and family income and other resources, 

and it is impossible to understand issues of equity and fairness in time use without 

considering these other factors.  Third, understanding issues relating to time use and 

sustainability requires viewing these issues in a manner that notes their rather broad 

scope and interrelated nature. 

 

Preindustrial Society 

Work represents an activity that is diverse both in nature and definition.  Work 

has evolved along with human progress since the inception of society, and it represents 
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an essential element of our contemporary existence.  In the modern world work has 

assumed a number of forms that affect how we operate in social settings on both an 

individual and a group level.  In the formal sense, we participate in work to gain finite 

economic resources.  Equally important, people involve themselves in informal activities 

ranging from house work to involvement in civic groups that can also be considered 

forms of work that contributes to the sustainability of family units, groups, and larger 

society.  Ideally, this involvement produces both psychological and social value for the 

person doing the work.  Although modern societies have developed a high level of 

complexity, the general public‟s view of work, especially in America, remains limited 

primarily to formal economic activities.
59

 

 

 Relative to the goal of achieving a sustainable society, the present situation raises 

many questions about how to adapt and transform a society‟s economic and social 

systems so as to achieve more sustainable ends.   To achieve these ends a number of 

issues must be addressed.  First, we must frame efforts at developing a sustainable model 

of work time in a manner that makes it compatible with the needs of workers, business 

enterprises public initiatives and society at large.   Many of these models need to be 

presented in economic forms.  Though the act of reducing human behavior to a cost/ 

benefit analysis is restrictive in many respects. Nonetheless, it is necessary that 

individuals and groups become amenable to the idea of transforming the nature of work 
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in society for progress toward sustainability to be achieved.    As will be demonstrated 

through the course of this discussion, much of the problem with promoting change in our 

collective understanding of time usage, work and sustainability stems from prevailing 

attitudes and the premises underlying many of our social institutions.  Thus it is useful to 

understand the development of the structures that dictate how we work and what society 

has held in value through the course of its development.  

 

Competing definitions of work abound ranging from formal economic activity, to 

uncompensated voluntary labor, to any activity that is experienced as burdensome and 

unattractive to those involved in it
60

.  One of the most generalizable definitions of work is 

as follows: “an activity that results in a tangible material, economic, social, or 

psychological gain.”  Thus, work can be conceptualized as an activity that we derive 

pleasure from or hate with a passion, it can result in an increase in pecuniary gain or it 

can provide us with the satisfaction of advancing society and/or ourselves.  This 

understanding of work is sufficiently inclusive so that we might have a realistic picture of 

what effects various work activities have on individuals and society, and how those 

effects are interrelated.  

 

Much of what defines work has paralleled the development of society.  Initially, 

work was primarily geared towards subsisting and was performed mostly alone or in 

small groups.   As a number studies of primitive subsistence societies have demonstrated, 
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most work is relatively unplanned in terms of time allocation and structure
61

.  What 

drives work primarily at this level are immediate needs and long term time schedules 

such as seasonal changes, crop cultivation and animal migrations.  Also, this type of 

primitive subsistence work typically does not occur within the context of a formal 

economy.  Most of the products of work of this kind are directly tangible to the worker.  

Thus, there is little need for money since products can be traded or consumed by the 

producers themselves.  What makes this an important point is that the lack of a formal 

economy limits the division between formal and informal work.  When compared with 

modern systems it is difficult to imagine a preindustrial economy in which people gave 

commuting or housework the same value as a salaried job.  

 

Although subsistence societies have formed an enduring basis for the nature of 

work in society, as human organizations and technology have developed and become 

increasingly complex so too has the nature of work.  In particular, there are two themes 

that are applicable to the goals of this dissertation devoted to a deeper, understanding of 

the relationship between time use and sustainability.  The first theme is the division of 

labor, specifically the division between formal and informal work.  The second theme 

deals with the use and ownership of labor. 

 

As societies developed beyond the stage of small tribal or kinship groups, various 

trends within these developing societies caused a number of work related dynamics to 

develop.  One trend of particular importance was the hierarchical division of labor. As 
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societies grew in complexity this growth was accompanied by an expansion in their 

vertical organization.  Initially the level of social stratification in subsistence societies 

was relatively limited.  Many anthropologists have noted that many primitive societies 

possess little if any hierarchical order
62

.  Often it was and is the case that in such 

subsistence societies those in positions of power were nothing more than charismatic “big 

men” who were no different in terms of status or wealth from anyone else
63

.  However, as 

society advanced further toward its current level of sophistication two trends in 

organization become apparent.  The first was the hierarchical division of labor for 

purposes of management, and the second was the hierarchical division of social systems 

on the basis political, social or economic power.  

 

Regarding the issue of management, we find that the need for hierarchical 

management increased as a result of the scale and complexity of the products being 

produced.  For instance, objects such as the pyramids or extensive irrigated agricultural 

systems required individuals to develop, plan and oversee their operation; thus additional 

layers of management were added on top of those doing the basic work activity.   As 

society developed, the discrepancies in wealth and power increased concomitualty.  

Although there is some debate as to whether humans are inherently hierarchical 

creatures
64

, the effects of this trend towards stratification are apparent in that the desire of 

some to develop and maintain power and wealth led to the subjugation and frequent 

marginalization of others.  
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This phenomenon represents one of the most important events in the development 

of work and human society.  For when work was directed and used by others to gain 

wealth and power it effectively detached work from useful activities that resulted in 

tangible benefits for those involved in the process.  In its most extreme manifestation 

slavery represents such a development.  However, there are other less obvious 

manifestations of such a trend toward exploitation and wealth concentration. For 

instance, the use of extraction tithing, profit extraction and various forms of taxation can 

all be perceived as representing a variation of this wealth activity.  Although some have 

questioned the validity of this system,
65

 both in normative and theoretical terms, the act 

of using others‟ labor to further social power and wealth has remained a persistent 

phenomena throughout human societies.  As will be discussed later, this area of activity 

plays an extremely important role in determining the amount of time worked both from 

the perspective of business enterprises and from the perspective of individuals. 

 

Sustainability in preindustrial society 

Sustainability has developed in a similar fashion to time use in that the 

development of sustainability mirrors the development of human society.  Also, much 

like time use sustainability has existed primarily as an implicit aspect of human activity 

rather than an explicit set of theories developed in the context of scientific research.   

Arguably, humans have been compelled to consider their place in the environment ever 

since they developed the capacity to think.    From one perspective modern industrial 
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society has developed from existing in a state of nature to one in which social life is 

removed, or at least perceived as being removed, from the greater natural environment.  

 

A good place to begin this discussion would be in exploring the concept of society 

in biological terms.  One of the basic tenets of biology is that organisms must evolve to 

be compatible with their environments.  An organism that fails to be compatible with its 

environment either must evolve to be such or run the risk of extinction.  To be compatible 

with its environment, an organism must achieve a balance of interests between its own 

members, other species, and the greater context of the ecosystem.  This balance is 

delicate in the sense that if an organism overextends its position relative to its 

environment it runs the risk of initiating a series of events that can have catastrophic 

consequences.  Inevitably, this economy of nature encourages species to develop niches 

within which they exist in a state of equilibrium with the surrounding environment.  

 

Initially, the development of humans and human society followed this adaptation 

to the natural environmental dynamic. Early humans, like any other animal, were 

subjected to the whims of their environment since most of their food came from hunting 

and gathering and they were mostly nomadic, lacking in substantial infrastructure
66

.  

They were afforded little protection from or advantage over other animals.  If humans 

were unwise and over-harvested a certain crop or animal, they would, risk starvation.  

Also, their ability to insulate themselves from natural threats was limited.  In this setting 

people were directly related to their environments, thus the effects of their actions were 
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relatively immediate
67

.  However, as societies developed into more structural and stable 

settlements man‟s relationships with his environment grew increasingly complex. 

 

One of the more prominent developments in human history is the establishment of 

agrarian societies in various river valleys in the Middle East which allowed humans to 

have a greater degree of control over food production and their general environment. 

Permanent settlements allowed for a number of aspects of human society to evolve
68

.  

Agrarian societies produced a social organization that allowed humans to accumulate 

intergenerational knowledge, develop complex physical and social structures, and made 

their relationship with their environment seem less immediate
69

.  For instance, with the 

advent of agriculture and the development of food storage processes humans were more 

capable of controlling their food supply
70

.  Also, the development of knowledge systems 

helped aid early societies by providing some, albeit not explicit, guidelines for dealing 

with one‟s environment and managing it sustainably
71

.  The net effect of such 

development was to detach man from his environment and hence make the effects of his 

actions less immediate and tangible.  The once direct relationship between over-

harvesting and risk of starvation now manifested itself in a number of different ways. 
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  For instance, a society now could deplete the soil of an area through over 

farming.  Such problems could be complicated by the fact that such dynamics could take 

decades to develop. In this time span populations could expand since there was more 

food being produced, and other forms of resource usage might also increase.  In addition, 

such groups might have stored substantial amounts of food.  Thus, recognition of the 

problem of how people can harm their environments might be a long time in coming.  

Each development in the complexity of society was accompanied with an additional 

increase in the complexity of man‟s relationship with his environment.   Thus, as society 

grew more complex and resilient it also grew more difficult to understand for those being 

in it.  

 

Medieval Society 

Throughout most of recorded history work has occurred within relatively small 

organizations.  Although there are some notable exceptions, traditionally work took place 

on small farms or in the shops of craftsman.  These organizational patterns persisted until 

the industrial revolution of late 18
th

 century Europe and North America.  It is interesting 

to compare and contrast this non-industrialized work system with the industrialized one 

that followed it.  There are a few aspects of the medieval system that are of particular 

interest to this study. First, is the structure of the average working day for various types 

of labor.  Second, the number of official holidays given to workers is of interest. Third, 

the mentality that workers maintained about their labor is of direct interest.
72
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Regarding the structure of the working day during medieval times, on average we 

find that typically it was adapted to human capabilities and the demands of the working 

environments.  As noted in one observation, the working day was frequently interrupted 

with breaks, mid-day naps, and extended lunch breaks
73

.  Labor tended to be seasonal, 

based on the availability of daylight and the need for certain functions to be performed at 

particular times of the year
74

.  Also, it is noteworthy that the number of holidays granted 

for workers during medieval times was significantly higher than is the case in 

contemporary America.  For instance, in Great Britain during the 14
th

 century holidays 

consumed a total of 5 months of the year
75

.  

 

In addition to these social/culture and structural aspects, some analysts contend 

the mentality of work during the medieval period was substantially different than it is 

today.  As noted by the medieval Bishop Pilkington, 
76

medieval workers tended to prefer 

work that was done to subsist rather than work to advance either in wealth or social 

standing
77

.  One can attribute this tendency to a few possible causes.  First, the relatively 

static nature of the medieval social and economic structure would serve to dampen 

aspirations.  Since social status was mostly determined by lineage within caste systems 

there was little opportunity to advance in life or wealth.  However, a second argument 
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could be advanced that members of medieval society valued their free time more than 

they valued an additional accumulation of material items or higher social position.  

Regardless of which explanation of the medieval work ethic we adopt, the consumerism 

and desire for social advancement characteristic of contemporary American would be 

quite foreign concepts in Medieval society.  

 

Industrialization 

During the late 18
th

 century the process of industrialization fundamentally altered 

how most people perceive and participate in work.  Although historical accounts of 

everyday people‟s perceptions of work from this time are rather limited, it is widely 

accepted that early industrialization fundamentally altered how work is structured and 

performed.  As mentioned before, there are two significant dynamics of the modern work 

environment upon which we should concentrate.  The first is the division of labor, both in 

a horizontal and vertical sense.  Such a division has created vast segmentation in the 

different types of labor present.  Also, as some scholars have noted it has routinized work 

in such a manner that creativity and autonomy have been removed from most work and 

those characteristics of work have been replaced with the structural systems that force 

people to adhere to a certain method and pace of doing things.  As a result these systems 

force individuals to use their time in a certain manner and concentrate on using a certain 

range of skill.  Creativity and flexibility are difficult for most people to integrate into 

mass and standardized production.  We can attribute this structural pressure both to an 

economic inclination to specialize and to an ideology that discounts diversity.  
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Aside from the need for a division of labor, the use and ownership of labor can be 

described as the second major factor influencing modern work.  In short, most people do 

not work for themselves in a subsistence fashion.  Work is either done for an employer, 

on the employer‟s terms, or it done in a fashion to obey the mandates of the market.  In 

either instance an individual‟s work is controlled to achieve economic productivity.  To 

add to this situation we also find that the products of the worker‟s efforts are often 

directed towards entities other than the worker.  It is standard and accepted practice for 

employers, stockholders, and managers to profit from the labor of others.  This use of 

labor has led to a system of management which aims to maximize the use of individuals 

for purposes of work.   

 

The development of the factory system in the United States and Great Britain 

caused a number of changes in the nature of work.  Most of these factories were used to 

produce textiles which, prior to the invention of the mechanical loom, was a tedious 

process done by hand either in the home or in small workshops.  However, factories 

expanded the ability to produce things well beyond the capacity of one given person.  As 

alluded to before, with an increase in capacity and complexity came an accompanying 

division of labor.  Once autonomous individuals became merely extensions of the 

machines that they maintained.  Accompany this trend with such inventions as gas 

lighting and the desire of factory owners to control workers and maximize production, the 

impersonalization of the boss/worker relationship, and one arrives at a system in which 

factory work effectively reduced humans to be extensions of the machines they ran and to 

the owners that profited from them.  
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 It is also noteworthy to comment at this point on how industrialization expanded 

their level of control and use of labor.  Since large amounts of capital were needed to 

develop and operate a factory, owners of capital tended to organize and develop systems 

through which to exploit the labor that operated its factories.  Thus, the classic Marxist 

division between labor and capital developed.  What typifies this division are the 

divergent goals of labor and capital.  Capital desires to maximize the profit it gains from 

labor regardless of the effect it has on labor.  In contrast, the goal of labor is to support 

itself and hopefully prosper from the sale of its labor.  Although somewhat of a neutral 

dynamic at first glance, the reality of the early capital labor dynamic was much more 

lopsided.  In this instance capital possessed a disproportionately large amount of 

influence over the dynamic since they possessed more resources, were more organized, 

owned factories, and controlled media outlets. 

 

The early phases of industrialization have ultimately served two functions.  The 

first was to transition people from a pre-industrialized work mindset to an industrialized 

way of thinking.  As a number of observers have noted, factory owners initially had a 

tremendous amount of difficulty in constraining workers to the strict schedules and 

routines of factory life
78

.   The primary reason for this was that workers were not 

accustomed to such schedules or disposed to possess the obedient mentality that was 

required for factory work.  Interestingly enough, this difficulty at socializing factory 

workers led many factory owners to be proponents of compulsory education since it was 
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assumed that if education could be structured in a manner to resemble a factory system 

children could be taught from a young age that such a form of social organization was 

natural
79

.  Ultimately, this form of public education and a number of other means of at 

socializing people to accept the dynamics of capital and industrialization has over the 

past two centuries caused most of  the people of many contemporary societies to endorse 

a set of values that serve such systems.  

 

The second major accomplishment of early industrialization has been to create a 

division between formal and informal economic activity.  Prior to industrialization the 

division between formal and informal work was not particularly clear.  Much of the work 

that would occur on a farm or in a small shop could often be defined as being both 

domestic and formal in its nature.  For instance, people would often raise crops for both 

sale and their own consumption.  Also, much of the pre-industrial social mentality did not 

distinguish between those involved in domestic labor versus work done outside of the 

home
80

.  Additionally, neighbors would often cooperate to achieve tasks that were only 

possible through the labor of a large group of people such as harvesting or raising a barn. 

These gatherings were social occasions as well work.  

 

 However, with the advent of the factory system the division between formal paid 

labor and informal, unpaid labor grew.  There are a number of reasons for this historical 

occurrence.  The first is the formal and demanding nature of factory labor.  Factory labor 
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not only established a system in which a family depended upon a breadwinner, typically 

the male head of household, to acquire money to support other activities in the family, 

but also the factory system effectively mandates a division between formal and informal 

labor since it was commonly expected that factory laborers work 16-18 hours a day.  

Thus, the ability of someone working in such a system to perform domestic tasks was 

effectively highly limited.  

 

The early phases of industrialization can be categorized as a somewhat rigid and 

primitive attempt at integrating people with often dangerous technology so as to serve 

what was seen as economic modernization.  Although many people in prior agricultural 

societies were accustomed to long hours of work, such was done in an effort to subsist 

rather than to produce above what was needed.  Regardless of how one views the early 

factory system and early modern capitalism this system undoubtedly helped create a 

number of social structures and belief systems that evolved into fundamental parts of our 

social and economic system.  With some understanding of the pre-industrial and early 

industrial worlds of work, we are then able to chart the development of labor and labor-

related policies up through the present.   

 

Any system taken to an extreme that affects significant numbers of people in an 

adverse manner most likely will either collapse or be under considerable pressure to 

reform itself in a manner that makes it less offensive.  The harsh realities of early 

industrialism fit into this category.  The extreme nature of the early system in what it 

demanded of people led to ongoing resistance.  In the two centuries since the 
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development of the industrial economy the voices in opposition or in favor of that system 

have subscribed to a certain set of master narratives that, although time and specific 

circumstances have changed, have retained the same general meaning.  On one hand we 

find the voice of labor arguing for adequate compensation and fair and safe working 

conditions.  On the other hand we find the voice of business arguing for economic 

efficiency and productivity.  In either instance it is possible to extend these arguments to 

greater world views.  In terms of labor we find a view that emphasizes social justice and 

equity while in the instance of business we find one that upholds ideals of capitalism and 

traditional legalism.  This ideological schism has been the traditional framework through 

which we have viewed the divide between labor and business; however it also possible to 

develop a number of alternative outlooks which can resolve much of the conflict between 

business and labor.  Creating such a synthesis would be of great utility to models of 

sustainability and work.  

 

The first challenges to the factory system came on two levels.  First, those who 

labored in the factory systems began to organize and directly challenge their employers.  

Second, there were a number of contemporary observers such Charles Dickens and Karl 

Marx who noted the abuses of early industrialism.  These individuals either directed their 

attention at specific aspects of the factory system or at social structures underlying the 

system
81

.  In terms of specific criticisms of the factory system, most reformers focused on 

the length of the work day, low rate of pay, dangerous working conditions and the use of 

certain vulnerable groups such as children and young women.   Once these issues were 
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identified various groups of workers began organizing to protest employers‟ tolerance of 

such activities.  One such example would be labor‟s activities during the 1860‟s in 

Chicago to organize and petition for an 8-hour working day
82

.  This movement consisted 

of both workers striking and various groups petitioning for legislation to protect workers.  

 

Many of these movements were violent both with respect to those protesting and 

in efforts of businesses.  One particularly bloody incident resulted from a strike at 

Carnegie‟s US Steel factories in Pittsburg in 1882. During the 1882 Strike, Carnegie 

authorized the use of the private militia of the Pinkerton‟s to demobilize the strikers.  The 

resulting violence led to the deaths and injuries of a number of people.  Much of the labor 

activities of the 19
th

 century consisted of such episodes
83

.   Efforts at reforming the 

policies of business or legislating worker protections mostly produced mixed results.  

Organized labor, along with a number of other social movements, succeeded in limiting 

the use of child labor and also provided some worker protections.  However, many of the 

trappings of early industrialism continued well into the twentieth century.  In the instance 

of work time, we find that although there were many efforts at limiting the 12- 14- and 

often 16-hour days, very few of these efforts were in fact successful.  The interests of 

business and capital often have relied on threats of unemployment or direct physical 
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coercion to repress anyone who questioned their policies
84

.  Also, it was common 

practice to fire pro-union workers, and close unionized facilities. 

 

 On a higher level, if we look at the rhetoric of those opposed to reforms we find a 

theme that appears strikingly similar to justifications given in contemporary settings as 

reasons not to limit the amount of formal time individuals work.  In the instance of 19
th

 

century business opposition to a shorter work day, most of the rhetoric fell into two basic 

arguments.  The first is that if business were to grant a shorter working day, and a higher 

rate of pay, they would fail to be competitive and ultimately be overcome by a competitor 

with who provided fewer benefits to their workers
85

.  The second justification is that by 

not using workers at a level that consumed them almost completely one would be 

promoting laziness and idleness which lead workers and hence society into a state of 

moral and economic decline
86

.  This argument is more general and normative in its nature 

than the economically-based argument and casts light on the greater ideological leanings 

of opponents of work time reforms.   Specifically, we must tie this assertion to the elitism 

and social Darwinism of the 19
th

 century.  Both assume the inherent inferiority of some 

individuals to govern themselves.  Thus it required a benevolent elite to guide them out of 

such a state, or at least contain it in a manner that someone can profit from this “molding 

of demeanor” of the mediocre masses.    
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Although the lasting gains of those opposed to the excesses of early 

industrialization were somewhat limited, it is possible to note some beneficial changes in 

the potential system within which industrialization developed.  There was more 

awareness of the discontent of the working classes, some criticisms of the structures of 

modern capitalism, and the development of organized efforts at reforming the system and 

protecting the interests of laborers.   

 

In addition to the creation of the modern labor movement, the period between 

1850 and 1930 also was a time when various structural changes in how we view work 

and social roles occurred.  One of the more significant of these changes was the growth in 

the distinction between formal and informal work.  As discussed previously, earlier 

economies prior to the factory era often did not distinguish to any great extent between 

paid and unpaid labor.  However, with the advent of the factory system and the concept 

of the “male bread winner” a distinction grew between those involved in domestic and 

non-domestic labor.  

 

The development of a system that differentiated between formal and informal 

labor came about as a result of the combination of a number of factors ranging from the 

economic realities of modern industrialism to social conceptions of gender roles.  As 

discussed before the demands of early capitalism and industry often required that work 

consume most of worker‟s time.  With a factory job consuming 12-18 hours a day, and 

six to six and a half days a week, it was unlikely that a worker could attend to domestic 

work such as shopping, raising children and cleaning.  
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With this situation as a basis, a dynamic evolved in which men were perceived as 

being the primary economic providers for the families while women stayed at home and 

attended to domestic tasks.  Also, some have noted that social norms played a role in the 

development of the male bread winner model
87

.  Specifically the norms of later 19
th

 

century America placed a high value on women being mothers and domestic servants. 

Thus, the cult of domesticity contributed to the mentality that the proper social function 

of women was to be mothers and housewives.   The male bread winner model has 

persisted in one form or another since its inception.  As will be discussed later economic 

realities have changed and made it such that two incomes are often required to support 

families; however, many people view the structure and operation of a family as being 

properly based upon the single earner model. 

 

Aside from the gendered division of labor, it is also possible to note another 

development that occurred in the division between formal and informal labor during the 

1850-1930 period.   Traditional American households were mostly autonomous in their 

production of goods.  With some exceptions, many American households were self-

sustaining in that they produced their own food, fuel and clothing.  However, with the 

increase in the division of labor and the advent of the industrial economy, the standard 

practice of an American household evolved into a system in which individuals, primarily 

men, were involved in some type of formal economic activity that resulted in them being 

able to buy products rather than to produce them directly.   This development in how 
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families provided for themselves can be linked to a number of other trends in American 

society. 

 

 First is the growing distinction between the worth of formal and informal labor.  

Since families grew to rely on formal economic activity as their primary method of 

existence, it is possible to make the case that social institutions developed to value formal 

over informal economic activity.  One prime example of this is the change seen in the 

early census which initially defined domestic work, such as that done by housewives, as 

work; however, in time this type of labor was not considered work in the census
88

.  This 

disregard for informal work can also be linked to the undervaluing of informal economic 

systems.  Such a devaluation can be seen as hindering places where informal labor is 

particularly valuable, such as in poor and rural areas where formal economic resources 

are limited.  

 

Finally, we can establish a direct link between formal work and consumerism. 

Considering that paid labor grew to be considered the primary form of economic activity 

in America, one can hypothesize that this development went hand-in-hand with the rise of 

the consumerist mentality.  Per se, it is possible to argue that when paid labor became 

perceived as the standard of existence it was only natural for people to consider success 

at life as being derived from one‟s ability to consume products.  Also, this mentality ties 

in with earlier aspects of the Protestant Ethic in that it was commonly believed that 
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material success was one aspect of being the predestined elect.
89

  With this development 

of the formal economy we find that informal or unpaid activities took a secondary 

position relative to compensated labor.  Thus, unpaid labor has been a somewhat 

neglected topic in theories of economic productivity as they apply to entire economies.  

 

Early social theory: Weber, Marx and Engels, Durkheim and Fredrick Taylor 

In addition to changes in social structure there were a number of theoretical and 

technical developments that occurred during this era that are both relevant to work and 

the social structure within which work occurs.  Although these theories are not 

fundamentally necessary to the analysis presented here, they help provide some 

perspective as to the social undercurrents that have contributed to the commonly accepted 

canon of social theory that forms the basis for much of this analysis.    In particular, it is 

useful to briefly describe Weber‟s theory of bureaucratic function, Karl Marx‟s theory of 

the development of industrial capitalism
90

, Emile Durkheim‟s division of labor
91

, and 

Frederick Taylor‟s scientific management
92

.   

 

Marx and Engels‟ observations about the nature of a capitalist social system lend 

a tremendous amount of understanding to the social and economic dynamics established 
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between workers, business and the greater interests of capital.
93

   Using Marx‟s 

hypothesis that capital must exploit and marginalize the proletariat so as to maintain its 

wealth and power, we are able to explain much of the dynamic between labor and 

business discussed in this work.  Using Marx‟s theories of both economics and social 

control, we can conjecture about the specific relationship between business and labor.  

The first, as alluded to above, is that capital will aim to use labor to the fullest extent so 

as to profit in a monetary sense.  The second is that for capital to maintain its position of 

authority it must exploit labor to varying degrees.  Third, regardless of the economics of 

the dynamic between capital and labor, capital also desires a certain level of social 

control over labor for the purpose of repressing labor‟s ability to express its economic 

and social aspirations.  

 

Although much of Marx and Engel‟s prescriptions about how to deal with the 

capitalist system have proven questionable, their description of the classic dynamic 

between workers and the interests that control them maintains a great degree of validity 

both in the context of early industrial economies and in more contemporary settings.  

 

Max Weber‟s theory of rational organizations is another theoretical perspective 

that developed during the early phases of industrialization that can aid in our 

understanding of how work and time use came to be structured as they were
94

.  Arguably 

Weber laid the ground work for our modern understanding of how organizations should 

                                                 
93

 For a general discussion of Marx‟s views of economic and social systems it is best to 

refer to the Communist Manifesto. Marx‟s other works provide more detailed insights and 

deserve mention as well. 
94

 Weber, M., (1997).  The Theory of Social and Economic Organization. Free press. 



 53 

ideally act.  Weber hypothesized that the ideal modern organization was a rational, 

hierarchically structured entity in which individuals act based upon the directive of those 

above them.  Also, Weber makes the case that for such a hierarchical system of 

management to operate it must use a system of compensation that gives an employee 

incentives to demonstrate loyalty to their employer rather than to other groups such as 

families or religious groups.  

 

Although there has been much subsequent work to expand on Weber‟s initial 

theory of organization,
95

  it is possible to see the persistent utility of Weber‟s theory in 

our understanding of what determines the use of time during work-related activities.  

Specifically, the idea that work is hierarchical in structure and based upon incentives is 

particularly relevant.  For instance, we could view self-employed individuals as working 

within the structure of an economic system.  Since the economy is structured in such a 

manner as to have forceful influence on individual economic actors it is possible to view 

the economic system as serving the same function as a hierarchical rational organization.   

Additionally, we can use the basic concept of the rational organization to understand both 

the beneficial and pathological manifestations of organizations.  

 

 For instance it is possible to argue that many of the issues relating to overwork 

and inequitable patterns of time use stem from a system of organizational incentive that 

motivates people to work more than is desirable.  As has been much discussed in various 
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analyses that followed Weber‟s initial work,
96

  there are any number of instances that 

portray the potential of organizations to use their rational structures in a manner that 

harms some group or some individuals.  Alternatively, it is also possible to argue that 

organizations can use systems of rational structure to gain greater levels of equity in time 

use or achieve higher levels of sustainability.  Ultimately, Weber‟s notion of the rational 

organization provides us with both an understanding of how certain dynamics have 

evolved, especially in the work place as it relates to time use, and how organization can 

be used potentially to alter certain unsustainable patterns of behavior.  

 

Durkheim‟s theory of the division of labor parallels much of Weber‟s 

organizational work in that it can address the nature of work affects upon people within 

an organization.  However, Durkheim‟s theories can also be extended to the entirety of 

society.  Durkheim, in his 1883 work the Division of Labor, makes the case the society 

operates by individuals specializing in certain tasks.  Thus much like the arguments of 

Adam Smith,
97

 with this increase in specialization comes an increase in efficiency.  

Durkheim used this concept to then make the case that because different individuals 

possessed different sets of knowledge, the more societal and technological development 

the more interdependent, both socially and economically, people would become.   It is 

possible to apply theories relating to the division of labor to both early industrialization 

and subsequent divisions between formal and informal labor.  Specifically, one can make 

the case the many of the gains in economic productivity were had as consequence of 

more sophisticated divisions of labor in production.  
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 In addition, we can attribute, at least in part, some of the adverse aspects of 

industrialization to misplaced applications of the division of labor.  For instance although 

it makes economic sense to have a factory worker specialize in operating one machine, 

the long term effects of such activities might be quite negative relative to the health of the 

worker and their ability to perform other tasks.  Additionally, a division in labor on 

formal and informal work, such as featured in the male-bread winner model, can lead to 

situations where other arrangements are neglected such as in a household where both 

parents work.   

 

 In a more modern context, Durkheim can lead us to develop a number of highly 

useful observations about how our tendency to specialize economically has led us to 

various questionable ends.  First, there is the issue of the division between formal and 

informal labor.  On certain levels, and especially in some countries such as the United 

States, this division has resulted in the marginalization of informal labor.  Also, this 

division is based upon a presumption that the male-bread winner model is universal.  

Second, we should question whether an increase in the division of labor in fact leads to 

the organic solidarity Durkheim hypothesized.  Conceivably, if individuals are reduced to 

highly specialized and individualistic roles, they may ultimately lose their desire to be 

social and participate as members of a community.  As will be seen, it is possible to draw 

from Durkheim‟s perspective by noting the specialization in work and social roles is 

ignored in certain ways, and by taking the critical perspective on the effects of excessive 

specialization. 
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Taylor‟s formulation of scientific management represented an important 

development in our understanding of work during the early twentieth century.  This 

development contributed to a re-conceptualization of work as a mechanical, 

scientifically-based activity.  The principles of scientific management stemmed from a 

desire to reduce work to a quantifiable and scientific activity, and thereby improve 

productivity.  The work of Fredrick Taylor in particular exemplifies the tenets of this 

movement.  Taylor invented the idea of the time and motion study.  In essence, the time 

motion study attempts to gauge a worker‟s productivity by reducing their movements to 

quantifiable elements and then determining the “one best was” to do an activity to 

achieve maximum productive purpose.  Taylor‟s ideas were applied in an effort to both 

improve worker productivity and to manage worker‟s time and behaviors in a way that 

served their employers‟ interests. 

 

 What is interesting about the application of scientific management is that its 

principals were applied to situations well beyond the basic time motion study.  For 

instance, in an essay in which Taylor described the virtues of scientific management he 

made the case that workers are often selective in their desire to work efficiently and that 

if an employer were “scientifically oriented” the employer would make every effort to 

limit these inefficient behaviors in favor of ones that were more profitable
98

.  What this 

amounts to is that scientific management often was used to add a scientific basis for 

employers to design and use systems to limit their employees‟ ability to act in their own 
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self interest.  Much of what Taylor and others deemed inefficient work was merely 

workers setting a pace that made sense to them in terms of their level of compensation 

and the greater context of work such as maintaining relationships with co-workers.  Also 

along these lines, much of Taylor‟s work has been extrapolated to studies of worker 

temperament and how it relates to their job performance
99

.  Although in some instances 

this research has focused on matching worker dispositions with certain types of work, 

many have also noted the propensity of such approaches to weed out troublemakers and 

other potential “problem” employees. 

 

Using the principles of scientific management and integrating them with 

technology we find that the assembly line represented a development in technology that 

offered a controllable mechanical standard by which work could be regulated.  Also, the 

assembly line effectively removed the choice of a worker to set a pace and make 

decisions outside of the context of a set routine.   This change in the perception of work 

has had a number of implications.   In the instance of normative changes, it is possible to 

discern a further legitimating of the idea that employers can control and manipulate a 

worker in a ways that serve the economic interests of the employers.  Also, scientific 

management can be seen as removing much of the individually developed skill and 

understanding that is associated with traditional work.  Specifically, scientific 

management altered the value of work from being something done by a skilled individual 

such as a craftsman to being an activity completed by any one as part of a greater, pre-

determined mechanical routine.   
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Lastly, scientific management contributed to the idea that economic productivity 

stems from economization and micromanagement.  Scientific management has often been 

criticized for the reductionistic approach to labor.  Such criticisms fit well into a greater 

commentary that is highly critical of an overly rational-economic view of human 

existence.  However, some scientific management has perceivable utility in that it 

presents us with the notion that if we systematically assess behavior we will be able to 

determine what is productive and what is not over an extended time frame of the sort that 

is needed for understanding sustainability.  The basic principle of scientific management 

can be used to help create a sustainable model of work and time usage.  

 

Specifically, we must view a worker in terms of the totality of his or her existence 

including work and non-work activities.  Once this change in scope has been achieved it 

is then possible to apply a version of the time motion study to the entirety of a worker‟s 

behavior.  By studying the efficiency of an individual‟s actions and time allotment in the 

context of sustainability, it is then possible to create a model of what would be an optimal 

situation for a given person.  Also, by studying behavior in a systematic manner that 

considers how well a given action helps achieve a sustainable end it is possible to 

develop a set of indicators that will help officials develop and implement policies which 

can promote sustainability more effectively. 

 

The four theoretical approaches of conflict theory, Weberian institutionalism, 

Scientific Management and Durkheim‟s division of labor providing the theoretical basis 
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for much of the later analysis of the dynamic between work, time and sustainability.  

These theories are extremely useful since they address both macro level political and 

social forces and micro-level issues of management and policy.  Although useful, these 

theories will require some modification to be applicable to modern situations for which 

their use was not originally intended.  However, regardless of this caveat, they definitely 

provide a sound theoretical basis for further analysis.  Ultimately, it is a strange 

compliment to the theories of early industrialized society that they can be used to address 

the issues of a modern, post-industrial economy.  

 

1930-1960 

Beginning with the Great Depression, the nature of work and work-related policy 

has evolved significantly, although much of the basic structure, both at the level of the 

individual and at the level of society, has remained the same.  Of particular importance, 

we find that although labor has made significant progress in expressing the interests of 

workers, the structure of work continues to be mostly determined by employers and 

greater economic forces.   Also, we find that much of the policy related to the 

management of work has been done either as a concession to organized labor or has been 

done in an effort the better manage the economy.  With these general thoughts in mind it 

would be useful to explore both the development of work since the Great Depression and 

also some specific aspects of public policy, economic developments, and general social 

trends during this period. 
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The Great Depression can be seen as the focusing event that significantly altered 

public attitudes towards work and work-related policy in the United States.  The Great 

Depression began with the crash of the stock market in 1929.  This event signaled the end 

to the highly speculative economy of the 1920‟s and also led to economic repercussions 

that included unemployment in excess of 30 percent and high levels of sustained 

inflation
100

.  These circumstances led to the replacement of the complacent Hoover 

administration with the more proactive government of Franklin Roosevelt.  Roosevelt‟s 

government, in conjunction with the efforts of organized labor, set out to relieve much of 

the distress of the Depression along with creating new government programs and 

standards intended to aid the average worker.  

 

This set of policies known as the New Deal established two types of labor-related 

policies.  The first were social insurance programs intended to provide a safety net for 

workers in the event that they were displaced from their jobs.  The second major area 

related to workplace standards.  The Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938 legislated a 40 

hour work week with time and a half pay beyond 40 hours work
101

.  Also along these 

lines the Wagner Act established labor‟s right to organize
102

.  

 

In addition to the Fair Labor Standards Act there were also a number of other 

proposals geared to addressing the issue of work time.  Amongst such proposals were a 

number of plans to reduce the work week to less than 40 hours.  Most of these plans were 
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put forth by labor unions as a method of maintaining full employment
103

.  However, a 

number of businesses also used this practice to keep their labor force in work
104

.  The 

idea of reducing work hours to allow more people to work is not merely an idea applied 

during times of economic hardship.  This practice, as embodied in the full employment 

model of economics is also a concept that is used in terms of creating an economic model 

for an entire economy.  Such economic models as the full employment model and many 

aspects of the New Deal embody the essence of Keynesian economics,
105

 which became 

popular during the Great Depression.  Ultimately, the Great Depression provided a 

sufficient reason for labor to have enough leverage to mandate certain workplace and 

economic reforms; also the Great Depression signaled the creation of a modern welfare 

state in America.   

 

The onset of World War II effectively ended the system of reforms being 

implemented by either government or organized labor in the American economy.  With 

America at war two dynamics interfered with labor‟s efforts at developing a stake in the 

control of work time and the overall regulation of work.  The first dynamic was the 

increase in employment either in industries related to the war effort or via military 

conscription.  The issue of unemployment that was rampant during the Great Depression 

was effectively solved.  The second dynamic involved the creation of a large industrial 

infrastructure which, during the war, proved necessary to support military efforts.  Thus, 
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industry gained some leverage in limiting labor reforms since production of industrial 

goods was perceived as necessary to win against America‟s adversaries.  

 

Following World War II America found itself in a strategic position relative to 

economic capabilities and political power in the global theater.  America, with its 

industrial complex intact and well developed from the war effort was able to shift 

production from war-related goods to consumer products.  This capacity combined with 

many of the reforms to labor, resulted in conditions that many observers have concluded 

was the “Golden” post war era
106

.  During this period of high optimism many of the 

dynamics of modern American consumerism came into full play.  However new the 

situation, much of what defines the post-war era is in fact a relic of prior stages in the 

development of the industrial American economy. 

 

One particularly interesting example of the further development of existing 

patterns in society was how 1950‟s culture dealt with the issue of the division of labor, 

both in terms of gendered roles and the division between formal and informal economic 

activity.  As countless cultural icons such as the television shows Leave It to Beaver or 

The Donna Reid Show demonstrate, the standard perception of the male breadwinner and 

the female domestic worker was maintained and embellished to the extent where roles 

that deviated from this stereotype were mostly perceived as marginal or derogatory. 
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 As an interesting side note, this perception of women as mothers whose primary 

role was to attend to the home and raise children also extended itself to the realm of 

welfare policy.  As Skocpol
107

 notes in her insightful work much of the welfare policy of 

this time was directed at maintaining unmarried or widowed mothers in their traditionally 

conceived domestic role rather than promoting their formal involvement in the economy.  

This model of the culturally-sanctioned division of labor has had a number of lasting 

effects upon how we perceive work and work-related activities.  Although this 

stereotypical arrangement has become almost cliché in its perception, many of the basic 

tenets of the male bread winner model persist.  For instance, the notion of a single income 

family is still for the most part the primary social and economic model people use when 

they think of families‟ involvement in the economy
108

.  It is also the case that this 

perception has continued to effectively discount the value of domestic labor.   Regardless 

of the necessities of a 21
st
 century economy, which often mandates that families be 

supported by two income earners, or awareness of informal domestic work brought forth 

by the second wave feminist movements of the 1970‟s, many of the stereotypes of 1950‟s 

America persist.  

 

Another trend from the 1950‟s that is significant to our greater discussion of work 

and time use is that of the dynamic between labor and business.  Although the 1930‟s 

proved to be a time of critical reassessment of how work should be regulated and what 

role the government should play in the economy, the 1950‟s proved to be a continuation 
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of the trend of business possessing the upper hand in terms of setting labor policies and 

controlling the political dynamics that might influence labor policy.  Two examples of 

such a trend were the anti-communist sentiment of the period and the efforts at 

addressing various issues of “cultural decay”- most notably of which was the issue of 

pernicious idleness.
109

  Many observers have noted that the anti-communist movement 

with its active political persecution of left-leaning individuals and groups effectively 

quieted organized labor
110

.  Labor unions and other groups that aimed to organize the 

interests of labor were fearful of being labeled communists.  In light of this these fears 

labor organizations limited their objectives.  Specifically, they were hesitant to be 

proactive in the developing labor policy.  As a consequence of this political setting such 

organizations tended to pursue policies geared principally, towards maintaining the well 

being of their existing members.
111

  This reaction of labor to the anti communist 

sentiment of the 1950‟s created a lasting trend in which the influence of organized labor 

on public policy and the operation of the economy has been much more limited than in 

other industrialized countries. 

 

 The second example of how the prior status quo of business and capital 

possessing dominance in the discourse over work continued was through various “social 

movements” aimed at addressing perceived problems in society.  One prominent 
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legislative example of this is the Taft Hartley Act
112

 which significantly limited the 

power of organized labor
113

.  The movement to deal with the issue of idleness and 

laziness is of particular interest for the analysis of work time.  As Schor notes
114

, there 

was much public discourse relating to how Americans allegedly had too much free time 

on their hands and that if the issue was not dealt with it might lead to moral decay and 

radicalism. Regardless of whether or not this was in fact the case, merely noting 

something as an issue brings attention to it.   Thus, by various conservative and business 

orientated voices noting the “problem” of free time it may compel the uninformed to 

think there is an issue that needs addressing.   

In the instance of idleness, it seems convenient that business would adopt such as 

an issue.  First, it might lead to the idea that people should work more so as to avoid such 

things.  Also relating these concepts to political “radicalism,” it no doubt creates the 

connotation that those who defend such idleness are in favor of things not commonly 

condoned by the average American.  Regardless of these hypotheses, it is relatively easy 

to discern that with the onset of World War II the public discourse on work and labor 

policy had reverted to its prior state of one in which business and the interest of the 

holders of capital assets possessed a dominant position in terms of public discourse.  
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Also during this time the establishment of a system of overtime allowed for both 

workers and employers to circumvent the new time limit standards established for 

workers.  The overtime system which was a part of the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938 

was intended to limit employers‟ extension of workers‟ hours by mandating a minimum 

of time and a half pay for hours worked in excess of 40 hours a week.
115

  Although this 

measure was intended to limit hours, the net effect of this policy in many instances has 

been to create a system of incentive through which working hours are expanded.  

Relative to the employer, workers are presented with a strong financial incentive to 

extend their time spent working.  Also, employers have an incentive to use overtime since 

it often less expensive than to hire new workers when one considers the cost of training 

and benefits. Along these lines it is also easier to trim back hours when times are bad; 

employers can cut hours rather than laying off employees which can attract adverse 

publicity.   In light of this, the dynamic established by overtime has helped contribute to a 

system of expanded hours for wage laborers when compared to expanding the number of 

full time employees. 

 

The solidification of a mass consumerist mentality and its subsequent 

incorporation into the greater economy represents one of the more significant 

achievements of the 1950s.  As discussed above, post-World War II America was in a 

position that both desired material goods and, with its new-found economic prosperity, 

could afford them.  However, to understand consumerism merely as this dynamic alone is 

somewhat simplistic.  Consumerism is not merely the desire to purchase goods and 
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services, it is also a mentality by which certain things are valued simply by their 

existence as a commodity on the market.  

 

Consumerism can also be the basis for appraisal of social status, culture and 

intellectual orientation.  Thus, consumerism represents a development in American 

culture that is not only an economic activity but is a socially encompassing ideology
116

.   

Relative to our greater discussion of work, time and sustainability, it possible to attribute 

many of the phenomena of modern work to the desire to adhere to a consumerist ethic.   

Adhering to the doctrine of consumerism has had a number of effects on the structure of 

work and how resources are used.  For instance, consumerism which complements the 

notion of planned obsolescence has created a system in which work and other economic 

activity is not done in an effort to achieve subsistence but often is done for the purpose of 

acquiring products to replace items that have become unfashionable or otherwise 

undesirable.  Thus, much work and effort are done in an effort to maintain the behavior 

rather than to expand in other directions.  

 

Also, consumerist tendencies extend beyond the realm of mere material 

consumption.  As the colloquialism “keeping up with the Jone‟s” alludes, it has become a 

standard to judge individuals‟ merit and worth by their level of material consumption. 

Such trends have often exerted themselves in areas of society not typically seen as being 

primarily economic in nature.  Individual‟s education, ideology and religious faith have 
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all been assimilated to some extent into a consumerist worldview
117

.  Although the 

consumerism of the 1950‟s seems relatively quaint in comparison to the materialist 

sentiment of contemporary American society, it does represent the structural genesis of 

what has become one of the defining aspects of the modern economy. 

 

1960’s and 1970’s 

The period of 1945-1970 marked an era of relative stability in terms of work time 

and other factors that are relevant to this discussion
118

.  However, beginning in the late 

1960‟s various economic and social changes occurred that altered the equilibrium of the 

early post-war era.  These changes, ranging from new global economic dynamics to 

social movements such as second wave feminism, have created an environment that can 

be typified by increasing competition, longer hours and diminishing earning power for 

much of the American labor force.  This trend which began in the late 1960‟s has 

continued to the present.  This period represents the most defining time in terms of its 

influence on the present dynamics regarding work and time use.  Also, this period 

requires critical analysis both relative to American trends and policies and also alternative 

approaches that have been adopted by other industrialized countries.  

 

Two of the economic developments of the greatest relevance to this analysis are 

inflationary pressure on wages and increased global competition; both have been primary 
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motivators in terms of increasing working hours in the U.S.  Also, existing trends such as 

a consumerist appetite and the lack of society‟s recognition for informal labor may be 

causing some of the dynamics that have been observed regarding work time.  

 

Since 1973, the actual earning power of the average American worker has been 

steadily declining
119

.  This decline in real wages reflects both an increase in the cost of 

living and various market forces which have depressed the cost of labor.  Couple this lack 

of real growth in wages with an increase in material consumption and one arrives at a 

situation in which the expansion of our material lives has been accomplished through 

increasing hours of work,  reduced amounts of vacation, and increasing amounts of debt.    

Although this dynamic of inflationary pressure with a lack of real economic progress 

received much public attention during the 1970‟s,  there has been little subsequent 

progress in addressing this issue, both in terms of creating tangible economic growth for 

average Americans and also increasing their earning power in a manner that does not 

demand increasing working time substantially.  Also, some have made the case that this 

relationship holds for wage earners since the more work time made available to an 

employer the more employers will tend to devalue the per hour pay rate.
120

 

 

 

  Overall this system is troubling in a number of ways.  First, it creates a dynamic 

in which individual economic gains are achieved through an expansion of working hours 

rather than through an increase in efficiency or a more egalitarian distribution of wealth.   
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Second, this trend represents a downward spiral of sorts in which workers are motivated 

to work ever increasing hours to earn more, but in doing such they ultimately create a 

surplus in labor which effectively undervalues their work.  Third, when this trend of 

increased work and less earning is coupled with a socially stratified society in which 

some individuals possess a great deal of power and resources we find that such a pattern 

can contribute to further stratification if those in power recognize this trend in labor and 

exploit it.  

 

The trend towards a global economy appears to be another significant factor in the 

development of work time during the post-World War II era.  America during the 

immediate post-war decades was in strategic position to dominate the world in terms of 

industrial economic power.  Since most of the developed world had been ravaged by 

World War II, America found itself in a strategic position of possessing a developed 

industrial infrastructure.  With this advantage America was able to secure a strategic 

advantage over other developed nations for some period of time. 

 

 However, as Japan and Western Europe rebuilt, they also began to develop the 

ability to compete with the United States in terms of manufacturing and other economic 

activities.  This competitive pressure became increasingly apparent during the 1970‟s and 

1980‟s.  Many of the products produced abroad were competitive with their American 

counterparts, both in terms of quality and price.  Thus, many American firms sought to 

decrease their overhead costs by shifting their operations oversees to developing 

countries where the cost of labor and requirements of regulation were significantly lower.  
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This exporting of America‟s manufacturing base has led to a number of adverse 

developments in the American labor market.  Since there is the perpetual threat that an 

employer might export their operations to overseas locations, American workers have 

endured a number of pay cuts and reductions in benefits in an effort to keep employers in 

the United States
121

.  Additionally, a number of major firms have shifted production to 

states with less support for Unionization.  Also, many employers have pressured 

government either on the municipal, state or federal level to relax work-related and other 

regulations in an effort to reduce overhead costs
122

.   Regardless of these concessions, 

much of the American labor market in manufacturing has been exported since the mid 

1970‟s; as Tables 2.1 and 2.2 show, there has been a steady decrease in the number of 

industrial jobs in America while the proportion of foreign-made products that Americans 

consume has increase during this time.  Additionally, it is noteworthy that the service 

sector has expanded significantly during this same period and that most of the jobs in the 

service industry are low wage and part-time positions, often featuring fewer fringe 

benefits 
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Manufacturing Employment, Table 2.1
123

 

Year Services  Agriculture,Mining Manufacturing 

1970 60% 14% 26% 

1980 64% 14% 22% 

1990 71%% 11% 18% 

2000 76% 12% 12% 

 

Table2.2, Percent of Foreign Manufactured Goods Consumed in the Domestic 

Market
124

 

Year  % 

1967 7% 

1972 11% 

1977 15% 

1982 21% 

1987 30% 

1992 31% 

1997 41% 

2002 51% 

 

The trend towards the globalization of the economy and the labor market can be 

seen as having a number of effects on work time in the United States.  First, Americans 

must compete with their foreign competitors in terms of hours worked and wages earned.   

Thus, the average American manufacturer must somehow achieve the nearly impossible 

task of competing with their counterparts in negotiating compensation and work hours. 

Second, by reducing both the number and stability of jobs in the United States it gives 

employers a strategic advantage relative to employees in demanding more labor and less 
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compensation from their employees.  This is evidenced when one considers that real 

wages have stagnated or declined for the bottom 60% of families in the United States 

over the past 15 years
125

.  

 

Although both these trends are almost undeniable in their effects on the American 

labor market, one can present a number of arguments as to why this dynamic may be 

more of an rationalization for employers to acquire the benefits of cheap third world labor 

and unregulated markets than it is a justifiable reason to eliminate American 

manufacturing jobs.  First, there is the issue of productivity, it has been consistently 

shown that highly paid workers in developed countries are far more productive than their 

third world counterparts.   Second, there is the issue of profitability; specifically, some 

observers have noted that companies often export labor to increase an existing profit 

margin
126

.   Thus, exporting jobs is often not a question of profitability, but rather the 

relative size of profits.  

 

Since the late 1960‟s a few social and ideological movements have influenced the 

labor market in a number of significant ways.  The women‟s rights movement of the 

1970‟s, along with the later resurgence of conservative economic and social values, have 

helped shape who is involved in the labor market, our attitudes towards work, and policy 

related to labor.  
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Feminism contributed to two relevant developments in work time.  First, 

feminism emphasized breaking down gender roles and enabling women to work in 

formal, paid positions.  Increasing the number of people in the workforce has increased 

levels of competition for work.  Also, the legitimization of women being members of the 

work force has contributed to the development of the two-income family phenomenon.  

These dynamics have contributed to an increase in the number of formal hours worked 

through increasing the level of competition in the economy while simultaneously 

marginalizing informal labor.  

 

The liberal social movements of the 1960‟s, including feminism, have had a 

tremendous impact on American society.  However, their progress is not without 

detractors.  Much of what can be described as the modern American conservative 

movement has developed as a response to the ascendance of liberal beliefs systems in the 

1960‟s.  Modern American conservatism includes a belief in limited government and 

traditional social and religious values
127

.  Although there is some diversity amongst 

conservatives in America on some social issues, their belief in capitalism and limited 

government is for the most part a consistent trait
128

.  The conservative movement 

solidified its power and gained a significant amount of influence with the election of 

Ronald Reagan in 1980. 

 

 The conservatives took a number of positions that directly or indirectly 

contributed to an increase in work time.  Both conservative politicians and various right 
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of center organizations contended that government should have a limited role in 

regulating working conditions, providing social services related to unemployment and 

managing the economy as a whole.  For instance, President Reagan gave two memorable 

speeches in which he took the position that unemployment insurance was merely a 

“prepaid vacation for free loaders” and that welfare assistance to single mothers was 

often abused to the point where individuals were receiving more than 30 AFDC checks 

and owned expensive luxury cars
129

.   These positions, combined with an overall 

preference for supply side and laissez faire economics, have typified the conservative 

position on labor. The result was a movement towards deregulation of both industry and 

labor.  

 

The modern American conservative movement has contributed a number of 

master narratives to the dialogue on work and sustainability.  In the conservative view of 

work we find considerable emphasis placed upon the contractual nature of employment 

rather than work as being a means of self support and a social convention.  For instance, 

there have been a number of “right to work” movements that have sought to solidify the 

notion that employment is solely a contract between the employer and individual 

employee rather than one which focuses on collective bargaining
130

.  Also, the 

conservative movement has been quite proactive in creating a negative image of social 

insurance programs and organized labor and a positive image of long working hours.   

Finally, the conservative movement has been critical of many social movements that have 
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attempted to address the issues of equity in labor, and also contested the greater issues 

related to environmental protection and the promotion of sustainability.  Although these 

views are not solely indigenous to the resurgence of conservatism in America, the 

conservative movement has actively promoted several perspectives on work and 

sustainability.  A few of these perspectives include general opposition to community 

planning, proactive social policy, resource conservation, and economic redistribution. 

 

Modern sustainability 

Throughout most of recorded history society can be described as being primarily 

agrarian and pre-scientific.  However, beginning in the Renaissance period the world, 

starting with Western Europe, began to transform the structure of society and social 

thought away from its agrarian roots.  The development of both scientifically-based 

engineering and the scientific method allowed for the rapid development of both 

technology and knowledge.  The advent of the modern era has brought a higher standard 

of living.  This progress particularly appears after the assimilation of this paradigm into 

the economic realm through the industrial revolution.  Within the past two centuries 

almost all indicators of individual welfare and prosperity have improved.  Additionally, 

with such progress individuals have generally been afforded more control in terms of 

government and lifestyles.  However, the progress of the modern age has come at a cost. 

With increasing technological sophistication humans have had an increasingly large 

impact on their environment
131

.   Also high levels of consumption mandate that more 

resources be expended per capita to meet demands. In a world of limited resources these 
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advances create pressure on the environmental and ultimately the human population 

which must deal with the effects of over population and environmental degradation. 

 

  One of the earliest observers of this potential trend was Thomas Malthus
132

; 

Malthus postulated that if populations grew without conscious control the world would 

become so overcrowded that it could no long support its people.  Although Malthus‟ 

initial postulations about population dynamics possessed some questionable assumptions, 

he did establish one of the fundamental questions of modern thinking relative to 

sustainability.  The idea that growth and consumption cannot expand indefinitely in a 

world of limited resources is one of the primary concepts of contemporary sustainability.  

 

Modern society in many ways represents the end result of a long process of 

humans‟ apparent detachment from their environment.  Although prior societies have 

possessed values that are divergent from their environments, none have achieved the 

level of detachment that modern consumerist societies have.  This detachment can be 

attributed to a number of causes, including a belief in modernity, technological progress 

and acceptance of market capitalism.  Relative to the issues of modern thought, we find 

that the scientific rationalism of the early enlightenment and renaissance thinkers
133

 has 

been taken to an extreme level of abstraction that can be described in some senses as 

pathological.  Specifically, progress through scientific and technological advancement 

which formed the basis for much of the development of modern industrialism and 
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economics has developed in a way that may not serve the needs of humanity.  The 

notions of progress, wealth, and efficiency are often based in abstractions that have little 

to do with the tangible welfare of most people. 

 

 For instance, it is assumed that high levels of economic activity is indicative of 

prosperity; however, as proponents of the Genuine Progress Index have noted such is 

often far from the truth since indicators of economic progress often have little to do with 

actual status of people‟s lives.  On another level, analysts emphasizing conventional 

economic thinking often assume that progress need only be measured in economic terms 

or through the development of ever-increasingly complex technology, regardless of its 

actual utility.  Couple this view of progress with the mandate of capitalism to hold profit 

as a value above all else and one arrives at a system that is not very attentive to living in 

congruence with the natural order of things.  

 

Although positivism, consumerism and other ideological trappings of the modern 

era have been dominant in many countries, some consistent criticisms of such world 

views have arisen.  Individuals ranging from Marx to Rachel Carson have suggested that 

the progress modern societies have made in terms of knowledge, standard of living and 

material wealth have come at a steep social and environmental price.  Much of what 

constitutes contemporary theoretical and applied sustainability finds its roots in the 

intellectual efforts of these people.  Although many of these early theorists did not 

explicitly address sustainability in a manner that would be considered acceptable by 

contemporary standards, they did aid in creating a formal academic discipline geared 
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towards the explicit assessment of the human‟s needs relative to both society and the 

environment.   

 

As discussed before, Marx and his contemporaries were critical of early industrial 

capitalism.  Although not explicitly endeared to the notion of sustainability, Marx‟s 

commentaries on the social effects of capitalism can be seen as an initial step towards 

developing a theory of what people can tolerate and what society should resemble.  Also, 

Marx‟s observations about the relationship between material and economic wealth and 

social structure represent one of the first moves towards formalizing a theoretical 

understanding of the relationship between people and economics.  Although Adam 

Smith‟s work the Wealth of Nations is traditionally considered to be the ideological 

antithesis of Marx, much of what Smith discusses alludes to the basic need to create 

balance between economic and social forces.  For instance, Smith makes the case the 

individuals or companies that seek profit to excess often fail and create tension in both 

the economy and society
134

.   What is interesting about these works is not only their 

attempts at formalizing theories of social behavior but also that these works were 

eventually utilized in attempts at restructuring society.  In many senses the works of 

Marx in particular represent the first true attempt at social engineering. 

 

In addition to the soci-economic analysis of Marx and Smith, other thinkers from 

the 18
th

 and 19
th

 century began to develop commentaries about humans‟ relationship with 

their environment.  One of the earlier movements of this time was the Romanticist 
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literary movement.  Recreation, as it is known in the contemporary sense, became a 

prominent aspect of this era.  Literally the term recreation means to recreate oneself 

through experiences in difference environments.   Additionally, the Romantic movement 

facilitated the development of many early naturalists and environmentalists such as John 

Muir, Walt Whitman and Henry David Thoreau.  These early environmentalists began to 

question humanity‟s impact on the natural world along with questioning man‟s growing 

dependence upon the exploitation of the environment.  This thinking represented a 

divergence from the standard western world view that the world was created for man and 

that he was master of his environment
135

.  As a consequence of these early theorists 

naturalism and conservationism became accepted if not mainstream ways of thinking. 

However, the net effect of these early efforts manifested itself primarily in the form of 

land conservation and the establishment of national parks.  Although this definitely 

represented progress, most people‟s daily lives were not directly impacted and for the 

most part environmentalism was largely considered something that was removed from 

daily life
136

. 

 

Although the influence of the early environmentalists was somewhat limited in its 

direct effects on society, beginning the late 1950‟s a number of individuals started taking 

a more proactive position on environmental issues.   Rachel Carson‟s book Silent Spring 
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is commonly cited as representing the beginning of the contemporary environmental 

movement
137

.  In Silent Spring Carson argued that widespread use of pesticides and other 

industrial chemicals was killing enough wildlife that widespread extinction and harmful 

environmental disruption were inevitable.  Although the resistance to Carson‟s work from 

chemical and other industries was substantial, many of the ideas that Carson presented 

gained widespread support
138

.  

 

 In addition to Rachel Carson‟s works many academics and prominent journalists 

began to pose similar questions about human impacts on the environment.  The period 

between the mid 1960‟s and early 1970‟s proved to be a time in which research and 

social action relating to sustainability became more formalized and more evident.  

Relative to academic inquiries, this period saw the development of ecology, 

environmental studies and environmental policy as formalized academic disciplines.  

Applied activities in the 1960‟s,  such as recycling, reducing energy consumption, 

organic agriculture and promoting social justice, were all viewed in a positive light by 

many people.  

 

The 1960‟s also proved to be a time in which many movements developed that 

sought both social and economic justice for America‟s disadvantaged groups.   During 

this time the basic notion of sustainability became a more formalized concept.  One of the 

most important early works on sustainability, the Club of Rome‟s collaborative work The 
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Limits to Growth,
139

  presented the notion that man‟s ability to expand in population and 

resource consumption was limited by the earth‟s ability to support such expansion.  This 

hypothesis was substantiated through the use of an early computer-based modeling 

program which was used to present various scenarios of the dynamic among people, 

natural resources, and various economic structures.  Also, The Limits to Growth 

hypothesized as to the potential negative consequences of what would occur if humans 

exceeded the planet‟s carrying capacity.  

 

This trend in both theoretical and applied sustainability continued through the 

1960‟s to the present.  Although there have been periods when the topic has received less 

attention, the public is increasingly concerned about sustainability-related issues.
140

  For 

instance, many polls of public opinion have noted that most people are concerned about 

the status of the environment
141

.  There are a number of reasons why environmental 

concerns and issues related to sustainability have become more salient in the public‟s eye.   

Regarding environmental issues, people have grown increasingly aware of man‟s impact 

on the environment, while at the same time many environmental issues relating to 

population natural resource consumption and environmental degradation have become 
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worse.  In particular, it is widely known that consumption patterns, especially in the 

United States and other developed countries, are not sustainable
142

  

 

In terms of issues related to sustainability, there is an increasing public concern 

over the effects of modern social and economic systems.  Specifically, at issue are 

matters dealing with social inequality, both within and among nations, civic 

disengagement and lack of personal fulfillment.  These issues, along with some others, 

have led many to question whether or not the tenets of modern societies are hindering 

human progress more than they are aiding it.
143

  Although all of these issues are distinct 

in nature, one of the defining aspects of contemporary theories of sustainability is that all 

of these issues are ultimately interrelated and self-complicating.  Thus, most 

contemporary theories of sustainability have concluded that it makes little sense to 

address one of the issues without attempting to contextualize the problem into a greater 

framework that considers the environmental, social and economic aspects of the situation.  

In a strange sense modern theories of sustainability represent a form of thinking that has 

come full circle relative to the tenets of the evolutionary forces that form humans, both as 

a society and as a species.  We now find ourselves in a position where we must reengage 

ourselves with our environment, both in terms of physical existence and our 

comprehension of our situation. 

 

American Exceptionalism  
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American society differs significantly from other industrialized nations, both in 

terms of social structures and in terms of physical structure.  There have been a number 

of explanations offered as to the causes of American exceptionalism.  Most of these 

explanations rely on either America‟s youth as a society or in our ideological 

composition.
144

  These unique aspects of American society may significantly influence 

Americans‟ time use habits and their perceptions of such things as work, time use and 

sustainability. 

 

One can argue the structural roots of American exceptionalism can mostly be 

attributed to America‟s unique position as a young country, with abundant natural 

resources, a relatively sparse population, and a technologically advanced culture which 

capitalized upon its resources.  Although the United States was initially inhabited by 

Native Americans, their level of technological development was relatively limited.  The 

most advanced Native American societies such as the Aztec or the Maya possessed 

neither iron nor used wheels in transportation-related activities
145

.  Thus, the 

environmental impact of this group, especially in the United States, was relatively limited 

when compared with European settlers.  For purposes of the present argument it is best to 

consider the development of American society from the beginning of European 

settlement.   

 

                                                 
144

 Ross, D., (1992). The Origins of American Social Science Series: Ideas in Context. 

The Johns Hopkins University. 

Voss, K., (1993). The Making of American Exceptionalism: The Knights of Labor and 

Class Formation in the Nineteenth Century. Cornell University Press. 
145

 Diamond, J., (2004). Collapse. Viking Adult. 



 85 

It is reasonable to argue that the arrival of European settlers in North America 

created a situation of a technologically advanced society being given the opportunity to 

expand rapidly and take advantage of abundant natural resources.  This expansion was 

supplemented by further technological advancement such as the mechanization of 

production and the development of specific technologies such as the internal combustion 

engine and the widespread use of fossil fuels.  Oddly enough, the conditions that have 

precipitated the rise of American society have inadvertently led to an erosion of some of 

the core values that made it initially prosperous
146

.   As discussed before, American 

society has evolved into a relatively inefficient system that pays little regard to the ability 

of its environment to support itself and its long term viability.  

 

Culture represents that second major factor that defines America‟s unique position 

among developed nations.  Although much of Americas‟ background is historically of 

European origin, America‟s ideological values have developed in a similarly divergent 

fashion as its structural and technological systems.  The United Sates represents a society 

that exhibits strong individualistic values and possesses only weak tendencies towards 

collectivism
147

.  The origins of these values are most likely rooted both in elements of the 

European societies from which American culture originated and through the experiences 
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of Americans as the country developed
148

.  European culture, especially when compared 

to its Asian counterparts, has a set of values which promote individual autonomy and self 

interest. However, when compared to contemporary American society those values in 

Europe are relatively weak.
149

 

 

Traditionally, the mythology of the rugged American individual has been 

embodied in such characterizations as the bold frontier settler seeking out a better 

existence through harnessing the untapped resources of the virgin land, or in the character 

of the ambitious captains of industry whose entrepreneurial spirit enriches him self while 

promoting the rest of us. 
150

   However, in recent decades the concepts that define the 

American mentality have taken what is arguably a pathological turn in their development.  

What once was an ideology that favored progress through individual means has now 

developed in to a way of thinking that places individual desires of the economic calculus 

of the market virtually above all else
151

.  The development is embodied in a number of 

specific cultural icons such as the Objectivism of Ayn Rand
152

, mantras of the “Me” 

generation and the conscienceless declaration of the 1980‟s that “greed is good”
153

.  Also, 

the capitalist ideology has evolved from merely an economic world view to a 
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comprehensive social ideology.  The “marketism” and individualism have developed in a 

manner which marginalizes society and things of little obvious economic value.  When 

one compares this ideological orientation with other developed countries, or even 

America‟s historical position on certain issues, its influence becomes apparent in both the 

development of policy in the United States and the overall performance of society at 

achieving certain ends.  

 

Aside from the influences of culture and the historical conditions that have 

prevailed in American society, there is also the issue of cultural evolution in the United 

States.  Since America is a relatively young country that has not been exposed to the 

same turmoil that other industrialized countries have, it is possible that American society 

represents a culture that has not been fully tested by the pressures of deprivation, 

overpopulation, wholly destructive wars
154

 and long-standing oppression.  Thus, many of 

the characteristics that define American society can be viewed as being cultural 

organisms that have yet to be subject to the selective evolutionary forces of time.   Things 

such as American‟s consumption habits, our sprawling infrastructure and our lack of will 

to serve the collective good are possible manifestations of these phenomena.  Ultimately, 

the lack of adversity in the American experience can be seen as contributing many 

aspects of Americans‟ unique cultural experience. 
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Other Industrialized Nations  

Other industrialized countries differ significantly from the United States in their 

social and economic structures, along with their time use patterns.  The structure of most 

industrialized countries is typified as being more collective in their mentally, possessing a 

strong social identity, being more centrally planned and possessing more cohesive and 

active labor forces.  However, there is some variation amongst countries in this regard. 

For instance, the United Kingdom tends to resemble the United States in its cultural and 

economic heritage, while Japan and Northern European countries possess different 

lineages
155

. Additionally, some countries resemble the United States in terms of their 

recent settlement, population density and resource abundance, such as Canada, Australia 

and New Zealand.  These structural differences have a number of influences on the 

development of policy related to work and time use in the countries in question.  

 

The issue of culture is a rather fundamental one relative to the issues at hand. 

Culture ultimately dictates much of an individual‟s or group‟s behavior regarding both 

social interactions and economic transactions.  Thus, an understanding of the defining 

aspects of a society‟s culture can help us in our understanding about how societies deal 

with issues of time use and sustainability.  

 

It is possible to argue that two of the key defining features of developed countries 

are the length and nature of their development.  Considering that Western Europe and 
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Japan have been inhabited as relatively cohesive cultures for at least two thousand years, 

it is useful to evaluate these societies relative to their tribal and kinship group-based 

origins.  As much research on primitive societies has shown, tribal and kinship-based 

groups tend to be significantly quite cohesive and homogenous both in their ideological 

values and in their genetic lineages
156

.   The existence of such traits is generally 

predicated by a community that is not particularly mobile and is also constrained and 

challenged by its environment
157

.  Thus, the early inhabitants of what now are developed 

countries in Europe and Japan were forced to cooperate and develop strong cultural 

identities that help ensure their survival
158

.  

 

In addition to internal threats, these societies were also required to defend 

themselves against threats from other groups
159

.  Although the technology and social 

structure of these early groups has long since evolved into vastly different institutions, 

many of the basic aspects of these early societies persist to the present day.  One method 

of justifying this argument is to consider the role collective organizations such as 

monarchs, state churches and other society-wide institutions play in such societies.  For 

instance Japan, Great Britain and many Scandinavian countries still maintain heads of 

state and state churches.  Also, it is possible to note how these several societies have 

developed governmental systems to reflect their core social values.  Many commentators 
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have noted the role of the strong collective identity of Scandinavians in the development 

of their social welfare states
160

.  

 

The development of physical and economic infrastructure of Western Europe and 

Japan mimics their cultural evolution in that each society developed over a long period of 

time under a number of varying conditions.  Both Japanese and European societies have 

been inhabited for thousands of years.  In the instance of European society, most of the 

European continent has been settled since the early Paleolithic period some 60,000 years 

ago;
161

 similarly, Japan has been settled since the upper Paleolithic period roughly 30,000 

years ago.  Although there have been considerable migration and cultural changes during 

the period of settlement, these areas have been consistently inhabited for this duration.  In 

comparison, the United States was settled 12,000 years ago and has only been inhibited 

by a technologically advanced society for at most 400 years
162

.  

 

What this difference in the duration of inhabitation has meant for these societies is 

that both Europe and Japan developed and reached a relatively high population density as 

agrarian societies.  This pattern of development made it such that these nations had 

already exhausted or reached the carrying capacity of many of their natural resources 

long before the advent of modern technology.  The existence of a relatively large 
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population and lack of certain natural resources in these countries effectively mandated 

that they develop methods of controlling resource consumption and organizing 

themselves in a highly efficient way.  For instance, Japan as early as the 15
th

 century was 

practicing strict timber and land management due to a number of periods of significant 

timber shortages
163

.  Also, similar practices were adopted in Europe both in the form of 

crop rotation and adopting building practices that gave preference to more durable stone 

buildings over wood.
164

   

 

Aside from resource-related issues, the lengthy nature of the development in these 

societies also contributed to the development of a compact and efficient infrastructure.   

For example, both Japan and Europe one finds that they possess a significantly higher 

population density than does the U.S.
165

.  Arguably, the reason for this basic structure is 

that many features of these societies developed prior to the advent of modern 

transportation systems.  Thus, there was a premium placed upon the ability to conduct 

one‟s affairs within walking distance of one‟s residence.  

 

Also, Japan and European countries possess infrastructures in which food and 

other vital resource production are more evenly distributed throughout the country when 
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compared to the United States
166

.  Although all industrialized countries rely to some 

extent on extra regional food imports, the amount and the scope of imports varies 

widely
167

.  For instance, small farms abound in Japan, even close to major urban areas 

such as Tokyo
168

.  This habit of diversified land use practices may have a number of 

consequences.  First, it allows for food to be produced locally and hence not need to be 

transported long distances.  Second, such practices contribute to the diversification of the 

local economy which adds to the resiliency of the economy.  Third, by producing at least 

some food locally and maintaining both working agricultural land and the apparatus 

required to produce food, it provides an additional layer of security for the society in the 

event that food from other sources grows scarce.  

 

This situation when compared with the United States provides evidence that 

American society is in a rather precarious position.  Specifically, America, especially in 

the last half of the 20
th

 century, has developed an infrastructure that relies upon 

agricultural regions rather than maintaining agriculture scattered throughout the United 

States
169

.  The net effect of this trend has been to create entire regions such as the 

Northeast that do not produce anywhere near the food required to support them. Also, this 

method of agriculture is rather resource intensive in that the average food product to 
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reach market in the United States must first travel an average of 1,700 miles
170

 .  This 

trend towards regionalism has created a system that does not value agricultural land in 

certain areas.  For instance, it is predicted that half of all Florida citrus farms will be 

converted for residential and commercial development in the next 20 years
171

.  Also, 

most of the agricultural land in New England has either been developed or lay fallow so 

long that is overgrown and no longer viable as working farm land
172

.  

 

Another defining feature of developed nations outside of the United States is the 

relationship between business interests and labor.  Although there is a great deal of 

diversity amongst industrialized nations, these countries consistently display traits that 

indicate either a more developed labor movement or the existence of an amicable 

relationship between business and labor.  In the instance of Western Europe, we find that 

a very strong labor movement has developed over the course of a number of centuries.  

Unlike the United States which is still relatively unpopulated
173

, Western Europe reached 

a high population density prior to industrialization.  Not only did this high population 

density often result in widespread shortages, famine and mass migrations, but it also 

made available large numbers of workers for various industrial and agricultural 
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industries.  The net effect of this abundance of potential labor was to create a system in 

which human welfare and the economic viability of labor were marginalized. 

 

However, the dynamic between business and labor also has created conditions 

that make collective action not a viable option.  As noted by Lowi
174

 in his book on the 

development of socialism in both the United States and in Europe, one of the main causes 

for the development of a labor movement and left leaning politics in Europe was a highly 

dense if not over-populated society in which people lived in close proximity to one 

another and were often confronted with many dilemmas associated with resource 

shortages and political oppression.  Although some of these factors were evident in the 

United States during its development, these conditions never existed in the extreme or 

proportion required for the America to develop a labor movement of the same economic 

and political influence that Western Europe
175

.   The presence of a strong labor 

movement in Western Europe, and to a lesser extent in Japan, has not only influenced the 

relationship between labor and business interests but it has also served to alter the 

policies and culture of the societies that have experienced these conditions.  

 

Relative to policy, both Western Europe and Japan have significantly more 

developed and comprehensive social welfare policies when compared with the United 
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States
176

.  A number of commentators have attributed the development of these welfare 

policies to both the desire of labor to improve the well being of the average worker and 

the desire of capital and the ruling elite to sequester the rebellious ambitions of workers 

who are discontented with their lives.
177

  Regardless of the impetus for the development 

of such a welfare system, the end result has been to create societies in which the standard 

of living for the average worker is relatively assured.   

 

The system of universal access to social services and medical care stands in 

contrast to the practices in the United States.  One of the perceivable effects of broader 

social welfare systems where certain goods such as education and health care are 

guaranteed by the government is that it makes it difficult for employers to manipulate 

their employees by withholding benefits or forcing workers to compete with one another 

to maintain their benefits.  

 

Although there is an inevitable competition for the best jobs in any market 

economy, the American labor market has developed into one in which the standards of 

adequacy have become so low that many outside observers have described such 

behaviors as “desperate”
178

.  In recent years workers in America have faced a job market 
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in which the number employers who provide pensions has been significantly reduced
179

.    

Also, the number of employers offering some form of health insurance has decreased
180

.  

A number of observers have noted that this situation has led many workers to accept 

decreased levels of compensation along with other workplace burdens so that they might 

maintain certain benefits.  This trend is reflective of both the deficiencies of the 

American labor market, and one of the fundamental differences between the United 

States and other developed nations.   

 

Overall, we can generally conclude that labor has been able to organize and voice 

its opinion more effectively in Western Europe and Japan than in the U.S.  As the data 

relating to time use and time use-related policy clearly show, developed countries outside 

of the U.S have more equitable time use patterns.
181

 

 

Finally, it is noteworthy to examine the overall employment environment in 

Western Europe and Japan.  In either instance these regions exhibit an economy that is 

more egalitarian-both in terms of economic commodities and in terms of time use
182

.  In 

Western Europe and Japan the length of tenure of the average employee is significantly 
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longer than in the U.S.
183

  Also, there are significantly fewer part-time and temporary 

employees.  This phenomenon may have a number of consequences, both in terms of 

economic and social dynamics.  In a stable work force both employees and employers 

have invested significantly in job-related training, and workers gain familiarity and 

technical expertise by working at a job for an extensive period of time.  Also, an 

economy that does not have high job turnover is arguably more efficient since the costs 

of unemployment benefits, worker transition and retraining are not as great.  In addition 

to the economic aspects of long worker tenure, there are also a number of social effects 

such as more stable communities and family units.  If employment is more secure, people 

are less likely to compromise their social and physical well being to maintain a good job. 

Such appears to be the case both in Japan and Western Europe.  Although the reputation 

of Japanese worker is that they work themselves to death, the reality is that in both Japan 

and Western Europe workers work fewer hours, have more vacation time, and overall 

have more job security than in the U.S.
184

  In a highly competitive and insecure job 

market many workers will be willing to work longer hours for less pay to retain their jobs 

even if extremely adverse social effects result. 

 

Finally, it is worthwhile to comment on the role that cultural identity plays in the 

relationship between labor and business in both Europe and Japan.  Although there is the 

same basic tension between these factions that is observed in the United States, many 
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observers
185

 have noted that the shared culture of both workers and management has 

aided in the development of a fair and equitable labor system in Europe and Japan.  Two 

prominent examples of this are levels of executive compensation in both Germany and 

Japan and the level of worker loyalty of Japanese workers to the companies that employ 

them. Regarding executive compensation, both Japanese and German CEOs on average 

make about 20 times what the typical employee earns.  Although this represents a 

significant difference, it appears relatively egalitarian compared to the average American 

CEO who makes 300 times what his average employee earns
186

.  Worker loyalty in Japan 

also supports the cultural identity thesis.  For most of modern Japan‟s history it is 

commonly understood in Japanese culture that if a worker is competent and loyal to his 

or her employer the employee can reasonably expect a lifetime of employment.   In both 

these instances we can attribute this behavior mostly to the strongly held cultural identity 

that these groups maintain.  It must be noted of course that the Japanese society is not 

immune from the forces of globalization and economic unrest.  In recent years, many 

Japanese workers have experienced the same job insecurity and expanded working hours 

that workers in the United States have grown accustomed to.
187

 

 

Public policy relating to time use in both Japan and Western Europe differs 

significantly from the United States, both relative to policies directly regulating time use 

(especially work time) and relative to other policies intended to influence the overall 
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structure of the economy or society.  With these considerations in mind, it is useful to 

explore both specific policies and the overall policy climate from the countries studied.  

 

The experience amongst European countries can be generally described as 

reaching a high population density, and state of industrialization, during the late 19
th

 

century.  Also, in Western Europe the social pressures created by the underclass and 

workers of those societies motivated the governments to develop comprehensive welfare 

states as a method of sequestering these group‟s desires to co-opt the existing ruling class 

and form a communist or socialist state.  Policy in these European countries was also 

influenced by the destructive tendencies of two world wars and significant social turmoil 

during the 20
th

 century.  In recent years the European experience has been influenced by 

an aging population, reliance on immigrant labor, and economic competition from third 

world countries.  

 

Anglo Saxon Nations 

Although the Anglo Saxon countries can be described as being parts of other 

subsets of industrialized countries such as Europe or recently settled lands, they 

collectively possess a common cultural heritage that makes their experiences somewhat 

distinct.  The Anglo Saxon countries, including Great Britain, Ireland, Canada, Australia 

and New Zealand, possess a relatively common cultural heritage and to some extent a 

common form of government. Although quite similar in many respects these countries do 

possess some notable differences.  
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 Great Britain represents the arguably the most conservative of European 

countries, both with respect to its policy and its historical development
188

.  Of the major 

reasons given for the UK‟s somewhat exceptional position, the two primary ones are its 

geographically isolated nature as an island and the fact that British society remained 

relatively stable in past centuries and has not undergone any significant social 

upheavals.
189

  These factors, along with the Great Britain‟s historical status as an 

economic and political empire, have helped influence the UK‟s policy development by 

producing a climate that is less conducive to the political extremism found in other 

European nations.  

 

Although the extent of the UK‟s welfare state is significantly more limited than of 

that other western European countries, it is far more comprehensive than anything found 

in the United States.  Specifically, Great Britain possesses a nationalized health care 

system, along with highly subsidized higher education systems and other social services. 

Although these polices continue to enjoy widespread support, they have been challenged 

in recent years on both political and economic grounds.  Most notable in this regard have 

been the reforms put forth by the Labor Government under the leadership of Tony Blair 

and his Conservative predecessors, most notably Margaret Thatcher.  The activism of 

British labor, especially in the past decade, can be seen as representing a neo-liberal 

movement that questions whether government involvement is more capable of delivering 

services than the market.  The UK is the only European country that allows employees to 
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opt out of the 48 hours work week mandated by the European Union
190

.  Also, vacation 

time in the UK is relatively limited, only 20 days, as compared with 30 days in most 

other European countries
191

.  

 

Ireland in many respects is in the same class as Great Britain, since they share a 

relatively common history and are both English-speaking European island states.  

However, Ireland differs from Great Britain in that it historically has been Catholic, poor 

and subjected to British control.  In many senses Ireland has historically represented 

Great Britain‟s most proximate colony.  Until its independence in 1922 Ireland was 

consistently subjected to British authority, both in economic and political matters.  As a 

consequence of this situation Ireland has generally been less developed economically 

than Great Britain. Contemporary Ireland‟s comparatively low cost of living, combined 

with government policies geared towards attracting outside investment, have resulted in 

substantial economic growth in recent decades
192

.  Relative to time use we find that on 

the whole the Irish work more hours per year than do workers in most other European 

countries
193

.  To some extent this can be seen as the consequence Ireland‟s relatively 

recent economic development, combined with a policy environment that is conducive to 

work-intensive situations.  
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The governments of the commonwealth countries, Canada, Australia and New 

Zealand, share the cultural and governmental heritage of the Great Britain.  However, 

they also occupy a position similar to the United States in that they are recently settled 

and typically have a lower population density than other more established nations.  Thus, 

many of the trends observed in these nations are probably the consequence of a 

combination of these factors.  As data relating to time use demonstrates,
194

 time spent 

working is similar to that observed in Great Britain.  Additionally, one can hypothesize 

that other time-use related patterns such as commuting are likely to resemble the United 

States due to their similarity in terms of infrastructure and population density. However, 

these countries, with the possible exception of New Zealand
195

, are divergent from the 

United States in terms of many of their policies and social mentality.  Given these 

charactoristics, these nations can act as useful subjects for ascertaining the impact of 

American policy and culture. 

 

Continental Europe 

The experience of continental Europe differs significantly from Great Britain and 

the Scandinavian countries in a number of ways.  Both France and Germany are major 

industrialized countries that have undergone much social and political turmoil in the past 

century.  Also, Spain, Portugal and Italy maintain a culture and system of government 
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which differs significantly from that of the Anglo Saxon countries.  France and Germany, 

much like most of continental Europe, experienced significant disruptions in 

demographic composition and destruction of physical and economic infrastructure due to 

their involvement in both world wars.  

 

In addition to these countries‟ historical experiences, the “Continental”
196

 culture 

has probably affected the development of policy in these countries.  Unlike the time 

intensive and strict work ethic found in the Anglo Saxon countries, many continental 

states have a more relaxed view of work and leisure activities.  The continental mentality 

also tends to place more emphasis on values outside of capitalism and the market 

mentality.  Specifically, the level of collectivism exhibited in any of the continental 

countries tends to be greater than that of the UK or the United States
197

.  The result of 

these factors on policy in these countries has been to create a focus on maintaining a 

balance between the needs of society as a whole, workers, and the needs of employers 

and the economy.  Relative to specific policy, France has maintained a 35-hour work 

week since the 1990‟s, while much of German industry has maintained a similar work 

week through labor union activism.  

 

 In southern Europe there is a strong tradition geared towards creating a balance 

between work and other activities.  One prominent example of this is the tradition of 

taking a daily siesta in Spain.   In addition to providing workers with more leisure time, 
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the 35-hour work week was also intended as a method of distributing employment more 

evenly throughout the economy
198

.   Although these activities fit well with the cultural 

and economic logic that forms the basis of Continental welfare states, it is questionable 

whether or not such time use policies have had their intended effect.  Most of Continental 

Europe has experienced consistently high unemployment rates since the adoption of the 

35-hour work week
199

.  However, considering the number of intervening variables such 

as global competition, immigration and the reunification of Germany it is difficult to 

assess the effect of the 35-hour work week on unemployment.  

 

There have been a number of recent political and economic criticisms of the 35-

hour work week.  With the success of conservatives in both France and Germany in the 

2006 and 2007 parliamentary elections, there has developed significant resistance to 

shorter working hours.  For instance, the right of center French Prime minister Nicolas 

Sarkozy has avowed to end the 35-hour work week on the grounds that it deprives low 

income people of needed income
200

.  Also, many German firms have succeeded in 

renegotiating union contracts to extend the length of the work week to raise productivity 

relative to foreign competition.
201

  Although these measures have some support in certain 
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groups in German and French society, there is also widespread resistance to such 

activities.  Also, it remains to be seen whether such efforts will in fact have any tangible 

effect on the economy and the well being of both workers and business interests in these 

countries.  

 

Aside from policy relating to the length of the work week in France and Germany, 

they also have policies governing vacation time and the overall structure of their welfare 

states.  Workers in Germany are guaranteed 37 paid days of vacation time a year while 

French law provides for 35 paid days.
202

.  Spain, Portugal and Italy have 20, 20, and 32 

days, respectively.  Any of these instances represent a significant departure from the 

mentality found in either Great Britain or the United States.  The most obvious difference 

is found in the length of vacations in France, Germany and Italy compared with the 20 

days guaranteed by British law.  Also, the cultural mentality associated with these polices 

is of particular interest. In French, German and other continental European societies the 

yearly vacation is considered a cultural institution that reflects both the civility and values 

of their societies.  This mentality also extends to the common perception of these 

countries‟ welfare and other social policies since such institutions are not only perceived 

as a method of delivering certain services but also a way to maintain  certain beliefs of 

what a country considers to be important
203

.  

 

Scandinavian Countries 
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The experiences of the Scandinavian countries along with The Netherlands are 

similar in many ways to these of major industrialized countries such as France or 

Germany.  However, the experiences and policies of these countries differs slightly in 

that they tend to be smaller in population and slightly more peripheral in terms of 

economic and industrial activity.  Also, these countries, especially the northern 

Scandinavian nations tend to exhibit significantly higher levels of cultural homogeneity 

and collectivism. Policy in these countries reflects these features, both through specific 

polices and through the overall nature of each country‟s welfare state.  In addition, the 

destructive forces of two world wars affected their policies as well.  The welfare states in 

these countries are the most extensive to be found in any developed nation.  For instance, 

government expenditures in Sweden have often comprised at least 55% of Gross 

Domestic Product
204

.   In general, we can view the social policy in these countries as 

being comprehensive in attempting to address both social and economic issues.  In the 

instance of time use policy, these countries, similar to other continental European 

countries, provide annual vacation time which is considered a cultural necessity along 

with establishing statutes that limit working time. Each of these countries attempts to 

maintain a system of full employment.  

 

Relative to time use, measures have been proposed in these countries to create 

more flexible and equitable time use policies.  Paid maternity leave is standard in all of 
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the Scandinavian countries, along with the Netherlands
205

.  In addition, some have 

proposed extended periods of leave or “sabbaticals” as a method of evenly distributing 

employment in these countries
206

.  Although these welfare states of the Scandinavian 

countries and Denmark have experienced substantial challenges in recent years, they are 

still considered a model for the operation of a modern social system which provides for 

both individual economic liberties and social welfare.   

 

Japan  

Japan represents the last industrialized society to be considered here.   Compared 

to other industrialized nations, Japan occupies a rather unique position in that it is the 

only non-western developed nation.  Also, Japanese culture differs significantly from its 

western counterparts in that Japanese society is more collective and homogenous than 

even Scandinavian societies.  Regardless of the dissimilarities, Japanese society shares 

many common features with its western European counterparts.  Among the more 

prominent common features are Japan‟s highly developed infrastructure, strong cultural 

identity and extensive welfare state.  Also, Japan has shared experiences relative to its 

near total destruction in World War II.  In addition to this, Japan is also a relatively 

recently developed nation.  Although Japanese society has existed in an advanced form 

for a number of centuries, it has only been during the 20
th

 century that Japan has 

developed modern industrial infrastructure that is comparable with other western nations.  
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This recent development, combined with the various cultural aspects of Japanese society, 

promoted the development of significantly different time use patterns and policies there.  

The Japanese experience until recently more closely resembled the European and 

American experience during the early years of industrialization, with six-day work weeks 

and work days that often exceeded 12 hours
207

.  

 

Although the Japanese work ethic combined with the efficiency and precision of 

Japanese business was renowned in business circles during the 1980‟s
208

, the negative 

consequences of such work behaviors were also becoming apparent to the Japanese. 

Karoshi, which is a Japanese terms which means “death through over work,” became a 

topic of tremendous interest in Japanese society during the late 1980‟s and the 1990‟s.   

Specifically, a widespread knowledge of the negative aspects of long working hours 

became apparent and pressure from a number of groups resulted in the establishment of a 

legal minimum of 18 days of vacation a year
209

.  In addition, a number of other 

government and workplace policies were established to deal with the negative effects of 

overwork.  Although the Japanese continue to maintain a system in which working hours 
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are comparatively longer than their European counterparts, in recent years they been 

surpassed by the United States in total annual hours worked
210

. 

 

Ultimately, the Japanese experience is similar to that in other industrialized 

nations; however, Japan‟s unique position both relative to its cultural background and the 

recency of its development have contributed to slightly different development.  Also, it is 

interesting to note that Japan can be a relatively viable candidate for comparisons with 

the United States. This comparison is attractive since both the US and Japan have 

relatively time-intensive economies and the structure of Japanese society differs 

significantly from the US.  Thus, it is possible to effectively control for time use while 

studying the impact of other variables such as infrastructure, culture and other related 

variables.  

 

Common Issues  

Aside from issues that are specific to the industrialized countries discussed above, 

there are also a number of generalizable trends occurring in these countries.  Amongst 

these common trends we find immigration, an aging population, low birth rates, the 

ascendance of environmental issues and the influences of globalization and the American 

economic mentality.  
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In recent decades both Japan and Western Europe have experienced a relatively 

low birth rate, combined with an aging population.  Also in Europe, immigration, mostly 

from third world countries, has influenced the demographic composition of many 

European countries along with introducing a segment of European society that is 

significantly more fertile than the indigenous populations.  As the data developed in table 

2.3 below indicate, the median age for these countries is relatively high and will likely 

continue to increase as the population ages while the birth rate remains low 
211

.  Also, the 

number of immigrants in some countries such as Germany and Great Britain will likely 

expand to represent a greater portion of the population while the overall population in 

many of these countries will decrease.  
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Table 2.3 Median Age and Fertility Rate 

Country Fertility
212

 

2009 

Median Age
213

 

2009 

Australia 1.78 37.1 

Austria 1.39 41.3 

Belgium  1.65 41.1 

Canada 1.58 39.1 

Denmark 1.74 40.1 

Finland 1.77 41.6 

France 1.98 39 

Germany 1.41 43 

Iceland 1.90 34.4 

Ireland 1.85 34.3 

Italy 1.31 42 

Japan 1.21 43 

Netherlands 1.66 40.7 

New Zealand 2.10 34.2 

Norway 1.78 38.7 

Portugal 1.49 38.8 

Spain 1.31 40.3 

Sweden 1.67 41.1 

Switzerland 1.45 40.4 

United States 2.05 36.6 

United Kingdom 1.65 40.6 

 

 

These population trends have a number of implications for policy, sustainability 

and time use.   In any of these instances more economic resources are required to support 

an aging population, both in terms of the cost of living and healthcare expenditures.  

Since the elderly represent a significant political interest it‟s likely that there will be 

demands placed upon governments and economies of these societies to support the 
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elderly, possibly at the expense of other demographic group.  The aging population, 

combined with a low birth rate, will also place more pressure on those of working age to 

contribute to and maintain their countries‟ status as a developed and industrialized 

economy.  Although modern economies can accomplish much through the use of 

technology in sectors such as manufacturing, it is likely that such a demographic shift 

will expand the work time requirements of those in the service sectors where it is less 

possible to gain efficiency through automation.  

 

Along these lines, we must consider the role of immigrants in this situation. 

Considering that most immigrants in these countries occupy low paid service sector jobs, 

it is likely that this group will carry much of the burden of this demographic shift.  The 

social consequences of this trend are already apparent in many European countries that 

rely on immigrant labor.  These groups which are often socially and economically 

marginal to begin with will often become even more marginalized by occupying their 

lower status position in the economy and their status as non-indigenous groups
214

.  

Conceivably, if one were to combine this with a trend of an expanding immigrant 

population it is likely that much social unrest would likely occur, combined with a 

tendency to make society increasingly stratified based upon national origin and culture.   

With this set of observations in mind, it may be the case that many European countries 

will be increasingly exclusive in the allocation of welfare to their inhabitants or that the 

immigrant populations in these countries will eventually expand and legitimize 

                                                 
214

  Kosic, A., Mannetti, L.,  Sam, D. L., (2005). The role of majority attitudes towards 

out-group in the perception of the acculturation strategies of immigrants. International 

Journal of Intercultural Relations, 29(3), 273-288. 



 113 

themselves so that they become a dominant force in these countries.  Alternatively, the 

new immigrant group may be increasingly integrated into their new homes and eventually 

move out of the bottom rungs of the economy. 

 

The demographic composition of Japan and Western Europe also lends itself well 

to a commentary on these countries‟ overall sustainability and resource management 

practices.  Generally speaking there are two distinct themes.  The first major observation 

is that these countries became overpopulated and are merely correcting for this through a 

reduced birth rate.   The second observation is that a number of socially and economically 

related forces such as a high cost of living, high education levels and material prosperity 

have contributed to a relatively low birth rate compared to developing nations
215

.  

 

Overpopulation can be attributed to both the natural carrying capacity of the 

countries in question and an artificial shortage of resources that stems from the high cost 

of living in the countries in question.  Although many commentators
216

 have noted the 

relatively high cost of goods in Western European countries and Japan, most of the 

commentaries have failed to consider the greater context of these prices.  These 

“artificially” high prices are most likely more reflective of the actual cost of the goods in 

question than those in the United States.  For instance, a high income tax that is 

redistributed might be seen as correcting for the inequalities created by modern 
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capitalism.   Although, the cost of living in many of these countries is most likely a factor 

in their low birth rates, researchers have noted a number of other factors relating to 

population and birth rate such as education and rising levels of prosperity.  Specifically, it 

has been noted
217

 that when education levels and standards of living rise birth rates tend 

to decline both in certain groups such as the educated and well off or in entire 

societies
218

.   Although the causes of the lower birth rates, and in some instances 

declining populations in many industrialized nations are debatable, the trend by and large 

is consistent and raises many questions about the development of, and future 

sustainability of these countries. 

 

In addition to the demographic and resource-related issues of Western Europe and 

Japan, another issue which these countries have consistently confronted is how to 

maintain their societies in the face of an increasingly global economy and the strong 

ideological influence and economic power of American capitalism. 

 

Much like the United States other industrialized countries have confronted 

economic competition from developing countries.  Unlike the United States, however, 

these other industrialized countries possess significantly different economic and social 

structures.  As noted before, these nations tend to have extensive welfare system, strong 

labor organizations and on average a stronger and more collective social identity than the 

United Sates.  Considering these factors, these countries are confronted with a situation in 
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which the low cost and loosely regulated economies of the developing world can 

potentially have more of an impact on these countries than they do on the United States.  

However, at the same time these nations‟ cultures are more apt to resist such changes.  

 

One method of assessing the impact of globalization is by noting the ratio of 

imports to exports.  Although there is some inherent variation between small countries 

that produce a limited number of products and larger, more diversified ones, judging 

from the data it is evident that countries with more neo-liberal economic policies such as 

the  United States and the UK  import more items than they export.  Countries with more 

protectionist trade policies and a strong collective identity tend to be more self reliant. 

 

Table 2.4: Imports verses exports 2005 
219

 

Country Exports %GDP Imports % GDP Ratio 

Export/Import 

United Kingdom 26.12 % 29.28 % 0.89 

Norway 45.29 % 30.45 % 1.45 

France  26.10 % 26.35 % 0.99 

Germany 40.12 %   33.07 % 1.20 

Denmark 48.65 % 39.18 % 1.20 

The Netherlands 71.22 % 59.73 % 1.19 

Belgium 87.14 % 81.09 % 1.07 

Sweden 48.59 % 40.56% 1.19 

U.S. 10.05 % 14.95% .67 

Japan 13.36 % 9.81% 1.36 

 

Also, as Table 2.5 notes, the number of jobs related to industry has decreased in many of 

these countries.  
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Table 2.5: The decline of industrial jobs in developed nations
220

 

Country % 

Employment  

Year % 

Employment 

Year 

Norway 20.8 2005 29.2 1980 

France 24.6 2004 35.9 1980 

Germany 29.7 2005 40.3 1991 

United 

Kingdom 

22.0 2005 37.2 1980 

Denmark 23.8 2005 29.4 1981 

The 

Netherlands 

20.0 2005 30.7 1980 

Belgium 24.9 2004 34.7 1980 

Sweden 22.0 2005 32.2 1980 

United States 20.6 2006 30.8 1980 

Japan 27.9 2005 35.3 1981 

 

 

Although a number of commentators
221

 have noted that many developed 

economies have shifted towards the management and service sectors, one must question 

the long term viability of this shift.  Specifically, we must ask whether it is realistic to 

assume the developed world will long occupy a position in which it is prosperous and 

dependent upon less developed countries for its material needs.  Also, this raises the 

question of sustainability in these societies.  Specifically, a society that cannot produce 

the goods necessary to support it self is in a very precarious position.  In Western Europe 

and Japan a trend has developed in which global competition may be seen as contributing 
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to a decline in the well being of those societies.   For instance, in 2006 labor unions in 

Germany renegotiated the length of their work week to prevent their employers from 

relocating to Eastern Europe where the work week is significantly longer
222

.  Also, a 

number of industries in these countries have outsourced their production facilities to the 

third world
223

.  

 

The net effect of this trend towards globalization has been to create a number of 

economic problems in Western Europe and Japan which have resulted in a decline in tax 

revenues and, hence, government cutbacks in funding for their welfare states.
224

  Global 

competition has also altered these countries in the political realm.  In western Europe in 

particular there has been in trend since the mid 1990‟s to “reform” or “Americanize” both 

the economies and governments of the these countries in response to increasing economic 

competition.  The election of Margaret Thatcher in the UK, Angela Merkel in Germany 

and Nicolas Sarkozy in France embody this trend towards the neo-liberal model of a 

limited welfare state and the primacy of free market economics.  In all of these instances 

policy has been proposed that reduces the role of the government in the economy and 

constrains the extent of the welfare state. 

 

                                                 
222

 Yates, M. D., (2003). Naming the System Inequality and Work In the Global Economy. 

Monthly Review Press. 
223

 Lander, M., (October, 26, 2005). German Labor's New Reality, New York Times. 

Gill, S., (1998). European Governance and New Constitutionalism: Economic and 

Monetary Union and Alternatives to Disciplinary Neoliberalism in Europe. New Political 

Economy, 3(1), 5-26. 



 118 

 By and large, these policies have been mostly endorsed by the ruling factions of 

the countries in question
225

.  However, resistance to neo-liberalism has become more 

popular in very recent years in light of the global economic decline attributed primarily to 

neo-liberal policies
226

.  This policy outlook also leans towards reducing taxes and 

expanding the role of the private sector in the delivery of goods and services such as 

healthcare and education.  Finally, these politicians have supported limiting trade barriers 

and labor policies that interfere with businesses‟ ability to compete in the global 

economy.  The assumption in endorsing these policies is that they enable a country to 

develop an economy that is globally competitive.  

 

In addition to this, liberalization of economies has also been expressed through 

the creation of the European Union.  The EU, which consists of the western European 

countries combined with some eastern ones, aims to create an open economic system 

within Europe and an economy of scale which is on par with the United States.  Although 

the EU maintains that member states guarantee social benefits generally in excess of what 

is provided for in the US, most of the focus of the EU has been on American-style 

economic liberalization.  Critics have questioned the viability of this outlook relative to 

both the economies of these nations and their long-term sustainability.  

 

Granted America‟s economic success has often been linked with its neo-liberal 

economic outlook; however, many informed observers doubt whether or not this model is 
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viable in countries that are more developed than the United States
227

.  Specifically, we 

must consider America‟s position as a relatively new country whose economy may not be 

sustainable relative to resources consumed and long term social viability.  It may be wise 

to question whether or not the American system is appropriate for countries that have 

traditionally differed from the US in both social and economic structure.  Also, there is a 

greater supply of natural resources in the U.S.  Finally, as some have questioned
228

, it 

may be the case that the neo-liberalism of American economics is merely a transient 

ideological fad that is the product of American society‟s political and economic 

hegemony, and that it is likely flawed both relative to its productive abilities and its 

viability as a social philosophy. 

 

The discussion surrounding the issues of time use, work, policy and sustainability 

in the United States and other developed nations is a complicated one that involves a 

number of separate issues occurring at all levels of society.  However complicated the 

entirety of the situation appears to be, however, a number of consistent trends can be 

noted throughout the discussion.  Of particular note is the relationship between overall 

social and economic structure and individual behavior.   It is relatively clear that a 

society‟s social values, culture, infrastructure and policy often dictate individual 

behavior.  Also of worthy note is the perceivable relationship among the various 

dimensions of a societies‟ level of sustainability.  Specifically, it appears to be the case 
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that societies which manage themselves well in one area will tend to do such in other 

areas.  Thus, it is likely to be difficult for one aspect of society to exhibit sustainability 

while the others do not.  This idea is rather applicable to the issues of time use and work, 

since to achieve equity in these areas it is most likely necessary to address issues not 

directly related to them.  
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Chapter 3 

 Contemporary Issues in Work, Time and Sustainability 
This chapter reviews contemporary research on time use and sustainability along 

with providing two examples of the impact of overwork and the various aspects of the 

relationship between time use and sustainability.  The first example reviews the findings 

of the Genuine Progress Index for Atlantic Canada study on the time use habits of 

individuals from the Maritime Provinces. This study represents one of the more 

comprehensive looks at the impact of time use and work patterns on the various 

manifestations of sustainability.  

 

The second example explores, in a somewhat hypothetical fashion, the impact of 

overwork and other time related variables on contemporary American society.  On one 

level this discussion attempts to piece together various research studies in a manner that 

creates an image of the impact of time use patterns on sustainability.  The second level of 

the discussion of both GPIAC‟s research and the discussion of overwork in America 

relates to creating a framework in which to assess the relationships between time use and 

sustainability.  Although both these examples deal with individual countries or specific 

geographic areas, the overall structure and theory they incorporate is reflective of that 

used in the subsequent cross-national analysis. 

Research in Time Use 

The development of time use studies parallels the development of social science 

in that the majority of meaningful research has been conducted since the early 20th 

century.  As the prior discussion of Taylor‟s scientific management and time motion 
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studies has noted,
229

 much of the impetus for understanding the dynamics of individual 

time use stemmed from the needs of industrialization.  In addition to Taylor, a number of 

early studies such As How Working Men Spend Their Time
230

 and Round about a Pound 

a Week
231

 focused on how individuals used their daily time.  These studies, along with a 

number of others, focused on using time use diaries as a method of collecting information 

about an individual‟s time use patterns.  The diary method has subsequently developed 

into the primary approach to collecting data relating to an individual‟s time use patterns. 

 As research progressed through the pre- and post-World War II eras the focus of 

such research evolved into studies of leisure time
232

 and also how different types of 

individuals managed their domestic affairs
233

.  Starting in the 1960‟s, government and 

large research-based organizations developed an interest in understanding time use 

patterns. One study of prominence is the Multi-National Time Use Study (MTUS) 

undertaken in Halifax, Nova Scotia in 1970
234

.  This study is of note since it considered 

not only time use patterns but also each individual‟s geographic position.  More recently 

the MTUS has undertaken to compile various periodic data sets taken from studies 
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throughout the industrialized world
235

.  Additionally individual countries such as the 

United States maintain time use study projects such as the American Time Use Survey 

through the Bureau of Labor Statistics. However, regardless of these studies‟ usefulness, 

time use research of this nature is expensive and often limited in its ability to be 

consistent.  For instance, the Bush administration had proposed eliminating the American 

Time Use Study for budgetary reasons
236

.   Although some research of this nature is more 

useful than none, the lack of consistent and comprehensive data make large scale cross 

national comparisons difficult, even when data are compiled and harmonized.   However, 

individual studies that relate specific topics such as occupation and gender provide much 

information about how specific types of individuals use their time.  The subsequent 

sections review a number of these topics, along with providing a discussion of some 

prominent themes in contemporary time use research.  

Work 

The analysis of data relating to time and work is by far the most prominent and 

frequently studied aspect of time use.  A large volume of research has been done studying 

various aspects of labor.  These studies can be typified as either assessing how work is 

preformed or what effects certain labor patterns have on social or individual outcomes. 

For instance, the Michie and Cockroft
237

 study focuses on how overwork can eventually 
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kill workers subjected to it, while research such as Stafford and Duncan‟s 1976
238

 study 

focused on assessing the relationship between economic productivity and labor use.  

Another aspect of labor analysis deals with assessing the true nature of work relative to 

time use and specific activities.  Studies by Niemi (1983) and Robinson and Goodbey
239

 

all have noted that people tend to work less than their official hours, or even what they 

voluntarily enter into a time use diary.  Finally, research such as that done by Schor 
240

 

notes how overwork relates to greater issues of lack of leisure, quality of life in non-

material terms, and how such social forces such as consumerism have shaped the 

overwork dynamic.  

Time use research related to issues of gender, family and quality of life represents 

the second major category of research.  A number of studies
241

 have conducted research 

on the gendered division of labor as it relates to both formal and informal labor.  Also, 

other research such as that of Stafford and Duncan (1985)
242

 studied the differences 

between men and women in shopping and other behaviors. In general, research relating to 

gender differences in time use have concluded that by and large women‟s work is mostly 
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informal and domestic, both in developing and developed nations
243

 .  What is interesting 

about this conclusion is that despite a widespread perception of gender equity in 

industrialized nations, gender divisions detrimental to women continue to exist.  

Aside from gender, research on how people use time throughout various stages of 

life is another prominent area of study.  Some research such as the American Time Use 

Study 
244

 have compiled data on how individuals of different age groups spend their time‟ 

while other studies such as Gauthier and Furstenberg‟s
245

  study of adolescents attempts 

to explain the underlying conditions that promote certain time use patterns in young 

adults.  Also, time use research that relates to various life stages represents a picture of 

highly interdisciplinary aspects of time use research. Social science related disciplines 

such gerontology and criminology and public health all make use of time use research. 

Along these lines of studying issues of gender or age-specific time use research 

relating to recreation and quality of life, a robust literature is in evidence.  Studies of 

leisure typically deal with the amount of free time people have available to them and how 

they decide to utilize such free time
246

.  Often leisure studies occur in the context of 

general time use studies,
247

 but also studies of leisure activities can be specifically geared 
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towards assessing issues such as how people spend their vacation time.  Research on 

quality of life and time use represents a departure from the afore-mentioned research 

since it often incorporates many subjective and normative elements. For instance, 

Zuzanek
248

 assessed the relationship between the amount people worked and their 

subjective appraisal of their own personal happiness.  Also, along these lines a study by 

Robinson and Martin
249

 tested and confirmed the hypothesis that happy people tend to be 

involved in more activities they enjoy than those who are not.   Other research, however 

interjects a somewhat normative element into the discussion.  For instance, Juliet Schor‟s 

book The Overworked American uses empirical information about working time 

combined with normative arguments relating to American culture and consumerism to 

conclude that much of what can be described as Americans‟ obsession with over work is 

the product of cultural values and social norms.  

Research relating to the relationship between time use and geographic position is 

yet another example of time use research.  Such research differs from other forms of time 

use research since it assesses the relationship between time and physical infrastructure or 

geography.  This type of research is both highly useful in facilitating our understanding 

of the role of physical structure in time use and also the most expensive to conduct since 

it requires both an assessment of an individual‟s location and time use.  However, 

research such as the MTUS  1970-71 Halifax Nova Scotia
250

 study along with more 
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specific work such as Dunton et al.‟s 
251

 study of  how physical environments affect 

physical activity add a tremendous amount of knowledge to our understanding of the 

relationship between physical spaces and time use.  Relative to the research being 

conducted here, inquiries that relate to space and time use highlight the structural nature 

of time use and consequently sustainability. 

The final area of time use research that is of interest to a discussion of time use 

and sustainability is that of cross-national studies.  Since the research being conducted 

here compares data cross-national on time use and sustainability, prior research on the 

topic is of particular value for both reasons of information and methods.  Research of this 

nature is relatively limited, both by virtue of cost and the scope of the specific topic it 

addresses.  At the root of most cross-national time use research are compiled data sets 

such those developed by the MTUS
252

.  Although these data have been harmonized to be 

compatible with one another, they unfortunately lack both consistencies in terms of 

subject breadth and timing.  Thus, studies that use such data must deal with such 

inconsistencies.  

Although cross-national research using time use diaries is limited, research that 

deals with individual topics such as leisure and work is rather extensive.  For instance, 

analysis of specific aspects of time use such as working time 
253

or leisure
254

 have been 
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frequently conducted using cross-national research.  One fairly comprehensive cross-

national research project of particular relevance to this research is that Goodin et al 

(2007) presented in Discretionary Time. That study uses MTUS data to assess the 

relationship between work time, income, taxes and free time in six countries.   

Discretionary Time also incorporates Anderson‟s
255

  typology of liberal, traditionalist and 

egalitarian welfare states.  Goodin and his colleagues present that idea that discretionary 

time
256

, that is meaningful free time that is not incurred at the expense of income or taxes, 

is the most accurate measure of free time
257

.  Goodin also make the case that 

discretionary time should be based upon a presumption that income earned above what is 

necessary to subsist is not need
258

.  

Goodin etal. then analyze the amount of discretionary time available to various 

groups of people in the countries studied.  From this analysis they conclude that single 

males have the most discretionary time in liberal welfare regimes such as Australia and 

the United States, while single parents have the most such time in egalitarian welfare 
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states such as Finland and Sweden
259

.   Also they conclude that taxing and redistributive 

policies are at the root of such trends. In liberal countries the lack of redistributive policy 

effectively means those individuals with the most time and money have the most 

discretionary time since discretionary time is a factor of both time and many.  In contrast, 

in traditionalist and egalitarian welfare regimes policy has been developed to assist 

certain groups such as parents, either in terms of free time or monetary subsidies.  What 

is interesting about Goodin et al.‟s research is that it attempts to tie to together the 

relationship between time use, policy and other factors.  Although we can question some 

aspects of Goodin etal‟s conclusions such as the marginal utility of income paid in taxes 

or the quality of life assumed in a discretionary time model, thier methodology provides 

an excellent basis for the analysis of time use and sustainability done here.  Ultimately, 

Goodin et al.‟s research along with other less comprehensive studies can provide us with 

some basis for inference regarding the status of time use through the countries studied. 

In addition to the various topics studied in time use research, there are also some 

prominent themes and discussions that are relevant to the research being conducted here. 

As mentioned before much time use research attempts to view equity or inequity in time 

use through a combination of time use and other factors such as economics.  Goodin et 

al.‟s example of discretionary time is the most prominent instance of this.  In addition, the 

scope and context play important roles in understanding time use.  For instance, an 

understanding of how an individual spends an average week says little about his or her 
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activities throughout the course of a year or throughout their life time. Thus, 

comprehensive measures of time use needs to include a variety of different concepts.  

Also, the findings of time use research must be placed in the proper context.  For 

instance, some research has suggested that Americans today have more free time than in 

the 1960‟s, while systematically ignoring the effects of unemployment
260

.  This criticism 

of certain research is indicative of the greater status of contemporary time use research in 

that truly meaningful research addressed both how people use their time and this greater 

context with which time use occurs.  For instance, a good amount of contemporary time 

use research addresses issues of social and economic equity relative to how people work 

and how their time is managed.  A good a example of this is a study by Andrew Stevens 

and David Lavin that deals with time management and the labor of call center employees 

in Canada which notes the tensions that arise when management attempts to 

micromanage employees
261

.  Also, on a more structural level we find that there is a 

significant body of research that deals with the impact of social, physical and economic 

structures on time use and the levels of equity associated with various arrangements.
262

   

As noted in the afore-mentioned research along with numerous other studies of a similar 

nature, most of the theoretical progress in time use research stems from relating time use 

patterns to other social phenomena. This visible trend towards creating extensive 
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interdisciplinary research and theory is what ultimately ties time use research to theories 

of sustainability.   

A few themes regarding specific concepts can be derived from the prior 

discussion of time use research along with the subsequent discussion in this chapter.  

First, research on time use suggests that problems in time use relate to problems in other 

aspects of society the lives of individuals or the environment such as health status or 

resource consumption.  Although by no means comprehensive, most research points 

towards a positive relationship between equity in time use and equity in other factors 

such as social and economic equity.   Second, it appears it would be useful to develop an 

index that incorporates various measures of time use ranging from daily activities to 

activities occurring at various stages of life into a combined index of time equity.  Such 

an index could then be compared with various other indicators to assess their relationship. 

Sustainability Research 

Contemporary research on sustainability represents an incredibly diverse field of 

inquiry.  Generally speaking, discussions of sustainability are divided into those which 

deal with economic, environmental or social issues.  The following discussion highlights 

some of the major questions being explored in contemporary research relating to 

sustainability.  As the discussion in the prior section about the history and development 

of sustainability notes, much of what sustainability attempts to address has been a 

consistent issue with humans since the beginning of history.  However, modern work 

with sustainability differs from prior attempts at understanding similar topics in that 

modern research explicitly attempts to address issues of sustainability rather than 
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implicitly as the result of other considerations.  As the subsequent discussion notes, 

modern research in sustainability is geared towards both enhancing our understanding in 

theoretical terms and developing applied methods that can be used to address everyday 

issues that relate to sustainability.  

Environmental sustainability 

Environmental sustainability arguably is at the core of theory and research 

relating to sustainability.  This is so since topics relating to the environment were the first 

studied and, often provide theoretical models that can be applied elsewhere
263

.   At the 

core of research on environmental sustainability is the idea of creating a balance between 

human activity and the needs and capabilities of the environment.  This idea is 

summarized in the definition of sustainability put forth by the United Nations Bruntland 

commission in 1986 which stated that sustainability can be defined as “Meeting the needs 

of the present without infringing upon the needs of the future”
264

.  Using this idea as 

basis, a number of areas can be studied using methods that attempt to answer the 

question: what is the exact nature of a sustainable system?   

One of the core areas of research in environmental sustainability is that of 

ecology.  Ecology on a broad level deals with how systems or environments operate
265

.  

In this sustainability field, research that assesses ecological or systems-related questions 

mostly deals with addressing how much use a given ecosystem can tolerate, and what are 
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the likely consequences if a system is overburdened
266

.  One prominent example of 

research that deals with the impact of certain factors on the environment is the assessment 

of the impact of pollution and other man-made on the environment. Also, ecological 

research aims to assess what is the proper structure of the environment.  For instance, 

research on biodiversity attempts to gain an understanding of the inter relationships 

amongst various species within an ecosystem
267

.  

Also, along these lines research that relates to habitat and ecosystem management 

attempts to address how various environments can be successfully managed
268

.  It is 

interesting to note that habitat or environment-wide research occurs both using the natural 

and human-made environment, the latter is often referred to as human or urban 

ecology
269

.  Studies relating to understanding the dynamic of population and resource 

consumption on a given ecosystem represents another area of study.  Incidentally, 

population studies and the theory that relates to them are among the older forms of 

research of this nature; they are useful to our understanding of the impact that humans 

have on the environment and provide us with a basic framework from which we can 

address numerous topics relating to sustainability.  Specifically, the notion that all actions 

are caused by and occur within the context of an environment is fundamental to all 

research relating to sustainability.  
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Resource management research forms a large portion of contemporary research in 

sustainability.  Resource management differs from ecology mostly in that it deals with the 

use and management of a specific resource.  Generally speaking, research on resource 

management divides most resources into either renewable or non-renewable resources
270

.  

Much of the research on nonrenewable resources examines topics such as mining or other 

extractive industries and focuses on developing these resources without undue or adverse 

impacts on the ecosystem
271

.  In the instance of renewable resources research primarily 

focuses on developing systems that can extract the maximum amount of resources 

consistently without interfering with the greater environment
272

.  Research in resources 

management deals with a diversity of topics ranging from mineral extraction
273

 to 

forestry and watershed management
274

. 

Environmental impact assessment is another area of environmental topics that is 

pertinent to a discussion of sustainability.  Impact assessment is a highly applied field 

that usually focuses on the impact of a given product or community
275

.  One of the more 

prominent manifestations of impact assessment is the environmental assessment 
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requirement for all federal projects that is part of the National Environmental Protection 

Act of 1970
276

.   Also, there are a number of other methodologies such as LEED green 

building certification
277

 and community sustainability assessment
278

 techniques that 

gauge environmental performance.  Although environmental impact assessment is mostly 

an applied aspect of sustainability research, it is intrinsically tied to theory since it relies 

upon a theoretical understanding of sustainability to develop standards through which 

policies and programs and projects can be assessed. 

Social Sustainability 

Social sustainability represents the second major component of sustainability-

related research.  Studies of social sustainability are quite broad in terms of both subject 

and methodology.  Broadly defined, research in social sustainability involves analysis of 

how social structures influence sustainability-oriented behaviors or other structures.  

Thus, research can emphasize the role of cultural variables,
279

 infrastructure,
280

 and to 

some extent technology and design of physical objects.  Also, social sustainability can 
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assess the effects that a physical environment has had on some aspect of social structure 

or technology
281

. 

One of the more applied fields in social sustainability research involves planning 

communities and infrastructure to meet environmental and social needs.  For instance, the 

livable communities movement
282

 aims to design communities in which walking can be 

the primary mode of transit and the overall environmental impact of the community is 

limited.  As mentioned before, various methodologies have developed that attempt to 

establish standards for environmental performance in design and function. Although 

much of this research focuses on the environmental aspects of products, there is also a 

strong social element to these assessments.  For instance, research has been conducted on 

the health outcomes of individuals that live in walkable communities versus those that do 

not
283

.   Also, research of this nature can be used to assess various aspects of the soci-

economic structure of a community.  Of particular interest is research relating the proper 

balances of various social and economic interests within a community.  As a wide body 

of research has noted, topics such as gentrification
284

 and social inequality
285

 are highly 

relevant to discussions of sustainability.  Ultimately, research that attempts to gauge the 
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proper design of products and communities along with the effects of certain social 

arrangements is highly relevant to our greater understanding of sustainability since such 

research establishes both an understanding of the influence of various factors on 

sustainability and what is required to make various social institutions more sustainable.  

In addition to the specific assessment of communities and products, research in 

social sustainability can also assess how entire regions or nations perform at certain tasks. 

For instance, the Environmental Performance Index
286

 compiled by a collaborative effort 

at Yale and Columbia University attempts to gauge a country's levels of sustainability. 

Also, such indices exist for social inequality
287

, social welfare
288

, and social mobility
289

.  

In any of these instances these indices provides a general assessment of how a society is 

faring on certain indicators.  For the most part the research being conducted here fits into 

this category.  Although somewhat general in nature, such indices are arguably important 

steps in developing broad, overall assessments of sustainability. 

Research that links culture, ideology and policy to sustainability represents the 

final major category of research in social sustainability.  Arguably a society‟s culture, 

along with its prevailing ideology, has a large influence on how people view 

sustainability and related topics.  Much research has noted that pervasive social 
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mentalities can have either a negative or positive impact on how a society deals with its 

environment, economy or members
290

.  One of the more interesting discussions of the 

role of culture in sustainability is Jarred Diamond‟s book Collapse
291

 in which Diamond 

assesses how various cultures throughout history either failed or succeeded based upon 

their cultural values and their appreciations for their environment. 

 In addition to this, if we take an inclusive view of sustainability it is also possible 

to include research that relates various social and economic practices to cultural or 

ideological values.  One of the more important pieces of research that deals with this 

topic is Gosta Esping-Anderson‟s work The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism
292

.  In 

this work Anderson presents the hypothesis that a nation‟s cultural values have an 

influence on the type of welfare systems a country adopts. Specifically, Anderson 

hypothesizes that there are three distinct types of welfare states: liberal, traditionalist, and 

egalitarian.  Liberal welfare states, such as the United States, are those that possess the 

most limited welfare state and tend to view social services as measures of last resort.  

Traditionalist welfare states, such as France, use social policy to uphold 

traditional values and social structures.  Finally, egalitarian welfare states, such as those 

in Scandinavia, use welfare policy to achieve both a more equal and productive society. 

In any of these instances Anderson makes the case that how a society deals with social 

issues is most contingent upon its cultural values.  Although not the purest manifestation 
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of research in social sustainability, Anderson‟s research does highlight the relationship 

among culture, policy and sustainability.  Anderson‟s typology provides a useful 

framework for later analysis.   

In addition to Anderson‟s analysis, there is also much specific research that deals 

with how culture and ideology shape policies that are relevant to sustainability
293

.  For 

instance, much research has been done on the impact of cultural values and land use 

policy
294

.  Also along these lines, a substantial body of literature deals with the 

relationship between consumerist values and resource consumption.  On a fundamental 

level, cultural values can be seen as both directly influencing behaviors affecting 

sustainability along with indirectly influencing public policy, which then in turn either 

promotes or hinders sustainable outcomes.  

Economic sustainability 

Economic sustainability is the third major category of research on sustainability. 

There are two major elements to research in economic sustainability.  The first area, 

emaphasizes the theoretical conflict of sustainable economic systems thinking with more 

traditional approaches to economics.  The second area is that of applied analysis geared 

towards economic systems that have sustainable internal standards and have sustainable 

social and environmental standards.   
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The theoretical dialogue surrounding sustainable economics can be reduced to a 

basic dichotomy between sustainability and traditional theories of economics. 

Sustainability by its very nature is inclusive and seeks balance amongst competing 

interests.  However, as some have noted
295

 many theories in contemporary economics 

restrict definitions of productivity and success to a very limited set of variables.  Also, 

many theories of contemporary economics such as neo-classical theory have been 

accused of presenting an overly simplistic view of human nature
296

.  For instance, the 

assumptions that all economic behavior is the result of self-interest and rational decisions 

has been widely criticized as inaccurate. 
297

 

Also, some traditional economic indices such as Gross Domestic Product have 

been criticized since they only consider the monetary value of the products and services 

produced rather than the efficiency and usefulness of such products to society
298

.  In 

general, sustainable economics attempts to address these issues through a process of what 

is known as “full cost accounting”
299

.  Full cost accounting attempts to assess the impact 

of a given activity in terms of not only its formal economic consequences but also in 
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terms of the informal economic, social and environmental costs.  One of the more 

prominent manifestations of full cost accounting is found in the Genuine Progress Index 

(GPI).  As mentioned before, the GPI is an attempt at creating an index which assesses 

progress through a number of tangible indicators rather than abstractions such as GDP or 

rate of economic growth.  Although traditional economic indicators are attractive because 

of their parsimony, more inclusive indicators such as the GPI provide a more accurate 

view of an economic system.  

Also, sustainable economics differs from more traditional approaches in that 

many analyses concern themselves with forecasting whether or not a given economic 

arrangement is viable over a period of time.  Although there exists a great deal of tension 

between traditional economics and sustainable approaches, it is noteworthy that some of 

the ideas from sustainable economics have been adopted in mainstream economic and 

business research.  For instance, one approach from business management assesses the 

fiscal viability of a company over a long period of time
300

.  Additionally, economic 

forecasting for entire economies has developed methods that incorporate various 

principles of sustainability.  Although these analyses are mostly fiscal in nature, they do 

allude to the widespread integration of sustainability-related thinking into contemporary 

economics.  Considering the economic problems experienced in the American economy 

in 2008 and 2009, it appears likely that analyses which consider the broad implications 

and context of economic activity will grow in importance.  
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The second element of economic sustainability relates to research which utilizes 

sustainable principles in applied settings.  In general, these efforts aim to make products, 

economies or businesses more sustainable through either management or design.  For 

instance, numerous certification processes exist through which businesses can claim that 

some aspect of their operation is sustainable.  Some notable examples of this are the 

green certification of forest products and statements made by manufacturers concerning 

their recycling practices
301

.  Also, various products make claims about the level of social 

and economic equity they maintain in their business practices.  The broad-based “fair 

trade” movement which aims to equitably compensate pay developing world labor for 

their work is an example
302

.   

One of the most prominent areas examining specific practices and design 

paradigms has been in the area of sustainable agriculture.  Sustainable agricultural 

practices are rooted in both a concern for the effects of intensive modern agriculture on 

the environment along with the possible adverse effects of using man-made chemicals to 

enrich the soil and treat food
303

.  As a consequence of these concerns much applied 

research has been preformed to help develop sustainable and organic agriculture.  

Another prominent area of interest in sustainable economics has been the 

development of sustainable or “green” design methods.  Such methods extend to a variety 
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 Green Seal (2007). Retrieved: June, 19, 2007. Website: http://www.greenseal.org/ 
302

 Renard, M. C., (2003). Fair Trade: quality, market and conventions. Journal of Rural 

Studies, 19, 87-96. 
303
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of products ranging from structures 
304

to automobiles
305

.  The criterion through which 

each product is designed differs. For instance, energy efficiency and environmentally-

friendly materials are considered important in structures,
306

 while the ability to be 

recycled is important for electronics
307

.  Although there tends to be a general consensus 

as to what defines a sustainable product
308

, there are also elements of ambiguity and 

debate about the proper application of sustainable principles to product design.  For 

instance, a building might adhere to certain LEED building standards while its size and 

function might ultimately preclude it from being sustainable.  Additionally, standards for 

efficiency of certain products such automobiles have been criticized since they do not 

consider the overall environmental impact of the car
309

.   

Ultimately, there are a number of themes we can discern from contemporary 

discussions of sustainability.  First and most important, there is recognition of is the 

universal and interrelated nature of issues connected to sustainability.  Although the prior 

discussion has presented research in a widely accepted typology, the reality of research 

relating to sustainability is that it is difficult to place many subjects in a distinct 
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classification.  Consequently, it often best to view sustainability issues from a rather 

broad and holistic perspective.   Second, understanding sustainability requires 

incorporating a number of perspectives and methodologies not commonly associated with 

one other.  For instance, specific and technical discussions can be viewed through 

normative lenses or we might assess the influence of cultural structures on empirically 

observed phenomena. In either case it is necessary to maintain methodological pluralism.  

Third, as much of the research correctly notes
310

 one important aspect of understanding 

sustainability is using a flexible theoretical orientation that is not limited by rigid axioms.  

Although this orientation provides some challenges in terms of defining specific 

characteristics of sustainability, it ultimately provides the opportunity to develop new and 

useful theories as to the nature of social, economic and environmental structures. 

The GPIAC Nova Scotia study: A basis for comprehensive 

understanding
311

 

The Genuine Progress Index for Atlantic Canada‟s (GPIAC) study of the dynamic 

between long working hours and various indicators of social and economic well being 

provides us with comprehensive and systematic research
312

 that depicts the impact of 

long working hours on social and economic structures.  Although this research is done in 

the context of the Maritime Provinces of Canada, the economic and social conditions 
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noted there are sufficiently similar to America that findings are applicable to the 

American experience. Also, many of the findings reported in this study can be 

generalized to other situations that deal with sustainability. GPIAC‟s research relies upon 

the notion of using genuine indicators of social progress that measure tangible aspects of 

the well being of individuals and communities.  As this idea applies to work time, GPIAC 

cites the following five indicators of real progress in work-related time usage: 

1) A decline in work hours for those who already have full-time work, who are working 

Overtime, and who are working excessively long hours
313

. 

2) A decline in hour‟s polarization, unemployment, and underemployment.
314

 

3) An increase in work that contributes to positive human development and quality of life
315

. 

4) An increase in the types of work that are socially and environmentally benign and a 

Corresponding decrease in work that is damaging to communities and the environment
316

. 

5) An increase in job security and a corresponding decline in "non-standard" work which is characterized 

by   low pay, insecurity, lack of benefits, and lack of worker autonomy.  

 

                                                 
313

 Although the term “excessively long hours” is somewhat arbitrary for the purposes of 

GPIAC‟s research, it was defined as being hours in excess of 40 hours per week. 
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Canada. Retrieved: July, 21, 2007. Website: 

http://gpiatlantic.org/publications/summaries/workhourssumm.pdf  
314

 Advisory Group on Working Time and Distribution of Work (1994). Report for the 

Advisory Group on WorkingTime and the Distribution of Work. Human Resources 

Development Canada. 
315

 Quality of life in GPIAC‟s research generally refers to achieving the various standards 

outlined in its comphrehensive index of progress, See Pannozzo, L., Colman, R., (2004). 

GPIAC, Working Time and the Future of Work in Canada. Retrieved: July, 21, 2007. 

Website: http://gpiatlantic.org/publications/summaries/workhourssumm.pdf  
316

 Damage to the communities and the environment generally refers actions the 

negatively effect social or environmental systems described in other parts of GPIAC‟s 

index of sustainability. 



 146 

GPIAC‟s analysis of communities in the Maritime Provinces of Canada concludes 

that all of these indicators have not been satisfied, and in fact often have grown worse in 

recent years
317

.  Also, GPIAC‟s analysis focused on the impact of long working hours 

and other problems associated with it.  This aspect of the analysis has revealed a number 

of empirically measurable trends affecting both the well being of individuals and of 

communities as a whole.  Amongst such findings GPIAC‟s study noted the increasingly 

polarized nature of work time in that some workers are putting in large amounts of over 

time while others are working less than average hours or not at all.
318

  As substantiated 

through a number of sources, GPIAC attributes this development in the discrepancy in 

working hours to the following causes: 

 

• Growth in part-time jobs exceeded the growth in full-time jobs in the 1990s, contributing 

To the growth in short hours.20 

• The increase in long work hours, particularly between 1976 and 1997, could be partially 

Due to the fact that between l989 and 1997, self-employment accounted for nearly 80% of 

Net employment gain in Canada and the self-employed tend to work long hours. 

• The growth of moonlighting contributed to long hours. 

• Growth in school attendance coupled with growth in part-time jobs held by students 

Contributed to the growth in short hours. 

• There has been a marked shift toward service industries where hours are polarizing and 

where shorter hours are more prevalent. 

• Industries where hours are decreasing tend to be characterized by a relatively unskilled 

                                                 
317

 These assertions are based upon the discerned influence of the observed work patterns 

on other factors such as health outcomes or social factors such as divorce.  Also, the 
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318
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work force receiving low wages. 

• The adoption of "lean production" and "just-in-time" methods by employers means they 

need to be able to adjust quickly to changes in demand for products, and therefore may use 

either more overtime hours among existing employees or hire more temporary contract 

workers (who tend to work short hours) to meet fluctuations in demand. In either case, 

the new production methods militate against the standard workweek and tend to favor a 

polarization of hours. 

• Trade globalization and increasing competition with cheap labor countries has forced many firms to shed 

full-time  employees in an effort to reduce costs and to replace them with part-time, contingent 

workers characterized by low pay, insecurity, lack of benefits, and lack of worker autonomy. 

 

GPIAC‟s analysis also concludes that both individuals and families are on 

average working more hours than in the past, and that trends in part-time employment, 

second jobs, overtime and unemployment all have contributed to an expansion of 

working hours in the Atlantic provinces of Canada.  

 

After GPIAC‟s assessment of the state of work time in Atlantic Canada, the 

analysis then shifts to the effects of long working hours on society and the economy. 

GPIAC generally concludes that the actual cost of overwork has been invisible for the 

following strangely coinciding reasons: 

 

• Health care costs, spending on prisons and other justice costs, and spending related to the 

breakdown of families (divorce, for instance) are currently counted as direct contributions 

To the GDP. 

• Production losses due to unemployment, underemployment, or fatigue and errors 

resulting from excessively long work hours represent potential lost production that 
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depresses the GDP, but these costs are not made explicit. Because these production 

losses do not register anywhere in our current measures of progress, our conventional 

measures can provide no estimate of the degree to which these losses limit our economic 

potential. 

 

Regardless of the failure of conventional indicators to assess the effects of 

overwork accurately, GPIAC attempts to assess the impact of overwork on both 

individuals and the communities of Atlantic Canada 

In terms of individuals, GPIAC notes that that overwork has been associated with 

the following stress-related symptoms in workers
319

: 

• increased risk of heart disease 

• sleep difficulties 

• increased tiredness 

• Sexual disorders 

• Gastric disturbances 

• Headaches/migraine 

• Backaches 

• Dizziness 

• Weight loss or weight gain 

                                                 
319

 (A) London Hazards Centre (1994). Hard Labor. Stress, Ill-health and Hazardous 

Employment Practices.  
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elderly parents. 

(C) Christopher, H. Duxbury, L. (2002). The 2001 National Work-Life Conflict Study: 

Report One. 

Health Canada. Ottawa. p. 4. Retrieved: September, 3, 2002. Website: http://www.hc-
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Conflict Between Work and Rest of Life. Networknews. 16 (1). 
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• Increased incidence of accidents 

• Apathy 

• Depression 

• Irritability, intolerance, boredom, cynicism 

• Burnout 

 

Although it is difficult to assess the direct cost of these factors in finite monetary 

terms, GPIAC uses statistics related to absenteeism to conclude that work-related stress 

due to long hours cost Atlantic Canada $70Million (Ca.) in 2001 in paid sick leave alone.   

GPIAC also notes that this statistic does not include losses to the GDP based upon 

worker output and other economic activity. 

 

GPIAC‟s analysis of the effects of workplace stress also examined how 

individuals balance their personal lives with work.   GPIAC findings conclude the that 

long hours have effected the work-life balance in the following ways.  

 

• Throughout the l990s a greater percentage of Canadian workers assumed more 

responsibilities (i.e. the number of working women, dual-earner and single-parent 

families, sandwich employees), and employees with responsibilities for elder care 

increased over the decade). 

• Labor market changes and technological changes increased job insecurity, elevated 

work demands, and blurred the boundary between work time and family time. 
320

 

 • More stress – now twice as prevalent as it was 10 years ago. 

• Increased absenteeism – employees experiencing high levels of work-life conflict are 

                                                 
320
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Report One. Health Canada. Ottawa. p. 4. Retrieved: September 3, 2002. Website: 
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away from work three times as often as those with low work-life conflict. 

• Lower job satisfaction – job satisfaction among workers has decreased by nearly 30% 

since l991. 

• Lower commitment to employers – survey results show that employee commitment has 

decreased by 24% since l991. 
321

 

• Health effects on stressed individuals and their partners, including depression, burnout, 

and heart disease, as well as numerous other stress-related disorders; 

• Organizational costs, including higher absenteeism and lower productivity; 

• Costs of family breakdown (lawyers fees, lost productivity in the work place, human 

costs, societal costs, and further health costs); 

• Effects on children (short and long-term health effects, and adverse psychological and 

learning impacts of "parental deficit" and family breakdown, including the long-term 

costs associated with children being socialized by television sets instead of by their 

parents); 

• Costs associated with increased drug and alcohol abuse; 

• Long-term societal costs associated with the deterioration of family life due to increased 

parental absence from the home. 

 

Aside from stress-related illness, GPIAC‟s analysis also notes that the average 

amount of leisure time for Atlantic Canadians is on par with Americas and decreased 

over the time studied
322

.  This decrease in leisure is inversely proportional with the 

average gain in working hours.  GPIAC concludes that decreases in leisure will likely act 

as a compounding variable when combined with work-related stress.  In addition to 
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stress- and leisure-related topics, GPIAC‟s analysis also focuses on the cost of 

unemployment, social inequality and health outcomes as a function time spent working.  

Specifically, GPIAC‟s analysis of these factors concluded that social and economic 

inequality is a significant contributing factor to the expansion of working hours in lower 

income groups.  Also, GPIAC‟s analysis makes the case that economic inequality 

contributes to added social costs in terms of poverty and stress-related health outcomes 

since poorer workers tend to hold more second jobs, work longer hours, and are exposed 

to conditions that promote negative health outcomes.  Finally, GPIAC‟s analysis of the 

work time dynamic of the Atlantic Provinces concluded that the cost of unemployment in 

the Maritime Provinces, substantial at an estimated to be $5.8 billion (including 

governmental, economic and social losses).  As the tables set forth below illustrate the 

costs of unemployment are widely underestimated since they fail to consider the indirect 

costs of such circumstances on individuals and communities. 
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Table 3.1: Summary of Economic Costs of Unemployment, Nova Scotia, ($Ca.)5.8-

6.2  billion).
323

 
 
Losses Based on 9.7% 

Unemployment 

Rate (using 

hypothetical 0% 

unemployment 

base rate) 

Based on 14% 

Comprehensive 

Unemployment 

Rate (using 

hypothetical 0% 

unemployment 

base rate) 

Based on 9.7% 

Unemployment 

Rate (using 

hypothetical 

3.5% 

unemployment 

base rate) 

Based on 14% 

Unemployment 

Rate (using 

hypothetical 

3.5% 

unemployment 

base rate) 
1. Output loss $4,900 $7,100 $3,100 $5,300 
2. Fiscal costs 

• Employment 

Insurance 

• Social 

Assistance 

outlays 

• Lost Direct 

Taxes 

• Lost Indirect 

Taxes 

 

$525.0 

 

$251.0 

 

$153.0 

 

     $3.2 

 

$525.0 

 

$251.0 

 

$220.0 

 

 $4.5 

 
$525.0 

 

$251.0 

 

$108.0 

 

 $2.2 

 
$525.0 

 

$251.0 

 

$175.0 

 

   $3.6 

TOTAL $5.8 billion $8.1 billion $4.0 billion $6.2 billion 
Cost per capita $6,153 $8,592 $4,243 $6,577 
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 Pannozzo, L., Colman, R., (2004). GPIAC, Working Time and the Future of Work in 

Canada. GPIAC. Retrieved: Jul 21, 2007, Website: 

http://gpiatlantic.org/publications/summaries/workhourssumm.pdf  

 Notes: 

• Some of the data used to derive these calculations were from 1999, while others were   

from 2000 and 2001. In all cases the most recent data were used. All dollar 

amounts were converted to $2001 for consistency, using Statistics Canada 

Consumer Price Index. 

• Some of the costs in Table ES3 are borne by the province and others, such as 

employment insurance and lost federal income taxes, are borne by the country as 

a whole. 

• Data on social assistance were not included in the calculations for direct/indirect taxes 

lost due to the unavailability of data. Those on social assistance would pay some 

taxes and these have not been included in the calculations above. 

• Use of hypothetical 3.5% unemployment base rate in keeping with the Canadian Centre 

for Policy Alternatives' paper on the Real Cost of Unemployment in Canada, , and 

assumes that even in a situation of “full employment,”there will always be some 

people between jobs who are on the unemployment rolls. However, the 

experience of some countries like the Netherlands, which have experienced rates 

of unemployment below 3%, indicates that the CCPA‟s 3.5% base unemployment 

rate may be too high. 

• Numbers have been rounded. 

• Population figure for N.S. in 2001, used to calculate per capita costs, was 942,691 (N.S. 

Department of Finance, Statistical Review, 2002). 
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Table 3.2: Summary of Social Costs associated with Unemployment in Nova Scotia 

($2001).
324

 

Social Cost Category Low End Estimate 

(9.7% Rate) 

Higher End Estimate 

(14% Rate) 
Disease $182 million $256 million 

Family breakdown $10 million $14 million 

Crime $60 million $130 million 

Human capital losses Not estimated Not estimated 

TOTAL $252 million $400 million 
 

 

It is noteworthy that GPIAC‟s analysis of work time in Atlantic Canada concludes by 

advocating that a reduced work week along with a number of other structural reforms 

would help in reducing all of the negative outcomes noted in the analysis.  Aside from the 

                                                 
324

 Pannozzo, L., Colman, R., (2004). GPIAC, Working Time and the Future of Work in 
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Notes: 

 ** Low end and high end crime cost estimates were derived from the "conservative" 

(direct cost) and "comprehensive" cost estimates provided in Dodds and Colman (1999), 

op. cit., as explained in Chapter 9 of final report, rather than by including discouraged 

and underemployed workers in the higher end estimates. In this case, therefore, an 

unemployment rate of 9.7% was used to derive both the $60 million and $130 million 

estimates. 

• Numbers have been rounded. 

• Human capital includes the education, skills, and health of the population. A 

deterioration of any of these assets can adversely affect productivity and the 

ability of the human economy to produce goods and services in the future. The 

longer one is without work, for instance, the greater the chance that one's skills 

will deteriorate or, inconventional accounting language, depreciate. While 

methodological challenges have prevented the assignment of a monetary value to 

the costs associated with the loss of human capital due to unemployment, it 

should be emphasized that these costs are likely to be very significant. Therefore 

the total cost estimates in Table 4 above should be considered underestimates of 

the true or full social costs of joblessness. 

• Due to the use of different sources, 2001 joblessness rates were used in conjunction 

with 1997 crime data, 1998 divorce data, and 1998 health data. Please see the 

health, family breakdown, and crime cost sections of Chapter 9 of final report 

for a detailed explanation of data sources used to calculate costs. 
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specifics of GPIAC‟s analysis and conclusions, it is also possible to gain from their 

analysis by means of the systematic and yet broad nature of their study.  Considering the 

breadth of the issues at hand, GPIAC‟s analysis provides a useful example of how it is 

possible to address a complex issue such as work time in a broad and yet meaningful 

way.  For the greater issue of time use and sustainability, GPIAC‟s research provides 

some basis for the analysis performed here, both in terms of theory and methodology.  

Also, GPIAC‟s time use research appears to substantiate the claim that equity in time use 

is tied to a number of other structures, whether they be social, environmental or 

economic, that involve sustainability.  

 

The American Experience: A discussion of observed trends and likely patterns.  

As discussed in the history of work time and sustainability in the United States, 

most research on time use dynamics has examined economic, cultural, structural and 

environmental factors.  Generally, it is relatively broadly accepted that working hours are 

longer and other indices of time use are less equitable in the U.S. than in other 

countries
325

.  Although it is useful to possess this knowledge, it is more useful in the 

present analysis to contextualize this information into a framework that explains why 

certain time use patterns occur.  Regarding the contemporary situation, a number of 

relationships have either been directly observed in research or are likely based upon a 

theoretical understanding of the situation.  

                                                 
325
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Schor, J., (1993). The Overworked American: The Unexpected Decline of Leisure. Basic 
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 Considering that this work is a first attempt at connecting time use and 

sustainability, there is little precedent in terms of a discussion of methodology or theory 

that integrates the topics at hand.  The United States can serve as an example regarding 

how time use and various other components of sustainability are related.  In general, there 

are a two points to keep in mind relative to such a discussion.  First, this discussion is 

intended to provide an intermediary structure between individual elements and the 

cumulative nation-wide indices used in the analysis.  Secondly, although this discussion 

focuses on the United States,
326

 the relationships and structures discussed may be 

applicable to other nations as well.  

The contemporary work and time use situation is the result of the confluence of a 

number of economic and social trends.  In general, the current situation continues a 

relatively consistent trend that began in the early to mid 1970‟s and has persisted. What 

has typified this trend are increased working hours and levels of material consumption 

combined with a decrease in actual earning power and the overall stability of an average 

individual‟s economic and social position.  This trend reflects much of the popular 

consensus about the nature of work, time use and economics in contemporary American 

society.  

Competition Domestically and Abroad 

                                                 
326

 There are two primary reasons for restricting such discussions to the United States. 
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topics at hand.  Second, in the interests of brevity a discussion of similar factors in other 

nations would be lengthy, tedious and somewhat redundant. It must be noted that it is 

ideally useful to draw from a number of sources. 



 156 

The overall increase in competition in the American economy can be attributed to 

two primary factors: (1) an increase in the amount of international economic competition 

has taken place: and (2) while the second relates to various domestic developments in the 

American economic system that has taken place.  American business has been challenged 

abroad by two distinct economic trends.  The first is competition from highly developed 

industrialized nations, while the second is increased competition from the developing 

world.  

In terms of challenges brought on by developed economies such as those of Japan 

and Western Europe, we find that they have successfully competed with America by 

producing high quality goods often at a lower cost than their American counterparts.  

This success can be attributed to a number of causes, including massive state investment 

in the economy, universal social programs such as health and education, along with a 

social ethic that favors reinvesting in economic and social infrastructure rather than using 

profits to increase the compensation of executives or share holders
327

.  This competition 

has led to a number of American businesses, manufacturing industries in particular, either 

failing or significantly downsizing their operations in United States
328

.  Also, it is 

somewhat ironic to note that many of the industrialized countries America has been 

competing with maintain policies that ensure significantly shorter work weeks and longer 

vacations for workers.  
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Although first world industrialized countries have competed with America based 

upon producing highly quality goods and efficient economic organization, developing 

economies have used a different logic.   Much of what has made them competitive with 

the United States has been their ability to maintain poor working conditions beyond what 

would be tolerated by first world workers. For instance, working hours and pay in many 

developing countries are similar in nature to those experienced by factory workers at the 

beginning of the industrial revolution,
329

.  Also, developing economies are for the most 

part afforded the luxury of having a cost of living that is well below those of the first 

world,
330

 and countries such as China maintain highly protectionist trade policies
331

 

which tend to exclude American goods and services.  It can often be the case that a 

laborer in a developing country can make a decent day‟s wage by the standards of that 

country that would hardly be one hour‟s work at minimum wage in the first world. 

In addition to this, countries such as India and China have neglected 

environmental and safety standards in favor of promoting economic growth
332

.  Thus, 

commodities produced in these economies do not contain the inherent cost of 

environmental or worker protection. Finally, some countries such as China have 
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intentionally devalued their currency so that their products will be cheaper abroad
333

.  

The ultimate effect of this combination of factors has been to create a flood of 

inexpensive goods with which American manufacturers cannot realistically compete.   

Although these products are often of inferior quality, their price makes them so attractive 

that many American businesses, and for that matter other first world countries, cannot 

compete with them.  The ultimate effect of this competition has been to export many 

American manufacturing and service sector jobs abroad while replacing American made 

goods at home with foreign ones
334

.  Ironically, it is also noteworthy that this trend seems 

somewhat self-perpetuating since the demise of high paying domestic jobs will generally 

compel American consumers to buy inexpensive foreign goods and thus support 

America‟s economic rivals.  

The failure of American business to compete with foreign counterparts has also a 

number of direct and indirect effects on workers and the amount of time they spent at 

work.  Critics charge that foreign competition has resulted in a reduction in wages and 

benefits with a simultaneous increase in hours.  The trends reflect American business‟s 

desire to compete with foreign rivals and American workers‟ desire to retain some type of 

employment regardless of how compromising it might be.  Foreign competition may also 

have created a siege mentality among American workers that has been subsequently 

                                                 
333

Bivens, J. L., Scott, R. E., (2006).  Memorandum #116, China Manipulates Its 

Currency—A Response is Needed. Economic Policy Institute. 
334

 The Bureau of Labor Statistics Estimates that 3.3 million jobs have been lost to 

oversee outsourcing in the past 15 years. The Bureau of Labor Statistics (2007). 

Retrieved: August, 16, 2007. Website: http://www.bls.gov/mls/home.htm. Also, see 

analysis for information regarding current levels of importing and industrial production 

both of which confirm such hypotheses.  



 159 

exploited by employers standing to gain from such sentiments.
335

  Specifically, since 

most workers are aware of the threat of foreign competition, they may be hesitant to 

demand higher wages, better benefits or reduced working hours.  

Cost of living, rent seeking and institutional capture 

Developments in the economy, technology and the level of consumption may be 

contributing to an increase in the average number of hours a typical American works
336

.   

It is commonly argued that the average American worker today must work more hours 

than before in order to maintain a basic standard of living
337

.   Such trends are 

substantiated by the increased cost of basic necessities such as housing, health care and 

transportation in recent decades
338

 
339

.  Although improvements in the American standard 

of living undoubtedly have their benefits, they do come at a price.   As the tables 2.6 and 

3.7 and 3.8 below demonstrate, Americans now have larger homes, own more cars (and 

drive them more), and eat out more than at any time in the past.  
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Table 3.3: Average size of new single family home
340

 

Year 1950 1970 1990 2004 

Home Size 983 sq ft 1500 sq ft 2080 sq ft 2300 sq. ft 

Table3.4: Automobile ownership and use
341

 

Vehicles and Vehicle-Miles per Capita, 1950–2005
a
 

   Vehicles per 

 Vehicles per Vehicle-miles  civilian employed 

Year capita per capita persons 

1950 0.286 3,017 0.74 

1960 0.377 3,994 1.03 

1970 0.481 5,440 1.25 

1980 0.615 6,722 1.41 

1990 0.718 8,590 1.51 

2000 0.756 9,734 1.56 

2005 0.802 10,087 1.68 

Table 3.5: Average Commercially Prepared Meals Per Week
342

 

Year 1981 2000 

        Meals Per 

Week 

3.7 4.2 

Although some of these advances, such as consumer goods such as computers, 

enhance the quality of our lives both relative to comfort and economic potential, other 

indicators of progress have done little to tangibly improve most people‟s quality of life.  

Many have questioned whether the additional income required to own a second car, a 
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larger house or even a vacation home are worth the additional effort when the owner has 

little time to enjoy the fruits of their labor
343

.  

Institutional Factors  

  In addition to the standard of living, structural aspects of the economy may have 

contributed to an increase in the cost of living and hence working hours.  A number of 

industries have developed organizational mechanisms that artificially raise prices by 

either applying non-essential elements to the cost of products or by creating rent seeking 

quazi-monopolies that artificially raise the price of goods for the average American 

consumer.  To understand how these economic institutions have developed it is possible 

to use the examples of the energy, real estate, and healthcare industries to demonstrate 

how consumer costs are elevated and consumers are effectively forced to allocate larger 

amounts of their income to pay for goods and services whose price is inflated beyond 

what they actually cost to produce or provide.  

In general, there are a few traits of the economic organizations in question that 

can be found in all instances discussed.  First, many of these markets are tightly 

controlled by either professional organizations or a close alliance of businesses that 

effectively set prices and lobbies for various government protections or subsidies to 

solidify their position in terms of market dominance.  Second, these industries possess 

such a level of dominance over a market that alternatives are few and seldom sought out.  

Thus, consumers are forced to rely upon these service providers and to pay the premium 

that they charge.  
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Energy 

The energy producers in America provide an excellent example of an industry that 

has, in many respects, expanded its markets to the highest possible level of consumption 

as opposed to seeking efficiency and alternatives.  Most Americans are dependent upon 

devices that require large direct or indirect inputs of energy, much of it from fossil 

fuels
344

.  The dependence emerges in a number of ways ranging from American‟s 

reliance on the personal automobile for transportation to our use of large, energy-

intensive houses and constant consumption of goods that require extensive energy inputs.  

Although it can be argued that Americans have paid relatively small portions of their 

income to cover their energy expenses, we have developed a system that requires 

individuals to make constant energy inputs along with a trend towards greater 

consumption and dependence upon commercial energy sources.  

An excellent historical example of how this energy dependence has been fostered 

is the early attempts of automobile and oil interests to buy out and then cut or eliminate 

public transportation systems so as to foster both the consumption of automobiles and 

gasoline to fuel them
345

.  Although this example represents a direct attempt at promoting 

consumption of energy-intensive products there have also been a number of other less 

apparent examples.  For instance, the marketing of large sport utility vehicles along with 

cultivating an appetite for large status oriented houses have also contributed to high 
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levels of energy consumption
346

.  Ultimately, the message of advertising of this nature is 

that people should not worry about conserving energy and that they should consume as 

much as they want.  This along with any other number of instances found throughout 

contemporary culture provides substantial proof as to how the energy industry has 

promoted the excessive use and lack of conservation of energy resources.  

What is disturbing about this, especially considering the rising price of energy 

along with our long-term comprehension that we are using non-renewable resources, is 

that it promotes a system that adversely affects both individuals and society at large.  In 

terms of individuals, if we lived in an economic system that promoted true cost reduction 

along with conservation (as opposed to our current consumerist mentality) most people 

would have other, less costly and less energy-intensive options available to them.  

However, the present state of energy consumption mostly ignores the need for such 

options and thus effectively compels most people to consume more energy than they 

might if given other options.   

Also, on a societal level we find that that energy interests have helped to create a 

system of both immediate dependence and long term peril through a physical and social 

infrastructure that is inefficient and extremely difficult to modify.  In terms of 

dependence, the energy infrastructure of contemporary American society is such that 

there is little room for alternatives in the short run.  Thus, most people are dependant 

upon automobiles, air travel, and various other energy-intensive systems such as home 

heating oil and air conditioning. Since infrastructure, both in terms of transportation and 
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how communities are structured, is relatively static, even if policies changed today 

modifying the present situation a number of decades and tremendous effort would be 

required for progress toward sustainability be made.   Although many people are not fully 

aware of the connection between industries such as energy and the amount of time the 

average worker needs to make a living, the relationship becomes extremely relevant for a 

society-wide analysis.  

Real estate 

The contemporary real estate market represents another instance of a sector of the 

economy in which the value, relative to affordability and supply, of goods being sold is 

often significantly less than the price being paid for them. It is possible to attribute a 

number of causes to these phenomena.   First, the majority of the real estate market is 

controlled by the National Association of Realtors (NAR).   Much like any number of 

industry associations, the NAR is essentially a cartel that exerts a significant amount of 

control over its members and the market at large.  Specifically, a number of studies
347

 

have noted the NAR‟s influence in setting prices either via regulating access to multiple 

listing services, charging commissions and sanctioning members who attempt to be 

competitive in their pricing.  Aside from the influence of the NAR on real estate prices, 
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some price inflation results from sellers who take advantage of low interest rates and 

raising the asking price of their property well beyond what they paid for it
348

.  

 Also, banks and other financial institutions have a stake in keeping prices as high 

as possible since they will profit from higher mortgage payments and other forms of 

financing related to the value of the property being sold. This tendency is exacerbated 

because one of the few forces driving down prices is the residential property consumer, 

who often is uninformed and inexperienced in terms of negotiating transactions.  It 

becomes evident that there is a significant force driving the real estate market to raise 

prices to the highest level of affordability until the underlying structure of the market 

collapses and the price bubble pops
349

.  

This becomes particularly evident when one takes into consideration actual cost 

of construction and land in most areas, the number of properties on the market and the 

average income in many communities where real estate prices have far outstripped 

affordability
350

.   One method of measuring this is to consider the relative price inflation 

as described in the Case-Schiller house price index for some data for selected years 

covering the 2000-2007 housing bubble. The Case-Schiller index measures changes in 

sale prices for real estate over a given period of time.   Also, more systematic research 
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suggests that real estate prices have historically, despite temporary bubble and declines, 

been stable until the last 10 years when significant market disruptions have occurred
351

. 

Table 3.6 Case Schiller Index for Selected Years
352

 

Year Case Schiller Value
353

 

1987 62.03 

1989 72.03 

1991 73.43 

1993 74.46 

1995 77.74 

1997 81.82 

2000 100.00 

2002 118.00 

2004 146.26 

2006 189.93 

2007 Q1 184.77 

2007 Q4 170.21 

2008 139.18 

2009 128.18 

 

 

Additionally, there is evidence to suggest that part of the overall decline in 

affordability is the consequence of developers emphasizing profitable high-end properties 

while largely ignoring more affordable housing.  These artificially high prices ultimately 

raise the cost of living for most people to a point where they are continually struggling to 

afford overpriced goods that, if influenced solely by basic market forces, would be well 
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within the range of affordability.  The real estate market in America, especially since the 

housing boom of 2004, represents a classic example of institutional market capture and 

rent seeking which, when viewed in terms of a rational and efficiently operating society, 

can only be perceived as having a negative impact on things.  

Health care 

America‟s health care industry represents another sector of the American 

economy that operates at a cost far in excess of the value of the goods delivered
354

.  

Institutional structures dominate the health care market in a similar fashion to real estate; 

however, the healthcare industry cannot be seen as being controlled by a monopoly-like 

cartel such as in real estate.  Instead, we can view the healthcare system in America as 

being driven by economic and institutional oligarchies that either inflate or add a 

significant operating cost to the delivery of services. The most telling example of this is 

the effect of the insurance industry on the cost of healthcare in the United States.  By 

most estimates
355

 insurance company and health management organization oversight in 

America adds an additional 30-50% to the cost of healthcare through administrative costs 

and profits.  What this, along with a number of others factors such as the increase of for 

profit medicine in America, has done is to increase the cost of health care delivery far 
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above what any other industrialized countries spends
356

.  The rate of increase in 

healthcare costs has consistently outpaced the rate of inflation if the past decade
357

.   

 The healthcare system consequently contributes to longer working hours in two 

ways.  The first way relates to the basic increase in the cost of health care.  Obviously, if 

the price increases well beyond the rate of inflation the average wage workers will either 

need to devote additional hours to work or suffer a decrease in their standard of living.  

Second, there is a less direct relationship between healthcare and longer working hours.  

Since America does not universally mandate health care coverage, but instead expects 

employers and individuals to cover their health care costs, workers are often dependant 

upon their employers for health care coverage.  Considering the competitive nature of the 

work place along with the substantial increase in healthcare costs, many workers have a 

strong incentive to tolerate longer working hours along with a number of other 

compromises to their quality of life so as to ensure that they and their dependants do not 

go without healthcare.  Also, along these lines it is also conceivable that insurance with 

pre-existing condition exclusions makes a worker with a serious health issue reluctant to 

change jobs since they might lose their coverage. 

In all of the above-mentioned instances of the healthcare, real estate and the 

energy industries we find examples of how the American economy has developed in such 
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as way as to foster a number of rent seeking relationships.   These relationships increase 

the overall cost of goods while ultimately compromising the welfare of society and 

individuals in any number of ways, including pressuring people to work longer hours so 

as to be able to afford the inflated price of these goods or consume more than is 

necessary
358

.  An important question regarding sustainability and policy, broadly 

speaking is: If we were to design an economic system and the policies that govern it 

based upon the requirements of sustainability and equitability, how would such a system 

differ from the present one?  It is likely that such a system would differ significantly from 

the present one.  Also, it would be useful to ask: what is inhibiting such change?  It is 

relatively apparent many institutions in America have developed a certain level of 

inefficiency relative to serving the needs of population and contributing to sustainability.  

Technology and the cost of living 

Certain technological developments have had an effect that is similar to that of the 

economic institutions discussed above.  Specifically, the increasing level of technological 

sophistication along with a dependence on product cycling and planned obsolescence has 

contributed to an economic system of dependence that often encourages individuals to 

allocate large amounts of their incomes to keep pace with technological progress and 

replace those items which have prematurely become obsolete.  

As society becomes more technologically sophisticated people are pressured to 

use and consume increasingly complex and sophisticated technology.  For instance things 
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such personal computers, cell phones and other electronics fit into this category since 

they have become indispensable to our lives.  Although there are certain advantages in 

terms of productivity, efficiency and quality of life, the use of such technology also 

comes at a substantial price. It possible to connect this increased need for technology 

with an increase in hours spent working by noting the additional cost that such 

technology adds to the average worker‟s budget.  Considering the ever-increasing variety 

and complexity of technology, ranging from personal GPS devices to cellular phones, one 

can easily conclude that technology is playing a greater role in our lives compared to 

times in the past.  In terms of its greater impact on society, this expansion in technology 

helped raise the cost of living for the average individual through creating a system that is 

dependant upon the creation and integration of new technology into everyday life.  

Planned obsolescence 

Planned obsolescence represents another aspect of modern technology that 

contributes to long working hours.  The basic concept of planned obsolescence is that 

products are designed to have a fixed lifespan, and at the end of that life span the product 

is effectively useless, thus requiring the consumer to buy a newer version of the obsolete 

product
359

.   It is also possible to expand this basic theory to three distinct forms of 

planned obsolescence. The first is functional obsolescence, which implies that a device 

can predictably fail at a certain age and is not cost effective to repair.  An excellent 

example of this would be most consumer electronics or production models of most 
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automobiles.  In both instances these items often reach a point where it is cheaper to 

replace the old item with a new one rather than repair it. 

 The second type of planned obsolescence is known as technological 

obsolescence. Technological obsolescence refers to intentionally producing goods that, 

although functional, will prove to be technologically incompatible with new items.  An 

excellent example of this is personal computers that are designed to run a on certain 

operating system and become largely obsolete when a new operating system is 

introduced.  Objective based engineering can be seen as the third distinct form of 

obsolescence. 

 Objective-based engineering refers to designing products to adhere to a narrow 

set of criteria that often disregards the durability and long tern usefulness of a product.  

Hybrid automobiles are a very prominent example of this type in that they are designed 

for maximum fuel economy while their design pays little attention to their durability and 

complexity
360

.  Specifically, if we compare a conventional compact car to a hybrid the 

conventional automobile has several clear advantages.  First the hybrid‟s life is 

effectively limited by the life of its batteries whereas the conventional automobile can be 

made to run indefinitely with basic maintenance.  Second, many systems that hybrids use 

such as the braking and steering system are significantly more complex and hence almost 

impossible to repair given the skills of the average mechanic.  Thus, a consumer that buys 

a hybrid vehicle or another product that is designed in such a manner effectively commits 

himself to replacing the product after a fixed period of time.  
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When we consider all of the products that incorporate some form of planned 

obsolescence we see that most Americans spend a substantial part of their work time 

supporting the replacement of goods that are intentionally made to become obsolete.  In 

light of this it we should question: How much less would the average worker need to 

work if products were made to be as maintainable and as durable as possible? 

 Also we might relate the issue of planned obsolescence, and for that matter rent 

seeking in economic institutions, back to Durkheim‟s theory of the division of labor.  In 

an idealized system, specialized design and specialized expertise would be used to make 

society more efficient; however, both professionals and the specialized products that they 

produced have developed in such a manner as to challenge the overall efficiency of 

society and to place a large burden on individuals.  Although a number of technological 

and economic arguments may help explain why the modern American economy has 

developed in a way that mandates long working hours, the ultimate explanation for such a 

system is found largely in the normative economic concept of consumerism coupled with 

a very unequal distribution of resources.  

Consumerism  

Consumerism as an economic theory forms the basis for much of the modern 

American economy. The basic premise of consumerism is that the economic vitality of a 

society is driven through the repetitive consumption of goods or services.
361

  It is 

assumed that through this process of consumption the overall status of the economy is 
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improved through a mutual transfer of monetary resources.  For instance, the 

consumption of a certain good provides the economic livelihood of its producer who then 

uses his income to procure goods and services from other providers who in turn do 

likewise.  By using this logic of exchange a consumerist model then assumes that the 

more products and transactions that occur, the more productive and vibrant an economy 

can be said to be.  

Although this model of economic operation can be seen as doing much good, it 

does possess some negative aspects.  Specifically, the consumerist model ties economic 

performance to an ever-increasing level of consumption.  Thus, workers are left in a 

situation of earning more money per hour, expanding working hours, or a combination of 

both so as to maintain an increasing level of consumption. Also, the consumerist model 

assumes that quality of life is dependent upon a perpetually expanding level of 

consumption
362

.  Thus, what may have been considered an adequate standard of living 50 

years ago is no longer considered appropriate regardless of whether such a system 

provided for an adequate and meaningful existence.
363

  Also, consumerism promotes 

consumption of goods or services that have little or nothing to do with actually 

maintaining a certain standard of living or level technological development.  In essence, 
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people are encouraged to consume things for the mere sake of consumption.  The 

consumerist model of economics provides us with a view of economic activity that 

judges the success of individuals and societies solely based upon their ability to consume 

goods or services regardless of the externalities of such practices.  Also, consumerist 

theory does not consider the long term sustainability of an economy, but merely assumes 

the ability to expand indefinitely. 

Debt 

The concept of the debt-driven economy represents one of the more prominent 

variants of basic consumerism. As initially postulated by Keynes, the basic premise of a 

debt-driven economy is that people are compelled to work, hence be economically active, 

so as to repay debts they accrued consuming goods produced by others
364

.  The primary 

effect of such as system is to add an additional level of compulsion to consumerism that 

mandates that individuals need to work so as to maintain themselves and repay their 

financial obligations.  It is relatively easy to see that such a system contributes to the 

expansion of work time through adding an additional expense to the budgets of 

individuals namely, interest paid on loans and the accumulation of debt for items that 

have not been fully paid off.  As the statistics on the additional level of debt in America 

suggest, the perpetual obligation for most people represents a substantial portion of their 

income.   As the figures displayed in table below suggest, Americans‟ debt on consumer-

related items has slowly increased over time.  All this amounts to $1.7 trillion in debt for 
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the entire country
365

.   In addition to this, the average mortgage debt is $69,227, and the 

average student loan debt is $16,100
366

 

Table 3.7 : Consumer Debt Dollar per Capita 

Year  Debt 

2001 $1,523 

2000 $1,409 

1999 $1,315 

1998 $1,235 

1997 $1,191 

1996 $1,103 

1995 $973 

1994 $845 

1993 $785 

1992 $778 

 

Not only do these obligations create an immediate motivation for people to 

expand their time at work, but debt of this nature can also place a long term pressure on 

workers to expand their careers since they are not able to accumulate the capital to retire 

or take extended absences from work.  Although moderately innocuous at first glance, the 

notion of supporting an economy through debt-related activities can prove to be 

dangerous when real economic progress through greater efficiency in production and the 

creation of wealth is replaced with investment that is leveraged against debt and the 

expenditure of existing assets.  
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 One prominent example of this is the present economic situation in the United 

States. Since the late 1990‟s primary economic indicators in the United States have 

generally been improving.  However, specific indicators- especially those related to 

individual assets- have depicted a situation in which the average individual is in an 

increasingly vulnerable position.  Much of this vulnerability stems from the fact that a 

significant proportion of consumer activity has been supported through debt from credit 

cards and home equity loans
367

.  This situation, combined with the greater issue of 

consumerism, can lead us to question the validity of such a way of thinking if some 

measures of progress indicate the success of a system while other, substantially more 

tangible measures depict a significantly different system 

 Population growth in the context of the cost of living 

Factors such as immigration and population growth can contribute to an economic 

climate that fosters longer working hours.  Immigration can have a relatively direct effect 

on certain sectors in the labor market while overall population growth represents a more 

general trend that has a number of indirect effects on people.  

The debate over both legal and illegal immigration in America has been a 

contentious subject for the majority of the nation‟s history.  Such debates have often 

focused on the cultural and economic influence that immigrants will have on American 

society.  In recent decades the debate over immigration has focused primarily on the 

influence of third world migrants, mostly from South and Central America, to the United 
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States. Although many of these migrants come here legally, many also enter America 

illegally.  One of the economic concerns about these immigrants, in particular the 

undocumented ones, is that they will drive down the average worker‟s income through 

accepting wages lower than most American workers would accept and through increasing 

the number of workers involved in the economy
368

.  Also, a number of observers suggest 

that illegal immigrants are willing to accept hours and working conditions that American 

workers would not tolerate
369

.  

 Although these claims regarding the influence of immigrants make theoretical 

sense, there is controversy over the amount of influence that immigrants have on the 

average American worker.  Specifically, illegal immigrants may tend to take the positions 

that Americans consider undesirable (i.g., fruit harvester, meat plant worker, day laborer) 

and thus have little effect in terms of competition for jobs or wages in most career 

markets.  However, considering the estimate that 11-12 million illegal immigrants
370

 and  

37.1 million legal immigrants
371

 presently reside in America and that roughly 1.2 million 

more enter each year
372

, immigrants may affect other workers in a number of direct and 

indirect ways.  First, immigrant labor helps set the base wage in many American 
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industries well below what is required to maintain an adequate lifestyle by the standards 

of most Americans
373

.  Thus, low-skilled and low-paid American workers must work 

longer hours to be able to make ends meet.  Also, immigrants create indirect pressures on 

American society by consuming more resources, hence driving up the cost of living and 

helping to comparatively lower labor wages.  In terms of the impact of immigration on 

working hours it is possible to draw two primary connections.  First, immigrant labor 

depresses wages and consequently contributes to longer hours.  Second, immigration 

places an additional upward pressure on the price of various goods such as housing and 

other limited resources.  

Population growth has several economic consequences. Although most areas in 

America are expanding in population, the effects felt by various regions differ 

significantly.  In general population growth contributes to several primary and secondary 

trends.  Primary population expansion, that is population expansion that occurs as the 

result of forces within an area rather than by immigration, we find that such occurs 

mostly in existing urban areas that have developed to such an extent as to create 

shortages in housing and the availability of other resources specific to the region such as 

water, waste removal and access to transportation.  Metropolitan areas such as New York, 

Los Angeles and San Francisco fall under the category of regions producing primary 

population expansion.  These areas have experienced a number of trends rooted in 

population expansion that can affect working hours directly or indirectly through the cost 

of living.  The most prominent example of this is the cost of living in such areas: housing 
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and other costs are well above the rest of the nation
374

.  Even when the cost of living is 

factored relative to the average income, the cost of living in these areas still outpaces 

most ordinary people‟s ability to pay.
375

 

We must also consider the impact that population expansion has on other aspects 

of life.  One topic that has received significant attention is the impact of sprawl on these 

areas
376

.  Many primary urban areas have expanded in such a manner as to distribute 

much of their population to the surrounding suburban and exurban areas.  Much of this 

growth has been due to overcrowding in the urban centers, and a desire to escape various 

urban problems, and hence a reducing the affordability of housing near these areas and 

many other factors.  As a result commute times and traffic congestion have increased 

substantially in such areas.   As a number of studies have noted, many of the inhabitants 

of these areas spend significantly more time commuting than do either their rural or urban 

counterparts.
377

 

  Ultimately, population growth in primary urban areas can be viewed in a 

traditional Malthusian way in that when more people demand the use of a set amount of 

resources the competition for those resources increases to the point where either some 
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members of society figuratively die off or move away.  Although the pressures of 

population growth in America can be seen as being relatively mild since few people are 

starving or are being forcibly displaced from their living spaces, population growth still 

has a substantial impact on many people‟s lives. This is particularly the case when we 

consider the American standard of living and what is required to sustain it.  Granted the 

population expansion of America is significantly less than that of a country like China or 

India, but when such expansion is considered relative to what an average American 

considers a desirable standard of living the effect of growth becomes obvious.  For 

instance, if we consider that the average population density of Bejing is 22,210 per square 

kilometer while the average density of the Los Angeles area, 3,100 people per square 

kilometer, space appears ample in comparison
378

.  However, most Chinese are willing to 

accept living in conditions that are sufficiently lower than what Americans would accept. 

  From this situation is derived the American dilemma of population expansion. 

The dilemma is not one of basic survival, but rather one of quality of life.   Most 

Americans when confronted with such a situation would prefer to spend more money and 

hence work longer hours so as to afford what is considered the traditional American life 

style of high consumption rather than to work and earn less and compromise their 

standard of living.  With this in mind, we find that population expansion in America‟s 

primary urban areas is creating a situation that had not existed to such a degree in the 

past.  For instance, 50 years ago it was the case that the average American family could 

buy an average residence and pay off the mortgage within 10 years.  However, today it is 

                                                 
378

 Beijing Municipal Bureau of Statistics (2007). Land Use Data. Retrieved: June, 18, 

2007. Website: www.bjstats.gov.cn/esite. 



 181 

the case that it would take the average family 50 years to accomplish the same task
379

.  

Although population growth in these areas is not the sole factor driving up the cost of 

living, it can be seen as playing a substantial role in such an expansion.  

Indirect or secondary forms of population growth can be seen as having a similar 

yet different effect on the cost of living, and hence the amount of time that people must 

work to make ends meet.  What differentiates secondary population growth from primary 

population growth is that secondary growth is primarily a function of the migration of 

people from primary regions.  Thus, those who are displaced or voluntarily leave primary 

areas and move to areas that are stable or whose population is in decline make up the 

body of secondary growth.  These migrants, in particular those who leave primary areas 

voluntarily (often to improve their standard of living), represent a group whose economic 

resources are often well above those of the inhabitants of the areas to which they are 

moving.  

 For instance, consider the case of North Idaho and Southern California.  Northern 

Idaho in recent years has attracted a substantial number of migrants from California.  

Most of these migrants have moved to the region to take advantage of the low cost of 

living and the amenities that the area has to offer.   However, those migrants have placed 

substantial pressure on local inhabitants in terms of cost of housing and overall cost of 

living.  That pressure can be related to two basic forces.  The first is the simple 

economics of affordability.  If, for instance, an average Californian family can afford and 

possess a $500,000 residence in California and an average northern Idaho family can 
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afford a $100,000 residence, then the California family has five times the buying power 

in north Idaho.  However, if enough Californians move to the area their net effect on the 

housing market will be to increase prices to the point where indigenous people cannot 

afford to live there.  Such a hypothesis is confirmed when we look at the changes in 

affordability for the region over the past decade
380

.   

The second pressure that secondary population growth has on these areas is less 

direct, however it can be equally profound.  Since many of the secondary migrants are 

seeking some type of amenity such as a natural environment, services, or cheap real 

estate or recreational opportunities and some of those migrants are retirees, professionals 

or those desiring second homes, it often is the case that such migration will result in a 

process of gentrification that effectively limits traditional economic activity in an area.  A 

prime example of such a process of gentrification is the decline in the timber and 

agriculture industry in certain parts of the United States.  For example it is estimated that 

200,000 acres of timbered land have been sold off for residential and commercial 

development in the western Washington area in the last ten years and that it is likely that 

another 300,000 acres will be developed in the next decade
381

.  In this instance we find 

that pressure to accommodate secondary population growth (primarily from California) 

combined with the timber industry‟s desire for short term profits and other forces has 

contributed significantly to the decline of the timber industry in western Washington.  

                                                 
380

 U.S Census Bureau (2005). Cost of living index for selected areas, 4
th

 Quarter 2005. 

Retrieved: August, 12, 2007. Website: 

http://www.census.gov/compendia/statab/2007/prices/consumer_price_indexes_cost_of_l

iving_index.html. 
381

 Gordon, S., (April, 1, 2007). State Might Need New Nickname. The News Tribune. 



 183 

Gentrification from secondary population growth make it increasingly difficult for 

longer term residents to subsist, either in terms of being able to make a living or in many 

instances just being able to find a job.  This pressure can also be seen as having a strong 

positive effect on the amount of time that an indigenous group in a secondary area must 

work so as to be able to afford a decent standard of living.  It is ironic to note that those 

seeking relief from the pressures of population growth, crowding and sprawl in one 

region ultimately may contribute to the toil and decline in the standard of living for those 

in the regions to which they seek to escape. 

All of these situations, including the real estate market, technological 

advancements and population growth tend to have a similar effect on work time and the 

economic situation that surrounds it.  In all these instances the underlying thread is that 

such situations contribute to an increase in the cost of living which then is translated into 

an increase in time spent at work.  Although there are alternative hypotheses that state 

that increases in the cost of living translate to either increases in pay or a reduction in the 

standard of living, in judging the data available
382

 it appears more than likely that most 

Americans are opting for longer hours as a solution to such a dilemma.  

In addition to trends that influence the cost of living and consequently contribute 

to an expansion of working hours, there are a number of other economic trends that can 

be related to the issue of work and vacation time.  Per se, the highly competitive and 

constantly engaged nature of the economy, and neglect for informal economic activity on 
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a societal or institutional level, can all be considered to play a role in the expansion of 

work time.  

The “Perpetual” Economy 

The colloqiualism “24-7” is arguably the best way to summarize the operation of 

the global economy.  At a national or even local level modern economies have developed 

in such a manner as to demand an incessant level of activity.  The conventional 

constraints that traditional societies had placed on economic activity have been mostly 

removed. This trend is particularly apparent in America where many businesses are open 

seven days a week, including during non-standard hours.  Also, traditional prohibitions 

against working on Sundays, weekends and holidays have been by-and-large removed.    

For instance, as recently as 1989 Maine maintained “Blue laws” that prohibited much 

commercial activity on Sunday
383

.  Much of this trend has occurred within the last thirty 

years and can be directly related to the expansion of certain groups‟ working hours along 

with an almost across the board reduction in vacation time.  The method through which 

this trend has occurred is relatively direct and can be categorized as occurring through 

three primary means.  First, there has been an expansion of business hours, and their 

action to include non-standard hours effectively mandates that employees must be 

available to provide services during these times.  If additional employees are not 

available to fulfill this need it is then required for existing employees‟ to meet this need.  

An excellent example of this has been studies done in the retail sector that have 
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concluded employers will often expand the hours of existing employees to meet time 

demands rather than hire more employees
384

.  

The second trend that the 24/7 economy has witnessed involves people‟s usage of 

vacation time.  The expansion of economic activity into weekends and holidays and 

America‟s lack of legally sanctioned vacation time all may create significant incentives 

for workers not to take time off even when entitled to do so. With regard to the 

magnitude of this effect, we find that it is most prominent amongst the self-employed and 

those who work in high skilled service jobs
385

.  In both instances these types of workers 

are given a strong incentive to participate in the economy, either by virtue of their 

expendability or by virtue of the need to remain competitive.  

The third trend is broader in its implications, however it tends to have an impact 

similar to the other two mentioned above.  The basic argument of the third trend is 

similar to arguments that relate to competition within the global economy.  When an 

economy expands to the point where it is constantly active, actors within that economy 

are compelled to be active in a similar fashion if they are to remain competitive.  Thus is 

born the “rat race mentality” which assumes that a person will fail to compete relative to 

another if they opt to work less or are subjected to standards or family responsibilities 

that preclude their full-time involvement in the system.  

Growthism 
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The growthist ideology in economics mimics the “24-7” and consumerist 

mentality of contemporary economic theory in that it holds that economic success is 

dependant upon ever-expanding levels of consumption or economic activity.  However, 

the notion of growthism in economics represents a more abstract set of principles than 

consumerism or other approaches similar to it. In general, the growthist mentally assumes 

that economic progress occurs when people consume more goods, there is more money 

being made in an economy, or the number of transactions has increased
386

.  In light of 

this view growthism assumes that all forms of expansion are beneficial regardless of the 

greater context within which they operate. 

 The flaw of growthism, especially when considered relative to finite resources or 

the quality life experienced by a given individual, is that it neglects numerous indicators 

that often indicate forms of progress not contingent upon expansion.  For instance, a 

statistic of a growthist orientation might be the increase in per capita incomes in a region.  

However, such a statistic does not consider the cost of living or the quality of most 

people‟s lives.  Along similar lines, it is considered to be a universally accepted token of 

success for businesses to have high profit margins regardless of the fact that such margins 

might interfere with the long-term viability of the industry or the market within which it 

occurs.  

A relationship between the growthist ideology and the expansion of work time in 

America is relatively easy to develop.  Although certain norms are often indirect in their 

influence upon specific aspects of society, it is quite reasonable to conclude that the 

                                                 
386Welton, K. B., (2001). Cap-Com the Economics of Balance. Pandit Press. 



 187 

consumption-oriented and expansionist world view of the American economy has 

motivated many people to seek success through sacrificing inordinate amounts of time 

working when the net effect of their added labor does not appreciably improve their 

quality of life.  Such assertion leads us to ask the question: What is the ultimate utility of 

earning more money, working longer hours, and consuming more resources when it is 

likely we could be more or equally productive partaking less of these activities?  Relative 

to sustainability, growthism represents an anathema in that it seeks perpetual expansion 

of certain things without regard to their proper place within a social or environmental 

system.   In many senses the growthist ideology highlights the normative nature of our 

perceptions.  Granted, many of these perceptions as they relate to growthism occur 

outside of economics.  However, within the bounds of economic thought the growthist 

philosophy demonstrates the dubois nature of our economic models of what it means to 

be successful.  Also, by pointing out the shortcomings of perpetual growth as a model of 

economic success we are lead to explore the potential for alternative theories of 

productivity which are more sensitive to sustainability promotion.  

Neglect of informal labor and the question of economic models. 

One final consideration that can be included in a discussion of what macro 

economic factors have led to expansion of time spent working is our economic system‟s 

disregard for informal labor and other non-monetary forms of  production.  As Juliet 

Schor aptly noted in her discussion of the evolution of work in America, Americans have 

not always had such a disregard for informal labor.  As Schor notes, pre-industrial 

America considered domestic along with other non paid forms of labor to be essential 
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parts of the economy
387

.  Such was even noted in the first census which considered such 

things as being a house wife or subsistence farmer to be a form of bona fide economic 

activity.  However, with the development of a money-based industrialized economy 

Americans became less likely to appreciate informal work. 

Up until the 1970‟s, however, American society still maintained a degree of 

recognition of the role that informal labor played in the nations economy.  However, this 

appreciation of the role of informal labor has slowly eroded to the point where such 

activities receive little recognition in terms of their contribution to the economy.  

Although this observation is most commonly applied to the role of housewives, it can be 

extended to a number of other activities in which a variety of people are involved.  For 

instance, if we consider commute times, work preparations and the like, the average 

working day for most full time workers expands to 11.5  hours
388

.  Regardless of its value 

to society, informal labor is mostly left out of calculations of a nation‟s gross domestic 

product and the economic activity of individuals and families.  This neglect, along with a 

number of other instances similar to it, raises significant questions about the validity of 

the economic models commonly used.  Specifically, we must question our 

conceptualization of what is meant by terms such as economic activity and growth and 

work. 
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  For instance, is the volume of trading on the New York Stock Exchange or the 

level of consumer expenditures truly a good indicator of people‟s economic status and the 

quality of their lives?  Also, such thinking raises the question whether prosperity should 

be measured by the amount of economic growth a society experiences, when it is often 

the case that such growth is more the product of population expansion, rent seeking and 

other inefficiencies
389

.  Finally, one might ask what would happen if alternative models 

were developed that accounted for things such as informal work.  Would, for instance, 

some people be better off economically doing less paid work and working more for 

themselves? Needless to say the preceding commentaries raise significant questions about 

our conceptualization of society-wide economic trends and how they relate to 

sustainability. 

Micro Economic Factors 

The economic impact of problems related to overwork and other time use issues 

affects many workers, but employers and the entire economy are affected as well as 

workers.  Research has consistently demonstrated that employers gain little in terms of 

added productivity when long hours are demanded of employees.
390

  In fact, such work 

patterns may cost employers through increased absenteeism, losses in productivity, burn 

out, high turnover and higher health insurance premiums
391

.  In addition to this, one can 

also add to an employer‟s costs the work time lost through employees‟ informal labor-
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related activities such as commuting.  Although the costs associated with such outcomes 

are significant, the logic that promotes a system of excessive work has developed in such 

a manner as to negate these factors through the economic logic of overtime.  Simply put, 

it is less expensive for employers to over work one employee than to have to pay for two.  

However, such logic is ultimately short-sighted if the costs of overwork are translated to 

the entire economy in the form of lost productivity, buying power, and the costs 

associated with mitigating the negative consequences of such activities.  

 Although this situation has created an economic logic that can superficially 

justify its existence, it ultimately proves to highly suboptimal in nature.  For instance, it is 

commonly accepted in human resources management that in an average 8-hour work day, 

an office worker will spend at least two hours involved in non-productive activities
392

.    

Considering that this time could be put to more productive ends for an employer or 

employee and that those non-productive activities often bring about a decline in overall 

productivity, it would appear reasonable to propose a different system that favors a more 

efficient use of time.  Additionally, although it is possible to view such situations as 

casting some doubt, on whether office workers are overworked, since time spent at work 

might be unproductive, such observation lends credence to the broader hypothesis that 

people are rushed and possess little free time.  

In addition to the issue of efficiency in work there is also the issue of the equitable 

distribution of labor throughout the economy.  In an economic system that prefers fewer 

employees with longer hours, there is often a substantial number of unemployed of 
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underemployed people.  In addition to the economic logic of possessing fewer heavily 

worked employees, it is also commonly understood that a higher unemployment rate will 

often depress wages along with prices
393

.  Although there is a great deal of validity to 

such theories, the economic flaws in them are often ignored.  First, although the 

unemployed help to depress wages they also represent a liability to the economy since 

they must somehow be supported by the system.  Second, the unemployed cannot 

contribute much to the economy, either in the form of consumption or production without 

expending saved money or using the resources of others in the form of social programs.  

With these factors in mind, and considering the productive costs associated with 

overwork, it appears likely that the true economic costs associated with the present 

system are quite high.  Also, it is likely that a system of employment could be developed 

that would both limit unemployment and create more equitable time use patterns that are 

profitable for both employers and the economy at large.   

Individuals 

Although the issues of time spent working and vacation time can be analyzed at a 

macro economic level, an equally significant analysis can occur at the micro economic 

level.  The micro trend is similar to the macro one in that the number of incentives most 

individuals experience tend to encourage them to work longer hours and take less 

vacation time. Although the individual situations are obviously more diverse than 

national trends, there are certain trends that appear to be relatively consistent for most 
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people.  With this in mind it would be useful to explore some of these trends in the 

greater context of our sustainability discussion. 

Work-Home Balance 

  In contemporary American society the balance between work and home is  for the 

most part dominated by the requirements of work.  The dominance of work in this 

dynamic has led to the development of effects on an individual‟s personal and family life. 

America‟s time use patterns, combined with the stresses of day-to -day existence, has a 

negative impact on the well being of the average American family, marriage and 

friendship.  In the instance of the family, many parents are so consumed with work and 

other informal forms of labor that they have little opportunity to spend meaningful time 

with their children
394

.  The traditional family vacation of the average American family 

been gradually eroded to at best a long weekend
395

.  Also, the advent of the dual income 

family has meant that children are often left unsupervised or are left in the care of day 

care providers who may have little attachment to the children they supervise.  The net 

effect of such behaviors on children has been to create a generation of youth who are 

detached from their parents and often possess psychological or behavioral problems as a 

consequence of this systematic inattention.
396
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Overwork can also affect marital relationships.  Half of all marriages in the 

United States end in divorce
397

.  Also, various other relationship dynamics have 

developed in recent decades.  One particularly telling study of couples noted that many 

professional couples do not spend a significant amount time communicating with each 

other or participating in relationship-related activities.
398

   Stress due to job-related tasks 

has also caused many working Americans to loose any inclination for sexual activity
399

.  

This phenomenon, which is known as burnout, has been mostly observed in the last 30 

years
400

 Research has also shown that married couples who both work full-time are 45 

percent more likely to get divorced
401

 than if one spouse works; also‟ marriages in which 

one spouse works more than forty hours a week are more likely to fail than those that do 

not
402

.  Also, the rate of spousal and child abuse increases with increased time spent at 

paid work or in informal labor activities.
403
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 The effects of overwork have also extended to people‟s friendships since time 

spent working limits people‟s ability to socialize.  One study found that Americans tend 

to have fewer close friends and acquaintances than they did 20 years ago.
404

  Also, people 

tend to attend fewer social events such as parties or other gatherings.
405

 Considering these 

trends it is relatively easy to infer that people‟s social lives are adversely affected by the 

present dominant pattern of work and time use.  Although much of this dynamic can be 

directly attributed to overwork and a lack of leisure
406

, it is also important to consider the 

role that the structure and values of society play in this dynamic.  Arguably, much of the 

problem with the imbalance between work and home life is a result of society‟s lack of 

regard for such issues
407

.  In many senses American society has given people permission 

and even encouraged them to work long hours and to experience the negative 

consequences that result.  

The economic cost of long working hours and a lack of leisure time are significant 

for individuals, employers and society as a whole.  We find that in individuals the cost of 

overwork yields a loss in productivity, health problems and high rates of material 

consumption.  Research relating to worker productivity has conclusively shown that 
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workers that put in long hours and experience other forms of stress are consistently less 

productive than workers with more reasonable schedules
408

. The same holds true for 

workers that take advantage of vacation time.  One study in particular notes that 

employees who take their annual leave are much less likely to have unscheduled absences 

from work
409

.  Also, one might make the case that workers whose job does not 

overwhelm their schedule are more likely to advance in their careers since they will have 

time for additional training and other career-related experiences.   

There is also an issue of consumption related to work-intensive situations. 

Individuals who have time-intensive and adequately compensated occupations tend to 

consume significantly more than those who do not.  It may be (or seem) more efficient 

for an individual to earn money through work and then to spend that money on goods and 

services than it is to produce them yourself, depending upon the task.  For instance, 

Americans now consume more prepared foods and eat out more than ever before
410

.  The 

same reliance on others holds for house cleaning and maintenance, childcare and auto 

maintenance.  

Moreover, there appears to be a normative mentality in American society that if a 

job pays enough to support a certain type of lifestyle that is required to maintain that 

career, then the position is economically viable.  However, the logic behind both these 
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lines of reasoning can be brought into serious question.  The belief that outsourcing basic 

household activities such as cooking and cleaning is efficient is questionable, both in 

terns of its economic viability and arguably its positive impact on quality of life.  Similar 

questions also apply to the basic calculus of employment in the United States.  

Widespread evidence suggests that people are willing to make significant 

sacrifices to maintain a certain occupation
411

.  For instance, in many urban areas 

commutes now exceed two hours a day
412

.  Also, there is a significant investment in 

goods and services, such as clothing and make of automobile, meant to support this form 

of careerism.  The monetary and time-related investment in these activities is quite 

substantial
413

.  For instance, urban professionals such as lawyers or investment bankers 

will often work in excess of 60 hours a week and in the process must rely upon services 

to support their work-related activities
414

.  Although the economic logic of such a system 

appears to be superficially reasonable, one must question its ultimate validity.  First, it is 

questionable whether these procured services are in fact more efficient, either 

economically or materially, than performing these tasks oneself.  Specifically, the 

infrastructure and manpower required to eat out or clean a house is greater than doing 

such things alone.  Second, does this provision of these services improve an individual‟s 

life in terms of making more time available for work or reducing an individual‟s burden 
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in terms of stress?  Although some advantages might be gained through such 

arrangements, its appears likely that little time is gained since it is relatively inherent that 

people must stop work to eat, clean themselves and sleep.  Also, the question of whether 

or not these activities enhance an individual‟s quality of life is questionable since any 

time gained is then expended in work rather than leisure or some other desirable activity.  

Ultimately, this situation presents us with evidence that suggests that Durkheim‟s 

notion of achieving social efficiency through a division labor may not be as universally 

desirable as once thought.  Although there is obvious variation in the value of formal 

worker versus informal work, these trends suggest a suboptimal arrangement
415

.  

Considering the long term consequences of overwork that such behaviors facilitate, 

arguably such arrangements may not be positive.   

We can also question the effects of hyper-specialization on both individuals and 

ultimately on society.  As theories of natural selection teach, species that are over-

specialized place themselves in danger of extinction when the conditions that permit their 

specialization cease to exist.  Although it is difficult to argue that humanity will come to 

an end because some professionals do not clean their own houses or change the oil in 

their cars, having individuals “outsource” their daily lives may contribute to a myopic 

and unrealistic world view that one‟s existence solely revolves around one‟s job.   These 

behaviors may have a serious effect on the material efficiency of society.  The American 

consumerist lifestyle is resource-intensive to begin with:  to add to the situation by 
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participating in such resource-intensive activities
416

 only can serve to make society less 

efficient, stable and sustainable in the long run.  With all of these concerns related to the 

consumption patterns involved in work-intensive situations, it is relatively discernable 

that these situations are not simply as the conventional economic logic may suggest.  

Vacation Time 

One area of leisure-related studies that is quite relevant to a discussion of time use 

is that of vacation time.  The lack of leisure time in America is particularly salient when 

compared both to the standards set by other industrialized nations and in the actual 

amount of free time available to the average citizen of these countries.  As the figures in 

table 2.13 and table 2.14 demonstrate, Americans take less vacation time and have the 

least legally mandated vacation time of any industrialized nation. 

Table 3.8: Average Number of Vacation Days Taken around the World Per Year
417

 

Italy 42 days 

France 37 days 

Germany 35 days 

Brazil 34 days 

United Kingdom 28 days 

Canada 26 days 

Korea 25 days 

Japan 25 days 

U.S. 13 days 
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Table 3.9: Legal Minimum Vacation Times and Other Time Off From Work
418

 

Australia As of 27 March 2006, 20 work days (4 weeks). 2 weeks can be "sold" to 

employer. Additional Long service leave is also payable. 10 public holidays as well are 

payable to employees. 

Austria 5 weeks  

Belgium 20 days, premium pay  

Canada Determined by provincial law. 10-15 working days depending on province. In 

addition, 10-12 public holidays depending on province.  

Denmark 6 weeks, of which 5 days can be "sold" back to the employer - omsorgsdage 

(carer’s leave).  

European Union 4 weeks, more in some countries  

Finland 35 days  

France 5 weeks
[
 (+ 2 weeks of RTT (Reduction du Temps de Travail, in English : 

Reduction of Working Time) according to the contract)  

Germany 4 weeks, i.e. 24 "workable" days based on a six day week (Mon - Sat). Normal 

work-week is Mo-Fr; plus 9 to 13 bank holidays; plus sick, pregnancy, mother ship and 

personal leave 

Ireland 20 days, plus 9 public holidays  

Italy 20-32 working days (exact amount depends on contract details) plus 12 public 

holidays  

Japan including sick leave: 18 days paid time off; 10 vacation days 

Netherlands 4 weeks 

New Zealand 4 weeks as of April 1, 2007  

Norway 25 working days  

Portugal 22 working days, up to 25 without work absences in previous year.  

Spain 30 calendar days  

Sweden 25-32 working days, depending on age  

Switzerland 28 calendar days (= 20 work days)  

United Kingdom 4 working weeks, with no additional entitlement for bank holidays. 

Increases to 4.8 weeks from 1st October 2007, and to 5.6 weeks from 1st April 2009.  

United States  none 

 

Much of the pressure placed upon people to work ever-increasing hours stems 

from a loss of economic stability.  Much like the society-wide trends, competition from 

abroad and a number of other domestic factors have contributed to a general lack of 

stability in the American labor market.  Although it was once the case that many workers 
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in America could expect to stay at one position for the duration of their careers, it is now 

the case that the average worker can expect to retain his or her position for an average of 

3.8 years
419

.  Also past assurances of healthcare, pensions and other benefits have become 

items that are rarer in the American work place than in times past
420

.  As a consequence 

of this lack of stability, many workers feel compelled to make significant sacrifices in 

terms of benefits, pay or time spent working.  Many workers have felt pressured into 

expanding their time spend at work in an effort to maintain job security
421

.  

Also, employers may take advantage of this insecurity by expanding the hours of 

existing employees rather than by paying the benefits of additional employees.  The end 

result of this pressure is that the percentage of workers working more than 49 hours a 

week has increased from roughly 14 percent to 20 between 1976 and 1993 
422

.  Also, this 

trend applies to vacation time as well as to working hours.  A number of commentators 

have noted that workers often feel compelled to not take vacation time even when they 

are granted it by their employers since they fear it will reflect poorly upon their work 
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ethic
423

.  The data available on time spent on vacation clearly reflect this sentiment. 

Compared to 1982, the average American worker today takes five fewer days off a year.  

Ironically, the amount of absenteeism has increased substantially during that period of 

time and in the last 5 years  this rate has increased roughly 10% a year .  To counteract 

the alleged “abuse” of sick leave many employers now combine vacation time and sick 

time into the same annual time off of work allotment
424

.  Under these circumstances 

employees who take a sick day are effectively using their vacation time.  

Ironically, management and human resources professionals  commonly find that 

additional hours spent at work do not result in a linear increase in productivity.  One 

telling example of this is the “loafing” factor calculated into workers pay scales
425

.  A 

commonly accepted statistic is that workers who work 8 hours will spend as much as 1.5 

of those hours doing non-work-related activities such as surfing the Internet or talking to 

co-workers about personal matters.   In addition to these general trends certain types of 

employees experience special circumstances that have compelled them to spend more 

time at work than they would have preferred.  Two notable examples of this are the 

dilemmas faced by low income workers and by salaried workers. 

After considering the difference between the living wage and the minimum wage 

it is quite easy to discern the root of the hardships that many low income workers 
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experience.  Often these workers must make difficult decisions about covering housing, 

food or other expenses.  One method to address those economic problems is for workers 

to put in inordinate numbers of hours at multiple jobs.  Although the long term effect of 

such work in terms of physical and mental stress is significant, the practice provides a 

method of making ends meet.  Some observers suggest
426

 that low wage labor in America 

is something that most people can escape via education and hard work; it is more the 

reality that many people are constrained by social and economic factors that make such 

an existence a permanent reality.  Some of those factors at play for many people are 

familial obligations and geographic location, both of which require substantial effort or 

cost to change.  

Also, if we consider low wage labor in relation to greater social inequality the 

permanence of the issue becomes even more troublesome.  Specifically, when the 

economic system exhibits large amounts of inequality in terms of individual 

compensation, many on the lower end of the spectrum are likely to be priced out of even 

basic goods.  An excellent example of this is seen in indexes of affordability in areas 

where inequality is high.  Two notable examples of this are the hyper-stratified urban 

areas such as San Francisco and New York City, along with rural areas such as Montana, 

coastal Maine, and Northern Idaho that have experienced significant in migration of 

wealthy residents.  In any of these examples low income (and even middle income) 

people have experienced a significant increase in their cost of living that can only be 

                                                 
426
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compensated for by either migration or an expansion of hours spent at work is 

possible
427

.  

Salaried employees face a unique set of expectations of their jobs and how those 

expectations relate to the number of hours worked.  Since the basic premise of a salaried 

position is that the worker is compensated based upon completing a certain job rather 

than the number of hours they spend at work, it is often in the employer‟s interest to 

expand the definition of a given position to encompass as many tasks (and hence hours) 

as possible.  Also, salaried workers face competitive pressure from other employees to 

work as much as possible so as to appear useful (or even indispensible) to their 

employers.  The effect of these factors is often upward pressure on the numbers of hours 

worked by employers and enhancing the exploitation tendencies of employers.   

Environmental Considerations 

Aside from the individual economic and social costs of excessive work and poorly 

developed time use patterns, individual behavior also has a negative impact on the 

environment.  Since a work-intensive system is grounded in the systematic pursuit of 

economic efficiency and goal attainment it is predictable that resource consumption and 

environmental well being will have at best a secondary status to traditional economic and 

organizational objectives.  Although material consumption and environmental 

degradation do have an economic impact, their effect on the individual is less 

immediately obvious than the economics associated with earning a living.  Thus, a 
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worker who commutes two hours a day and uses services to support his work-related 

activities does not fully experience the long-term economic and social consequences of 

these relatively finite and short-term behaviors. 

 It is also useful to consider the impact of a system that does not allow for the 

efficient use and maintenance of an individual‟s property and society‟s infrastructure.  

One prominent example of this is the nature of American trash.  America is by far the 

most wasteful society to have ever existed.  Not only does our waste contain refuse, but it 

often contains of items that, if given the proper attention could be repaired and continue 

to be used for some time.  One example of this is automobiles. America retires 10.3 

million mostly serviceable automobiles each year 
428

.  Although there are a number of 

reasons for this behavior, including planned obsolescence, consumerism, and skill 

relative to repairing cars, a feasible conjecture is that much of this waste is due to a lack 

of time required to repair such items and a perverse economic logic
429

 that makes such 

consumption patterns feasible.  Thus, the throw-way society is as much a product of 

consumerism as it is of an inequitable system of time use and work. 

To understand the long-term impact of these behaviors one need only consider 

what would occur in contemporary America if any of the resources we rely on were to 

suddenly become scarce through exhaustion, mismanagement or purposeful hoarding.  

                                                 
428

 U. S. Department of Environmental Protection (2008).  Product stewardship. 

Retrieved: September, 18, 2008. Website: http://www.epa.gov/epaoswer/non-

hw/reduce/epr/products/vehicles.htm 
429

 What is meant by the term “perverse economic logic” is that it is often the case that 

the demands of the formal economy often make it such that it is more economically 

efficient to participate in activities that are materially wasteful than to act in a materially 

efficient manner.  



 205 

Considering that the United States consumes 23% of the world‟s resources and represents 

5% of the world‟s population, 
430

it is reasonable to conclude we have built our society 

based upon very unsustainable premises.  Also, the cost of environmental degradation is 

long-term and the effects on the individual are mostly only dimly visible at best.  A work-

intensive system that uses resources inefficiently will eventually degrade the environment 

to a level where resources will grow scarce, and hence more expensive, and the other 

environmental factors will grow increasingly problematic and volatile.  

It is useful to conclude this analysis with a discussion of the normative influence 

on time use in contemporary America. The influence of American cultural values on 

work and leisure is a well documented phenomenon
431

.  American culture generally 

promotes work while reserving little if any place for leisure.  Moreover, many have made 

the case
432

 that a materialist and consumerist view society places little value on things 

that are not related to social status or material consumption.  Much of what motivates 

American consumer habits is the perceived relationship between personal fulfillment and 

material consumption
433

.  Specifically, many have argued that people are made to feel 

inadequate or unfulfilled by marketers so as to motivate them to consume products
434

. 

Considering these dynamics a consumerist society places a strong incentive on material 
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consumption while effectively ignoring the additional work, lack of free time and money 

required for such behaviors.  

Ironically, some have made the case that leisure and vacation time have been co-

opted by this consumerist mentality.  The small amount of free time Americans do have 

is mostly spent watching commercial television or taking planned and costly vacations 

such as cruises or skiing trips
435

.  In either instance the consumerist mentality probably 

contributes to a world view that places a monetary value on everything.  Also, 

consumerism and materialism are somewhat self-perpetuating in that they limit a 

person‟s ability to seek out novel and interesting experiences that may lead them to 

question the materialist values of American consumerist society. 

Aside from consumerism American culture seems to condone a mentality about 

work that is best typified by Max Weber‟s classic Capitalism and the Protestant Ethic
436

.  

Weber claimed that much of what defines modern capitalist society is rooted in the 

material and social values of Northern European Protestant culture.  Specifically, Weber 

contends that people are motivated by the desire for material wealth and believe that it is 

good to work hard and that idleness represents a form of vice.  Combine these values 

with a materialistic and highly competitive market system and one arrives at a position in 

which society often denigrates free time and leisure as being wastes of time or 

opportunities to indulge in vice. 
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There are a number of consequences for American society that result from the 

observed time use patterns and the structures that dictate them.  American society‟s‟ lack 

of regard for leisure seems to be related to and translates to a number of other cultural 

issues in American society.  One area where lack of free time appears to be having a 

negative impact on society is on people‟s political and civic engagement.   Although both 

politics and community involvement have deep historical importance in American 

society,
437

 in recent times the amount of time people have actually spent involved in these 

activities has declined significantly.
438

  For instance, political participation to many 

people amounts to voting every four years in presidential elections
439

.  The case is similar 

for both civic and community-oriented activities such as volunteering and other social 

activities.  As Robert Putnam notes in Bowling Alone,
440

 Americans‟ participation in 

community related activities has been in decline in recent decades.  Although Putnam 

attributes this change primarily to people‟s increased consumption of television, it 

appears likely that there are deeper structural roots to this problem that are directly 

related to the issues of time use in American society.  

As noted before, American culture has developed in such a way that much of 

contemporary American society does not place high value on activities outside of work 

and material consumption.  This lack of value is then translated into a lack of formal 

social structures, and cultural norms that facilitate people‟s involvement in the political 
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and social institutions of the country.  Although philosophers dating back to Plato
441

 have 

commented on the need for leisure as a prerequisite for civic engagement, such thinking 

appears to be lacking in the American instance.  In its place the contemporary American 

system of values appears to give to economically quantifiable activities very high 

priority.  Also, the dynamics discussed here suggest that American society is 

fundamentally unsustainable in its use of material resources, in it prevailing culture and 

in how most individuals live and work with in American society.  
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Chapter 4  

Methodology 
The methodology used to assess both time use and sustainability makes use of an 

approach that applies a quantitative measure to a conceptual framework that is reflective 

of the major concepts being analyzed. Specifically, the index of sustainability uses data to 

compile both an index of overall sustainability along with separate aspects of 

sustainability such as economic, social, and environmental sustainability.  The index of 

time use is primarily concerned with the concept of overall work time.  To achieve this 

indicator the time use index looks at various relevant aspects of time use such as work 

time, vacation and informal labor.  Both the sustainability and time use indices 

incorporate individual, group and policy-related variables.   Through combining these 

sub-factors in a manner that allows for individual analysis along with a comprehensive 

index of time equity and sustainability, it is possible to gain an understanding of the 

relationship between time use and sustainability, a country‟s overall performance relative 

to these variables, and how various sub-factors relate to the situation.  

 

To gain some understanding of the context from which the methodology used 

here is derived a discussion of the assessment of sustainability and time use is presented.  

Although some of this discussion does not directly apply to the methods being used for 

this work, it does highlight many of the concepts and dilemmas associated with assessing 

time use and sustainability.  Additionally, this discussion is intended to raise many 

implicit questions about the issues discussed in prior chapters.  Although this discussion 

is by no means exhaustive, it does serve to connect the broad context from which this 

work is derived with the methodology that assesses it.  Finally, a detailed description of 
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the methodology is presented, both relative to its development and to the process of 

variable selection.  

 

The measurement of sustainability and time use 

As prior research has shown, gauging sustainability is a complex task that 

requires both skill and rigor
442

.  Since sustainability cannot be measured through the use 

of data relating to any one variable, it is necessary to compile statistics relating to a 

number of variables that allude to a society‟s level of sustainability.  Granted there are 

overall indices of sustainability such as the Environmental Progress Index and Genuine 

Progress Index; however, generally speaking these indices are used to assess some subset 

of sustainability, such as environmental or social outcomes, rather than considering the 

systematic nature of sustainability on a societal level.  Although these indicators are 

somewhat arbitrary relative to the selection of data and their subsequent aggregation, 

most indicators of sustainability are based upon the assumption that a society must 

possess a stable environment, economy and social structure to be sustainable
443

.   Thus, to 

assess sustainability it is necessary to construct aggregated indicators to gauge each sub-

construct.  In turn, the indicators selected for these aggregated constructs must reflect 

some substantive aspect of a society‟s overall level of sustainability.  

 

Considering the structure of sustainability, we are faced with a number of 

questions as to what indicators to use, what weight they should receive, and how they 
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should be structured relative to overall sustainability and its sub constructs.  Through 

addressing these issues we can refine an indicator that assesses sustainability in various 

domains.  However, regardless of the level of methodological stringency applied to the 

model being used here, methods for assessing sustainability are diverse and each can 

contribute some element to the greater discussion of sustainability and time use.  With 

this in mind, this section first addresses the development of sustainability assessment 

from both a theoretical and methodological perspective.  

 

The development of sustainability assessment originates from a number of 

disciplinary backgrounds ranging from ecology to economics and engineering.  For 

instance, studies of sustainable economics either focus on creating financially solvent 

economic systems or focus on developing economic activities that do not compromise 

environmental or social systems
444

.  Additionally, sustainability can be applied to many 

aspects of product design that address issues of product efficiency and environmental 

impact
445

.   Each of these subfields attempts to assess the social, economic or 

environmental aspects of a system.  Initially, most of the explicit work in sustainability 

aims to address the environmental aspects of sustainability
446

.  However, one could also 

argue that implicit thinking about sustainability has existed in a wide variety of research 

and theory dating far back.  For instance, early social theorists ranging from Marx to 
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Malthus questioned the ability of various aspects of society or the environment to tolerate 

certain activities such as labor exploitation or large-scale resource consumption.  

 

More conventional discussions of sustainability usually stem from work that deals 

with issues of environmental sustainability.  Much of the early work on assessing 

sustainability originated from analyses that attempted to assess the functioning of 

ecosystems
447

 or the impact of various factors such as pollution or development on an 

environment
448

.   As theories and research relating to sustainability developed it became 

increasingly apparent that the environmental aspects of sustainability only represent one 

dimension of a greater system that also involves social and economic issues.  With these 

developments it also became evident that sustainability can only be explained as a 

complex system of interdependent factors.  For instance, it is difficult to understand a 

society‟s level of sustainability without understanding the relationship between social and 

environmental factors.  Thus, the assessment of sustainability has traditionally relied 

upon quantifying individual factors and then placing them into a greater theoretical 

context that considers this system.  For instance, to gain an understanding of the impact 

of pollution on society it is first necessary to quantify what type and how much pollution 

there is, and then ascertain how it directly or indirectly affects social and environmental 

systems.  
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Assessing an entire society‟s level of sustainability first requires a conceptual 

basis for subsequent analysis.  Although there is some debate as to the exact meaning of 

sustainability
449

, one commonly accepted definition is: “Meets the needs of the present 

without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs."
450

  This 

definition, along with others similar to it, represents a theoretical basis for empirical 

analysis.  Mostly notable in this regard is the notion of a system not using its 

environment, people or economic resources beyond the point where it can be supported 

indefinitely.  Also, in a more general capacity most theories of sustainability make the 

case that a sustainable system does not produce side effects which excessively infringe on 

the operation of some other aspect of the system
451

.  For instance, it would be difficult to 

consider an economic system sustainable if it resulted in widespread social problems and 

environmental degradation. 

 

Environmental Sustainability 

 Relative to assessing environmental impact, most analyses of environmental 

sustainability focus on assessing resource usage and production
452

, infrastructure, 
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environmental degradation
453

 and biodiversity
454

.  Most assessments of these variables 

aim to compare observed patterns of behavior with either best practices as judged through 

other research or to assess existing consumption patterns relative to what has been 

determined that an environment can sustain
455

.   For instance, on a global level there have 

been many studies that attempt to calculate how many people the earth can support at a 

certain standard of living
456

.  Such methods also apply well to both case studies of large 

regions and individual countries.  Also, such methods are applicable for the purposes of 

cross-national comparison.  One notable recent example of cross national environmental 

sustainability assessment is the Environmental Sustainability Index study compiled by the 

Yale Center for Environmental Law and Policy
457

.  The Yale study used cross-national 

data on resource production and consumption, along with other variables, to assess 

environmental sustainability in the developed world.  Generally, speaking the 

methodology used for the Environmental Sustainability Index assumes that multiple 

criteria must be satisfied for an environmentally sustainable outcome.  However, the ESI 

does not consider the broader impact of various environmental situations on social or 

economic structures.  
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One theme that can be derived from a number of the contemporary measures of 

environmental sustainability is the aversion to what some have deemed “narrow 

scientism”
458

.  Specifically, most accepted measures of sustainability focus on the 

systematic nature of assessment rather than on the specific relationships found between 

certain variables.  Also, it is quite reasonable to argue that it is difficult to understand the 

meaning of a specific relationship without considering the greater context in which it 

occurs.  Ultimately, environmental sustainability represents a theoretical basis from 

which to judge other aspects of how societies operate.  Also, one can argue that 

environmental considerations occupy a primary position in terms of determining a 

society‟s wellbeing since the environment represents basis for all subsequent economic 

and social activity; however, as the subsequent discussion will show, both social and 

economic sustainability have an equally prominent place in determining the success of a 

society.  

 

Environmental sustainability is arguably at the core of theories of sustainability 

primarily because it was the first topic explored at any length.  Also, ecosystems can be 

used as a convenient analogy for how social and economic systems operate.  There are a 

number of methods for calculating a community‟s level of sustainability in addition to 

assessing how sustainability relates to a given resource or other item.  Also, there a 

number of theoretical premises that can help guide an analysis of environmental 

sustainability.  As mentioned before, analyses of sustainability are contingent upon 
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measuring the productive ability of an environment along with its ability to maintain a 

population, certain amount of the consumption of various resources and pollution.   From 

this idea we can view environmental sustainability as the characteristics of a system 

relative to these factors.  From a methodological perspective, maintaining the proper 

scope of analysis and selecting the proper variables is essential to assessing the 

sustainability of a given subject.  If one fails to place a subject in the proper scope the 

resulting analysis may provide inaccurate results.  

 

For instance, a product might claim a high level of energy efficiency relative to its 

operation.  However, if the product requires large amounts of energy to produce and also 

causes significant amounts of pollution then the product most likely is not as sustainable 

as if it were judged by its total energy consumption.  To take another example, if we are 

assessing the impact of recycling on a community, a poorly conducted analysis might 

note a positive impact to be found in a high level of recycling.  However, one could 

further analyze the situation and note that a high level of recycling in some instances is 

due to a high level of consumption and subsequent waste.  Although one could argue that 

recycling is a positive thing relative to achieving sustainability, reducing consumption 

and limiting waste prove to be more positive steps.  Such methodological dilemmas 

emerge both in the assessment of individual behavior and on a national scale.  Also, they 

allude to the ambiguity of many situations relating to sustainability and its proper 

assessment. 
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In terms of general approaches, the concept of environmental impact or ecological 

foot print has a prominent place in assessing sustainability.  Both these concepts are 

geared towards assessing the level of impact a community or another entity has on the 

environment.  One of the most prominent examples of environmental impact assessment 

is the NEPA (National Environmental Policy Act) requirement of the EPA.  The NEPA 

statute which was enacted in 1969 mandated that certain projects be assessed in terms of 

their environmental impact.
459

  In addition to this, environmental impact analysis has also 

become common for communities and other discrete social units.
460

   For instance, a good 

amount of work has been done to assess the level of sustainability of various large 

metropolitan areas such as San Francisco, California and Seattle, Washington
461

.  These 

assessments often incorporate measures of both environmental impact, resource usage, 

and also various aspects of a community‟s social and economic operation such as social 

capital.  Additionally, similar research has been conducted with specific aspects of a 

community or a region such as how sustainable agriculture is
462

 or how successful a 

community is in terms of maintaining a functioning economy 
463
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In addition to impact assessment, research in environmental sustainability also 

addresses issues of resource production and consumption along with a variety of research 

that addresses the interrelationships among behavior, policy and environmental 

outcomes.  Such research might address issues of how fuel taxation might lead to more 

efficient automobiles
464

 or how land use regulation may positively or negatively affect 

housing affordability.   Environmental outcomes are of particular interest since they 

enable us to access the connection between environmental outcomes and other structures 

such as economic practices or social mores.   

 

Relative to specific areas of analysis, it is useful to consider energy consumption 

since much energy is used of what dictates consumption patterns in industrialized 

societies is contingent upon how much and how efficiently energy resources are 

managed.  Additionally, topics relating to land use and natural resources production are 

another prominent factor to consider since they allude to how a society has integrated 

with its environment.  Also, along these lines a proper understanding of the role that 

infrastructure has to play in resource consumption and various other social and economic 

factors is useful.  Specifically, an analysis of land use habits relative to levels of 

urbanization and population density are useful to gaining an understanding of 

sustainability since both land use patterns and infrastructure influence resources 

consumption, along with social and economic activity.  Finally, it is useful to consider the 
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nature of pollution both in terms of its impact and how it relates to other structures such 

as resource consumption and infrastructure. 

 

 Social and Economic Sustainability 

  As discussed in prior chapters, social sustainability generally is comprised of 

issues that either relate to the well being of a community or the welfare of individuals.  

On one level or another, thinkers dating back to the classical and enlightenment 

philosophers such as Plato
465

 and Locke
466

 have questioned what is both the natural and 

ideal arrangement of society and what is the proper role of the individual within society.  

For instance, Plato‟s Republic theorizes about the ideal arrangement of society.  Also, if 

you consider concepts such as Locke‟s theory of natural rights or the social contract such 

ideas ultimately allude to the idea that social standards must provide for the ability to live 

a certain way.   

 

Assessing social sustainability is a slightly more complicated task than assessing 

environmental sustainability.  Although it is possible to argue that society, or economies, 

mimic ecosystems in that they are complex interdependent systems, the difficulty in 

assessing social and economic indicators stems from their often ambiguous and 

controversial nature relative to assessing what is equitable and or desirable for society.   

For instance, much of classical economics focuses on the use of abstractions that pay 
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little attention to the actual well being of the average citizen
467

.  Also, concepts such as 

the level of inequality, individualism or collectivism in a society are often rather 

subjective in terms of what is appropriate.  For instance, a common question is what 

amount of individualism should be promoted in society versus the interests of the 

collective
468

.  However, regardless of the debates surrounding these topics there does 

appear to be some level of consensus regarding many aspects of the social structure and 

economic composition of a modern society.  

 

Additionally, research in social and economic sustainability must also address 

issues relating to the proper balance between the interests of the individual and that of the 

rest of society.  One of the more prominent questions is: How many resources are certain 

individuals entitled to if there is some type of need elsewhere in society?   Such questions 

can be framed in either economic terminology, most likely that which relates to issues of 

individual welfare over the productivity of an entire economic system or, relative to 

ideological and cultural variables.  With respect to the latter, one very prominent question 

that contemporary research often addresses is the amount of social and economic liberty 

an individual should possess versus the amount of power the state should have for 

managing that freedom
469

.  
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Aside from these general aspects of social sustainability assessment there are also 

a number of specific topics relating to different social structures and subjects that are of 

interest.  In general, research in social sustainability can be divided into the assessment of 

either individual or collective variables.  

 

The assessment of social sustainability on an individual level typically involves 

assessing the quality of life and welfare of individuals
470

.  Quality of life can be generally 

defined as any trait that contributes to an individual‟s welfare or his/her position in 

society
471

.  Thus, variables such as education and health status are of interest since they 

typically have an important influence on an individual‟s existence.  Although there is 

some debate as to what an optimal standard of living should resemble, generally speaking 

a high standard of living usually refers to possessing adequate material and or financial 

resources while maintaining meaningful social relationships and a productive position in 

society.  With this in mind, it is useful to consider the variables mentioned relative to the 

qualities of an individual since they no doubt contribute to his or her standard of living in 

addition to other variables such as material consumption, attitudes relating to happiness 

and personal safety, marital status and other social relationships, along with employment 

status.  It is worth noting here that time use can also be seen as contributing directly to an 

individual‟s quality of life in a fashion similar to the other variables mentioned. 

 

                                                 
470

 Pannozzo, L., Colman, R., (2004). GPIAC, Working Time and the Future of Work in 

Canada, GPIAC. Retrieved: Jul 21, 2007. Website: 

http://gpiatlantic.org/publications/summaries/workhourssumm.pdf  
471

  Sen, A., Hawthorn, G., Muellbauer, T., (1988). The Standard Of Living. Cambridge 

University Press. 



 222 

The assessment of social sustainability on a group level is similar to individual 

assessment in that it is primarily concerned with equity and welfare
472

.  Research of this 

nature can assess things such as how various social groups are either systematically 

advantaged or disadvantaged relative to various outcomes
473

.  However, sustainability on 

a group level must address these issues while considering cultural and ideological 

variables, individuals, and social structures such as religion and government.  This is 

evidenced through a number of the works that form the basis for this analysis.  If we 

consider Epsing Anderson‟s typology of welfare states and Goodin et al‟s application of 

this typology to time use it becomes evident how cultural and governmental variables can 

influence sustainable outcomes. 

 

  Regarding more specific topics, one of the better conceptual representations of 

social sustainability is the concept of social capital
474

.  Social capital can be represented 

either at an individual or at an institutional level.
475

  Social capital at the individual level 

can be represented by both the nature and quantity of individual activities that contribute 

to the well being of a community and its members.   Individual considerations such as 

education, professional and other skills can be seen as being relevant.  In terms of 

activities, social capital relies upon how individuals relate to their communities.  For 
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instance, a person who possesses many skills and is involved in the community can be 

seen as contributing to a high level of social capital both through their involvement and 

the application of their skills to the community.  In a similar vein, social capital can 

represent group social activities that are not dependent upon individual skills.  For 

instance, social groups such as bowling leagues or church groups provide an opportunity 

for socialization and networking independent of the demographics of the individuals 

involved
476

.   

 

In terms of assessing social capital, there are two methods that can contribute to 

our understanding of a country's overall level of social capital based upon the data 

available.  The first method is to look at the percentage of individuals involved in social 

capital related activities such voting or being involved in civic activities.  It is presumed 

that the more involved people are in their community in terms of participation the higher 

the level of social capital such communities will exhibit.  The second method is less 

direct, but it can serve a similar purpose.  By looking at people‟s attitudes relating to their 

confidence in social institutions one can reasonably infer that if people possess a high 

opinion of an institution they will likely be supportive of it and involved with it
477

.  

 

At the institutional level, the most commonly used method for assessing social 

capital is assessing the strength of social institutions including religious, educational and 
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civic groups
478

.  Although there are a number of methods for assessing the strength of 

institutions, public opinion and indices of performance provide relatively useful and 

readily available information as to the strength of a public institution.  Also, we can 

gauge social capital through the strength of informal social relationships such as social 

networks found in communities and other organizations.  High levels of social capital 

contribute to sustainability through a number of mechanisms.  Past research has shown 

that in communities in which civic involvement is high there are lower levels of adverse 

social phenomena such as crime and corruption
479

.  Thus, civic engagement is useful in 

and of itself, along with indirectly hindering the development of social phenomena that 

could harm society.  Also, social capital contributes to the economic efficiency of a 

community through fostering informal networks of assistance
480

.  For instance, neighbors 

may be able to watch each other‟s children or assist in other matters and in doing such 

actions save community member‟s money for other purposes.  Also at this level, it useful 

to consider indicators of group social welfare such a rates of child poverty, imprisonment, 

crime, divorce and child abuse.   

 

Aside from social capital, other aspects of individual‟s social lives such as social 

structures can be seen as playing a role in social sustainability.  For instance, a society‟s 

level of social and economic equality has been shown to play a prominent role in the long 
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term sustainability of most social groups.
481

   One good example of this is research that 

has been done to suggest the more equal a society is the better the overall health of its 

inhabitants will be
482

.  Additionally, there is also the issue of merit and achievement; it is 

arguably easier to maintain a meritocracy in an egalitarian society than one that is not 

since it is reasonable to presume that high levels of inequality will hinder social mobility.  

Also, inequality can be related to individual outcomes such as level of education and 

health status
483

.  The most commonly accepted indicator of economic inequality is the 

Gini Coefficient which measures the distribution of wealth in a society.  While all 

societies exhibit some level of inequality, societies that are so unequal that they fail to 

meet individual needs and fail to reward efforts in an equitable manner often face 

tremendous problems, both in terms of economic inefficiency and in some extreme cases 

political turmoil.  Also, in a manner similar to social capital, an individual‟s personal 

relationships can play a part in social sustainability since it is arguably the case that 

stable, well structured families make the lives of both adults and children more 

productive and enriched.  Finally, we should consider the role of culture, both in terms of 

creating social institutions that promote the welfare of the individual and the group along 

with cultural norms that facilitate identity and perceptions about various relevant topics 

such work and time use within a society.  For example, one could argue that through 
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assessing different policies related to work and time use, liberal capitalist societies such 

as the United States possess a significantly different view of work and leisure than does a 

country such as France.  

 

In addition to issues that relate to individuals and groups, matters of governance 

and infrastructure are also of importance to social sustainability.  Arguably, at the core of 

most theories of modern democratic government is the idea that a government must serve 

the needs of its citizens while balancing the interests of various specific constituents.   In 

developed countries this is quite prominent since all modern states possess some type of 

social welfare system in addition to investing in public infrastructure and the economy.  

There are a number of methods for assessing how government contributes to social and 

other forms of sustainability.  One method is to analyze policy geared directly towards 

sustainability-related topics.  One might question how does government policy contribute 

towards social equity or how does policy help improve resource efficiency and limit 

pollution?  However, if that is not possible it is also feasible to look at general statistics 

relating to social welfare, as well as document environmental and infrastructure 

expenditures.  Additionally, we can also consider the public‟s perception of government 

along with how taxes are used both to fund public ventures and maintain social equity. 

 

Economic sustainability 

Theories of sustainable economics address many of the same issues as social 

sustainability, such as equity and balance amongst competing social, economic and 

environmental interests.  Some analyses have focused on the economic and social impact 
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of the distribution of wealth through an economy
484

.  Others have presented models of the 

impact of living wages on an economy
485

.   However, economic sustainability must also 

address issues specific to economic transactions and the structure of economic systems
486

.   

Much like social sustainability, theories of sustainable economics often rely upon the idea 

of creating an economic system which is productive, efficient and maintains social equity 

while not overburdening the natural environment
487

.  For example, many who argue for 

greater levels of economic equality or living wages implicitly make this argument.  Also, 

sustainable economics concerns itself with the development of indicators which reflect 

tangible progress in economies.  This is evidenced through much of the work done by 

groups such as GPI Atlantic Canada
488

. 

 

As the prior discussion of the Genuine Progress Index notes, some measures of 

economic progress represent abstractions which do not reflect actual improvement in 

people‟s lives or well being.  Indicators such as the gross domestic product and incomes 

that are not adjusted for the cost of living can often be deceptive in terms of reflecting the 

actual state of people‟s lives.   With this in mind it is necessary to create indicators which 

assess both traditional measures of productivity and wealth, such as GDP and per capita 
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income, along with measures that ascertain less traditional aspects of community and 

individual welfare such as resource consumption and public health outcomes.  

 

Much like social sustainability, the area of sustainable economics entails a 

number of basic dilemmas and subjects.  The most prominent of these different issues is 

the relationship between economic efficiency, or productivity, and equity.  For the sake 

of further discussion it is first useful to develop some working definitions of efficiency, 

productivity and equity. What defines efficiency can typically be divided into two 

approaches.  The first approach is somewhat limited in scope in that it only considers the 

immediate costs of a transaction for one party, while second is broader and considers 

indirect costs as well social and environmental considerations.  For instance, the first 

definition might consider the production of consumer goods via low wage labor to be 

highly efficient from the perspective of the manufacturer.  However, when considered in 

the broader context of the second definition featuring the social and economic costs of 

low wage labor to society, such labor becomes significantly less efficient since the cost 

saving of cheap labor to an employer is effectively transferred to the employee and the 

rest of society through poverty and other social and economic problems associated with 

lower than living wages. Additionally, this conceptualization of efficiency can be applied 

to the cost of goods directly.  Thus, an inexpensive good efficiently produced via the first 

conceptualization of efficiency may in fact be quite inefficient when judged relative to 

the second conceptualization.  Thus, we find our selves in a dualistic situation in which 

one definition of efficiency is frequently at odds with the other.  In terms of analyzing 

various situations it is necessary to be able to properly assess the impact of a certain 
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activity relative to specific actors and the overall situation.  One could make the case the 

narrow definition of efficiency is frequently relevant to specific actors while the second 

definition of efficiency is more useful for society-wide analyses and policy making. 

 

Defining productivity follows a similar line of thinking in that frequently the 

limited conceptualization of productivity disregards other factors that may contribute to 

the situation and may be less than productive.  For instance, an often quoted statistic 

notes that per capita America‟s GDP is higher than the French
489

.  However, when 

considered relative to per hour productivity and the number of people in the work force, 

the French are more productive than the Americans.  When this situation is considered 

broadly, including the high rates of stress-related illnesses, obesity, and other potentially 

overwork-related problems, one could argue that American society is not as productive as 

it may superficially appear.     

 

Using this basic example as a starting place one could conclude that to properly 

measure productivity it is necessary to gauge the context and long term impact of the 

productive activity.  Ultimately, such assessment may conclude that more narrowly 

defined productivity is not necessarily better in terms of maintaining productivity over 

the long run.  A good analogy for this is measuring the amount of energy released 

through the explosion of a pound of TNT verses a pound of gasoline.  Although TNT will 

release more energy in a short period of time, the gasoline possesses more energy per 
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pound and can be used for potentially more productive ends such as running an internal 

combustion engine. 

 

 Finally, equity can be defined in a variety of ways.  In a general sense, equity 

implies something that is fair; in terms of a discussion of sustainability, equity can be 

seen as alluding to a situation that is fair, or sustainable.  Although the subsequent 

discussions note that equity in things such employment can be conceptualized in a 

number of ways, fundamentally a situation that is equitable can be seen as one in which 

individual or group needs are met without interfering with others or the greater 

environment. 

 

In general there are two ways to view the situation relating to productivity namely 

efficiency and equity.  The conventional manner regards productivity and efficiency as 

being at odds with equity
490

.  For instance, under this assumption a manufacturer would 

be inclined to pay his or her employees as little as possible so as to maximize profit while 

minimizing production cost.  In this instance the welfare and prosperity of the worker is 

seen as being at odds with efficiency and productivity.  However, an alternative view of 

this situation is one in which productivity and efficiency are positively related to equity, 

both relative to individual workers and society as a whole.  Using the prior example in a 

somewhat different manner, we could argue that low wages are in fact quite expensive 

for both workers and employers since workers have no incentive to work harder than the 

minimum required to maintain their jobs.  Additionally, low wages may also lead the best 
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workers to leave for better paying jobs when they get the chance.   Also, wages that are 

not sufficient may also contribute to stress associated with poverty along with a 

suboptimal standard of living for both workers and those who depend upon them, an 

outcome which in turn can mean children of those families receive only a limited 

education, which limits their future productivity. 

 

Although one could argue that productivity could be motivated through 

managerial aggression, deliberate structural unemployment and constant fear of being 

fired
491

 such methods ultimately prove to be in conflict with meeting the parameters of a 

sustainable and just society.  Thus, it is possible that productivity and efficiency might be 

best served through maintaining equity in terms of compensation and other factors such 

as workplace climate and worker involvement in decision making.  In this instance the 

crucial difference between these models is how productivity and efficiency are defined. 

In the traditional model, what defines productivity and efficiency is relatively limited 

while a model that considers sustainability is far broader in terms of factors it considers.  

Ultimately, this breadth in assessment alludes to one of the fundamental strengths of 

sustainability-related assessment in that models of sustainability have an inclination to 

consider all relevant factors that may be disregarded in traditional models. 

 

Questions relating to the distribution of resources represent another fundamental 

dilemma of sustainable economics.  Issues of distribution have both a strong practical and 

normative element.  Relative to the practical side of distribution as the example of 
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efficiency and equity highlights, people must have their needs met to be productive 

members of society.  For example, if people are not fed, clothed and adequately sheltered 

they most likely will not be able to work as well as those who are.  When this does not 

occur suboptimal situations can arise in both individual welfare and society at large.  A 

good example of this is found in developing countries in which levels of economic and 

social inequality are high.  Save for the privileged elite, most people do not possess the 

resources to better themselves through education or enterprise.  In extreme instances they 

are not nourished enough to function in an adequate fashion.  Although there is a 

discernable logic that can be attached to questions of distribution there is also a normative 

element that is reflective of differing renditions of society and individuals.  As prior 

discussion have noted various, philosophers and social theorists ranging from Marx
492

 to 

Rawls
493

 have postulated as to the proper distribution of wealth and what defines an 

adequate standard of living for an individual. 

 

 Generally speaking, we find that questions of distribution of resources beyond 

what can be earned through labor fall into two general camps.  The individualist 

perspective would maintain that people are entitled to their property and whatever they 

can earn beyond that.  In contrast, the egalitarian perspective would maintain that for 

society to be productive or fair individuals should be more or less equal and resources 

should be distributed based, at least in part, upon who needs them the most.  Thus, 

assessing issues of distribution can vary greatly based upon one‟s perspective.  For 

instance, if we consider the example of the workers again, we could imagine or present a 
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number of distribution analyses that vary based upon one‟s perspective.  One analysis 

might note the need for workers to have a full share in profits of their work and hence a 

limiting of the employer‟s profits.  A second analysis might have no issues with profit 

provided the workers are adequately compensated, while a third might have no issues 

with profit regardless of the level of compensation of the workers.  In any of these 

instances the analysis of distribution is contingent upon the value system of the analyst.    

However, regardless of the value system of the analyst it is still possible to apply an 

empirical analysis to most of these situations that considers the costs and benefits of each 

separate scenario.  

 

In addition to some of the basic debates of sustainable economics there is also the 

matter of subjects and level of analysis.  Generally speaking, analysis in sustainable 

economics is divided into macro or micro level studies that deal with either the viability 

of an entire economy or the economic status of individuals.  On the macro level it is 

useful to consider the overall productivity of an economy along with the impact such 

productivity has on the environment and the welfare of individuals. Relative to micro-

economic analysis, issues relating to the nature of employment and also individual 

economic welfare are of particular interest.  Analyses on both these levels can integrate 

topics and theories discussed above. For instance, an analysis of a country‟s economy 

might consider the nature of its productivity measured by traditional indicators such as 

GDP in addition to analysis that considers the social and environmental cost of economic 
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activity
494

.   It is also useful to consider the relationship between government policy and 

the functioning of the economy, both regarding individual economics and how economic 

policy relates to business.  For example, it would be useful to see how government 

regulation influences productivity or how government policy can be used to create an 

atmosphere conducive to business. There are a number of methods for assessing these 

factors which include the analysis of taxation and redistribution along with the impact of 

regulation on business. 

 

Also, analyses of macroeconomic structures can be related to our understanding 

of the micro economic conditions of individuals.  One example of this would be an 

analysis of structural unemployment that might help explain poverty, economic 

inequality and a variety of other social and economic behaviors.  Relative to micro level 

analysis, one can gain much insight into individuals‟ lives through studying how they 

work, or don‟t, and how they use their economic resources.  Thus, factors such as 

employment, unemployment and informal labor are of interest.  Specifically, it is useful 

to the greater analysis of sustainability to note levels of equity in individuals‟ 

compensation, the stability of their employment, their level of consumption and overall 

financial status.  Additionally, it is possible to view informal, or unpaid economic activity 

from an economic perspective so as to gain further understanding of how such activities 

contribute to individuals‟ economic existence.  
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In addition to these aspects of economic sustainability, measures of sustainable 

economics also gauge the efficiency of an economy relative to its resource consumption 

and its impact on the environment
495

.  In classical market economics things such as 

pollution, resource depletion and social exploitation are often ignored or are deemed 

“externalities” since they do not have a direct economic value assessed to them or the 

costs of such things are not borne by various parties to the transaction.
496

   However, most 

approaches to sustainable economics tend to rely on a method which is known as “full 

cost accounting” which takes into consideration the total economic cost of certain 

activities even though these may be indirect costs not associated with the immediate 

participants of a certain transaction
497

.  Ultimately, theories of economic sustainability 

attempt to create equilibrium between the need for economic productivity and the need to 

maintain an equitable social and environmental system. 

 

 

Methodological and conceptual issues related to assessing sustainability 

Measures of sustainability possess some limitations, both in their theoretical 

development and in the development of specific indicators.  One prominent example of 

the theoretical limitations of measures of sustainability is in the concept of full cost 
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accounting.  Although there are definite methodologies for assessing the impact of 

various behaviors on individuals or other aspects of society, there remains a certain 

degree of ambiguity in terms of assessing the “true” impact of an activity.  Most of this 

uncertainty stems some from the complex and somewhat arbitrary nature of theories of 

sustainability.  Since sustainability not only measures discreet items but also pertains to 

entire systems, it is often difficult to assess the true impact of one activity on the entirety 

of the system.  For instance, a product such as a hybrid car might claim to be more 

environmentally responsible than a conventional automobile; however, such claims 

become more ambiguous when one considers the additional cost and hence social 

exclusion that may occur from such products.  Another example might consider the 

relative value of policy placing emphasis on social welfare and maintaining a high 

standard of living over resource conservation.  

 

Also, theories of sustainability are often developed with a certain set of values in 

mind.  For instance, quality of life has been a primary consideration of research related to 

sustainability.
498

  However, the definition of what exactly represents a quality existence is 

somewhat arbitrary and controversial.  For instance, one can ask questions such as 

whether free time is more valuable than a high material standard of living, or what type 

of living arrangements (e.g., urban versus suburban living) result in a desirable lifestyle.  

Thus, the conclusions derived from research that is grounded in one system of values are 

often in conflict with those based on other ideologies.  Also, this problem is compounded 
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by the complex systems that measures of sustainability must assess.  It is often the case 

that conclusions are ambiguous in terms of their ultimate impact on society.  For instance, 

research might conclude that a certain economic activity has a positive impact on social 

equity while simultaneously interfering with resource consumption, which to some extent 

can be seen in the availability of inexpensive fossil fuels.  In this instance we are 

confronted with a situation in which there is no definitive resolution to all of the 

problems associated with the situation.  However, such issues ultimately lead to one of 

the more challenging and fundamental questions of sustainability, which is: What is an 

equitable balance among different and often competing values within a  society? 

 

Aside from the theoretical issues associated with measuring sustainability, many 

measures of sustainability-related topics have been questioned both in terms of their 

methodology and objectives.  Two rather prominent instances of this are assessing green 

building approaches and measuring the total effects of products over their lifespan.   

Relative to green building practices, the standard LEED
499

 criteria for green building 

along with various measures of energy efficiency
500

 have been widely criticized for only 

considering certain aspects of construction such as the use of environmentally sensitive 

materials and basing measurements of energy efficiency on comparative rather than 

absolute indicators.
501

  One example cited by critics of green building is the application 
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of green building certification to extremely large houses and vacation homes.  In either 

instance critics note that the certification‟s disregard for the excessive size or indulgent 

nature of the structure effectively negates any real environmental gain achieved through 

other practices such as thick insulation or water-saving fixtures.  Ultimately, such 

criticisms make the case that such indicators disregard broader social, environmental and 

economic processes and effects.  Thus, we must pay attention to the basis of comparison 

when considering how sustainability is assessed. 

 

Another area where research in sustainability has demonstrated its methodological 

limitations is in the analysis of product life cycles.  Much of the research relating to life 

cycle analysis of products considers indicators such as the energy required to produce the 

product, its expected life span, and the ease with which it can be recycled
502

.  Although 

such life cycle analysis possesses a certain degree of utility it highlights one of the 

drawbacks in many contemporary measures of sustainability.  More extensive measures 

of the impact of a product on the environment as well as economic and social activities 

might produce differing results.  For instance, if the narrower measure were applied to 

automobiles it would fail to note that the used car market provides an economically 

viable alternative to new automobiles, and that this market enables lower income people 

to be able to afford inexpensive transportation.  Also, such models often neglect the 

informal utility of recycled products.  Notable examples of this would be recycling of 
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building materials from demolished buildings or the reuse of parts from wrecked cars. 

Such practices represent the most efficient form of recycling since materials do not need 

to be reduced to a basic form through processing.   However, recent analyses of product 

life cycles by-and-large fail to consider such behaviors.  If the conclusions of such 

analyses were implemented, however, the shortcomings of such approaches would 

become apparent.  

 

In the instances mentioned, narrower measures of product life cycles would 

effectively rate a car that will last only as long as one owner or a structure in which the 

building materials cannot readily be reused in the same way as products that can be 

reused.  Perceivably, the net effect on society is to understate the usefulness of certain 

products and constrain individual behavior to a very myopic range of potential.   

Ultimately, such practices could prove problematic in terms of their social and 

environmental consequences since they fail to consider all forms of efficiency. 

 

Many of the limitations of the indicators used in assessing sustainability stem 

from the relatively new nature of sustainability research combined with the often limited 

means of researchers studying the topic.  However, regardless of the limitations of these 

indicators they do represent a starting place for future research.  Also, they depict the 

necessity for research related to sustainability to both assess individual variables and 

contextualize such analysis into a greater framework which addresses issues not directly 

related to the topic being assessed.   Additionally, there is also the issue of the limitations 
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of forecasting future conditions since it is often difficult to project how complex systems 

might change over a given period of time, especially over longer periods of time.  

 

Measuring Sustainability 

To measure sustainability this study relies primarily upon sub-indicators 

developed to gauge various aspects of sustainability that are then combined into an 

aggregate measure of sustainability.  Also, for the sake of instrumental comparison and 

further analysis, this study incorporates other indicators used in prior assessments of 

sustainability.  

 

The assessment of sustainability requires that both specific indicators and general 

concepts be measured.  Thus, it is necessary for us to be able to measure indicators that 

deal with specific topics, and combine such indicators to form aggregates that allude to a 

society‟s performance on a more conceptual and broader level.   Since it is difficult to 

compare indicators that are significantly different from one another in what they measure, 

a system must be developed that gives this diversity consideration and yet combines 

information in a meaningful way.  One method of accomplishing this task is to divide 

indicators into logical categories such as social attitudes or resource usage, standardize 

the results of such information, and then combine them into an aggregated indicator of a 

subcategory such as social sustainability.   However, two critical issues of this method 

involve the amount of influence assigned to each indicator along with the scale properties 

of the measurement used. 
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The scale used to measure sustainability is based upon an aggregated index that 

measures various aspects of sustainability which then can be compared on a cross 

national scale.  The primary reason for using a measure of this nature is that it can be 

derived from existing information and provides both an in-depth and thorough analysis. 

Also, the use of existing data provides a relatively tangible measure of sustainability 

when compared with absolute or hypothetical forecasts.  Generally speaking, we can 

divide sustainability assessment and methods forecasting into those methods that use 

existing measures to compare relative performance, and those methods that comply 

absolute measures, that is, measures which posit a hypothetical maximum performance 

through forecasting or abstraction.  Although absolute measures of sustainability are not 

feasible for this analysis, it must noted that they are ultimately desirable since they reflect 

what is theoretically necessary to achieve a sustainable society.  Relative to the 

application of this principle to this work, individual variables are assessed on a scale of 

zero to one, with zero representing an activity that is the least sustainable while one 

represents the most sustainable behavior or potential behavior.   

 

To calculate such a score from information relating to a variable, the variable is 

first assessed in terms of its absolute range.  For instance, infant mortality might range 

from 3 to 30 deaths per 1,000 births.  Thus, the observed variability for such an indicator 

would be 27.  Once the range for a variable is assessed, data relating to individual scores 

is compared to the range from zero and scaled to the standard measure.  For instance, a 

country with an infant mortality rate of 15 would have a standardized score of 

approximately .5, and a country with an infant mortality rate of 3 would have a score of 
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approximately .1.  This methodology allows us to create a standardized system of scaling 

variables that considers both their relative position and the performance in terms of 

absolute measures.  Using the example of infant mortality we can conclude that a country 

with an infant mortality rate of 3 outperforms one with a rate of 15; however, it is still not 

optimal when compared with the hypothetical ideal of a rate of 0.   

 

  These measures take into consideration the directionality of the variable being 

assessed.  In the instance of infant mortality, it is the case that the higher rate the less 

sustainable the society.  To account for this negative effect, the initial standardized value 

is subtracted from one.  The utility in using a measure of this nature is that it allows for a 

standard measure that depicts both the absolute value of an indicator while depicting the 

comparative range of subjects sampled through noting both the position of a variable on 

an absolute scale and noting its position relative to other variables.  Thus, a highly 

variable indicator will reflect such variation in its standardized score while a less variant 

index will do likewise.  Once individual scores are calculated the values can then be 

added and subsequently ranked to create an index of a subcategory of sustainability.  

Finally, it also is possible to use this methodology on the subcategory scales to ultimately 

create an all encompassing index of sustainability.  This is accomplished through 

standardizing the values of each sub-category, and then adding the result. 

 

The utility of using this methodology is that it provides a simple approach to 

gauging the relative standing of a country on a number of indicators that vary in topic and 

scope.  To help highlight the utility of this methodology consider the following example: 
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We are presented with an instance of having to compare apples, oranges and cars and 

bicycles.  Obviously, these items share little in common.  However, if we create an index 

for an individual variable such as apples and then combine the variables into nested 

categories such as “fruit” or “mechanical objects” it is then possible to create an index 

that assigns a reasonable value to the quality of a set of things when judged by a given set 

of criteria.  

 

Time use 

Time use represents the second major aspect of this analysis.  Time use faces 

methodological challenges similar to sustainability in that it must be judged relative to a 

complex system that considers social, economic and environmental factors.  However, 

unlike measures of sustainability, analyses of time use are ultimately contingent upon one 

scale of measurement (time).  Regardless of its apparent simplicity, the measurement of 

time use consists of differing methodologies, varying scope, and varying contexts, all of 

which possess certain strengths and limitations.  

 

The scope of time use research is also similar to assessments of sustainability in 

that it can occur at an individual level using variables such as work and leisure time.  

Alternatively, analysis can occur in groups such as families or communities using data 

relating to how families use their time or through analyzing how community structure 

affects such things as commuting or civic engagement.  Additionally, at the national level 

aggregated data on any of the aforementioned variables such as work time can allude to 

their overall status at a national level.  At each of these respective levels of analysis it is 
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possible to analyze the data relative to a variety of factors that are relevant both to time 

use and also issues of sustainability. 

 

Aside from issues relating to the scope of time use assessment, meaningful 

analyses of time use must be contextualized in social, economic and environmental terms. 

Through placing time use research into these contexts it is possible to gain a greater 

understanding of the factors governing time use.  With this in mind it is also useful to 

gain some understanding of the basic theoretical and methodological issues surrounding 

these relationships.  

 

Generally speaking, analyses of time use attempt to establish the impact of certain 

patterns of behavior both on time use itself and other variables such as money, social 

relationships or the environment.  Although time use in and of itself represents somewhat 

of an abstraction, analyses can gain much from understanding the context within which 

time is used and what value it has relative to other factors such social relationships or 

economic activity.  Thus, it is possible to describe time use patterns in terms of economic 

variables, such as work and also in compensation.  

 

Additionally, time use provides economic analyses with a pervasive variable 

through which to judge situations not typically assessed in an economic fashion.  For 

instance, time use can be one component of analyzing the economic value of informal 

labor along with any number of other variables.  Additionally, because such analyses can 

help us understand the relative balance between time use and money it is also possible to 
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analyze money/time dynamics.  One good example of this is Goodin et al.'s
503

 analysis of 

“discretionary time” in which they postulate that neither money or free time are 

particularly meaningful for most people without some amount of the other.    

 

One can also incorporate other social and environmental variables into an 

economic analysis of time use.  For instance, we might assess the impact of overwork in 

terms of health outcomes, social relationships and monetary costs.  Along similar lines an 

analysis of time use can focus primarily on social or environmental variables.  Socially 

oriented time use studies can help further our understanding of intra-family dynamics 

such as child rearing, marriage- and divorce-related issues.  Additionally, we can use 

analyses of time use to understand factors governing group or community social activity 

such as social capital.  Aside from social activity we can consider other social factors 

such as the influence of infrastructure on time use behavior along with exploring the 

relationship between various policies and time use patterns.  Finally, we can consider 

time use relative to environmental factors such as pollution and resource consumption.  

Environmental features such as geography and climate affect how people use their time.   

Regardless of the specific nature of a time use study it is fundamentally necessary to 

accurately define and contextualize the methodology and subsequent findings into a 

greater framework.  

 

Most studies of time use consist of a measurement of activity on a daily basis or 

over some other duration of time.  Studies such as the American Time Use Study
504

 or the 
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data compiled for the Multinational Time Use Study
505

 consist of data on daily time use 

that is collected through diaries kept by randomly selected respondents.  Although these 

data possess a great deal of utility for certain applications, they are limited both in terms 

of not noting long term trends in behavior and not being of a cross national and 

longitudinal nature.  For a study that attempts to gauge cross national time use and, 

primarily emphasizes working behavior, the use of annual and weekly data are more 

applicable to a study of this nature.  One can attribute this reasoning to the fact that daily 

time use studies do not take into account weekly or seasonal variations in work along 

with periodic events such as vacations.  

 

One prominent example of what occurs when one does not take this into 

consideration can be found in a study by Mark Aguiar and Erik Hurst
 506

.  In the Aguiar 

and Hurst study they concluded that American workers have more free time than their 

predecessors in the 1960‟s.  However, this analysis failed to note the effects of rising 

unemployment on workers with less education along with the fact that Americans take 

less annual vacation time than in the 1960‟s.  Granted there is utility in using daily time 

use activities to assess behaviors such as daily leisure and commuting time, a study that 

gauges the effects of work and time use on society is best represented through measuring 

weekly hours, total annual hours worked, annual vacation time and time, use patterns 

exhibited over a life time.  
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Sample Selection 

Countries studied in this analysis consist of developed or high income nations as 

defined by criteria developed by the World Bank
507

.  The rationale for using only 

developed nations in this analysis stems from two primary reasons.  First, the developed 

countries tend to be more consistent and stable than developing countries.  Thus, there 

exist circumstances that provide enough stability for research to discern the underlying 

structures being explored in this work.  In contrast, in less developed nations it often is 

the case that conditions can be so unbalanced and volatile that observed trends reveal 

little about the overall sustainability in a country.  For instance, the level of material 

efficiency tends to be quite high in many developing economies.  It often is the case that 

many people exist through picking through trash for recyclables that then can be sold.  

Although this and other behaviors represents a manifestation of a sustainable behavior, 

when the actions are considered in the context of the society in which they occur it 

becomes apparent that they represent little more than a manifestation of unsustainable 

social trends such as inequitable economic systems and repressive social structures.  

 

The second reason for excluding the developing world from an analysis of time 

use and sustainability is for the simple reason that reliable, complete information across a 

wide range of measures on these countries does not exist and the political, social and 

economic structures of these nations are so diverse that analysis that includes developing 

nations would need to include so many background variables that it would be 
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unmanageable.  There is also the problem of government manipulation of some of the 

reported statistics in non-democratic regimes. 

 

The analysis of the developed nations being studied here consists of both an 

analysis of all countries in the sample and various sub-analyses based upon specific 

selection criteria such as economic or cultural structure.  As discussed in chapter two, the 

nations and regions being studied here possess traits which set them apart from others.  In 

general this research adheres to the models of liberal, traditionalist and egalitarian 

welfare states.  As explained in Epsing-Anderson‟s work, The Three Worlds of Welfare 

Capitalism,
508

  much of what explains the structure of a country‟s welfare state and for 

that matter its government, and economy and a number of other social structures is its 

social ideology.  As mentioned before, the liberal, traditionalist or egalitarian model of a 

welfare state is rooted in either a social ideology that endorses capitalism (liberal), 

traditionalist
509

 social values, or egalitarian social values.  Epsing-Andreson then uses 

this basic assumption to describe how the welfare state has developed differently in 

nations of different cultural backgrounds.  For instance, liberal countries tend to take the 

perspective that welfare and entitlements should be minimal and actions of last resort, 

whereas traditionalist countries tend to take the position that social programs should be 

geared towards preserving the family and the traditional social structure of the country.  

As described in Epsing-Andreson‟s book, the liberal, traditionalist, and egalitarian 
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typology is more of a descriptive heuristic than an absolute catagorization.  For instance, 

a country such as Ireland possesses certain cultural traits that allow it to be described as 

being traditionalist.  However, Ireland also possesses an economic system and various 

other cultural traits that make it more liberal in nature. When judged as a whole, however, 

one can say with confidence that Ireland is more of a liberal country with some 

traditionalist values.  

 

Although some have been critical of the relatively arbitrary nature of Epsing-

Anderson‟s typology
510

 along with the issue of constantly evolving nature of social policy 

and social structures, it has been widely accepted as a useful conceptual tool through 

which various analyses of welfare states and governmental systems can be done.  

Generally speaking, countries fall into one category based primarily upon how their 

cultural values and economic systems influence their welfare policy.  In addition to 

influencing how cultural and economic values have influenced the development of 

welfare policy, it is possible to view Epsing-Anderson‟s  typology as alluding to the 

overall cultural and economic structure of a country.  Relative to the greater analysis of 

time use and sustainability it is reasonable to presume that Anderson‟s typology can be 

used as a proxy for various determinant factors of a country such as its culture, policies, 

and economy.  Although Anderson‟s typology is a useful conceptual tool for 

understanding the net effect of specific policy, social or economic variables, it represents 

only an intermediary to the greater analysis of time use and sustainability.  Thus, 
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comparisons are intended to ascertain the influence of these distinguishing factors on 

time use and a country‟s overall performance relative to issues of sustainability.   

 

Since this work deals with the issue of American exceptionalism, a comparison of 

the United States with Canada can provide much insight in to the distinguishing features 

of the United States.  Canada provides an excellent comparison to the United States since 

it is similar in geographic structure, culture and historical development.  However, 

Canada possesses many features that make it more resemble other developed countries 

such as those in Europe.  Specifically, Canada possesses a more extensive welfare state, 

greater levels of social equity, and more limited consumption patterns.  Considering these 

circumstances, a comparison of the United States and Canada can help explain the nature 

of American exceptionalism along with helping us understand how the United States 

compares to other nations. 

  

Another prominent analysis in this work focuses on the difference between 

countries that can be described as possessing a liberal economy and limited welfare state 

and those with a more controlled economy and extensive welfare state.  The United 

States, Great Britain, Canada, Australia, Ireland and New Zealand represent states that 

possess a liberal orientation.  Traditionalist countries such as France, Germany, Japan and 

Italy can be considered somewhere in between, while other countries such as those in 

Scandinavia can be considered examples of less liberal countries with comprehensive 

welfare states.  
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Along these lines it is useful to explore the influence of Anglo Saxon culture, 

through a comparison of Great Britain with Europe and a comparison of all Anglo-Saxon 

nations with the other countries being analyzed.  These comparisons are done in an effort 

to test the validity of the hypothesis that there are cultural aspects of protestant culture 

that make such cultures‟ version of capitalism unique when compared with other cultures.   

Also it is possible to contextualize this proposition to Anderson‟s typology since the 

Anglo Saxon countries all can be described as being liberal welfare states.  

 

 

Additional analysis 

It is also possible to use the data from this measure to perform a number of 

statistical analyses which then can be used to further substantiate the hypotheses of this 

work.  Although these tests are not performed in this research due to the interest of 

maintaining some semblance of brevity, it is still useful to discuss them in the context of 

future research.  The most prominent of these analyses consists of testing the data used 

for consistency of rank.  Using a Multivariate Analysis of Variance to test the scores of 

countries sampled it is possible to test the hypothesis that countries generally perform 

consistently at a certain level of sustainability.  Using this approach it is also possible to 

test the hypothesis that there is likely a strong relationship between performing well in 

one area of sustainability and performance throughout the other measures.  Although 

correlations are presented for this analysis, a factor analysis would be helpful in revealing 

more systematic trends in the variables studied.  Finally, it is possible to do a factor 
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analysis of the countries studied to determine if certain groups of countries tend to cluster 

around a certain level of sustainability or demonstrate some other pattern.  

 

Variable Categorization 

The selection categories for aggregate analysis are based upon both how 

individual variables relate to one another on a conceptual level, and how they fit into the 

greater context of the analysis at hand.  Also, by grouping variables based upon certain 

theoretical or methodological approaches it allows us to compare both traditional and 

non-traditional measures of performance.  For instance, we can compare how traditional 

measures of economic performance, such as GDP growth, relate to non-traditional 

measures such as resource consumption per GDP dollar or the total cost to society of a 

certain type of economic activity.  Also, aggregations are categorized in such a manner as 

to permit the hierarchical organization of categories.  For instance, the average cost of 

housing can be seen as describing an aspect of an individual‟s economic existence while 

simultaneously contributing to an understanding of the greater economic situation in the 

country being studied.  

 

Indicator Categorization 

The following sections outline the variable selection, general categories of 

analysis along with the subcategories contained therein.   The indicators are divided into 

both scale items which are factored into the general indices of time use and sustainability 

along with individual items which are assessed separately.  This discussion of 

categorization not only outlines the aggregation of the variables being analyzed, but it 
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also can be seen as providing a conceptual framework that can help us contextualize the 

questions being asked in this work.
511

 

 

Social Indicators Involving Sustainability 

Indicators that relate to various aspects of individual and group social behavior 

represent one of the three major categories of analysis.  Within the scope of social 

indicators, the analysis is divided into individual social indicators, general social 

statistics, social attitudes and measures of social capital.  

 

Social attitudes represent an aspect of sustainability that, although not as tangible 

as other indicators, plays an important role in both how people appraise their own 

existence and how they function as individuals and communities.  Social attitudes are of 

particular importance to our understanding of sustainability since some of them allude to 

the strength of a country‟s social networks and cultural identity.  As various studies have 

noted,
512

 social attitudes are highly correlated to both the quality of individual‟s lives and 

how people contribute to society as a whole through things such as social capital, civic 

involvement and political engagement.  Some social attitudes may cast light on people‟s 

satisfaction with both social institutions and society‟s ability to provide them with a 

                                                 
511

 For a more detailed description of the analysis and variable selection refer to the 

appendix on variable coding and analysis. 
512

 Dasjupta, P., Serageldin, I., (2000). Social Capital a Multifaceted Perspective. 

International Bank for Reconstruction and Development/World Bank. 

Brehm, J., Rahnm W., (1997). Individual-Level Evidence for the Causes and 

Consecquences of Social Capital.  American Journal of Political Science. 41(3), 999-

1023. 
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meaningful and quality existence.  Also, social attitudes may influence other aspects of 

sustainability such as energy use and conspicuous consumption.   

 

A number of variables are used to gauge how various countries fare relative to 

their population‟s attitudes about various subjects.  For this analysis social attitudes are 

divided into two categories.  The first deals with people‟s perception of their own safety 

and welfare
513

.  Thus, things such as perception of safety while walking in the dark are 

considered. The second group is broader in that it considers general indices that relate to 

perceived quality of life.  It  is reasonable to argue that a content and happy populace 

represents a fundamental aspect of a sustainable society.  Although, there are obviously 

other indicators of social attitudes, due to limitations in either in the availability of data or 

a desire to maintain some degree of parsimony they were omitted.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
513

 In addition to indicators of social attitudes of personal safety, the section on individual 

economic indicators considers social attitudes relating to issues of satisfaction with one‟s 

personal financial position. 
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Social Attitudes 
Scale items: 

Perception of safety burglary
514

  

Perception of safety when walking in the dark 

Freedom in decision making
515

  

Happiness net 
516

 

Life satisfaction
517

 

Life satisfaction inequality
518

 

 

Social capital is a concept that relates to the level of people‟s involvement in the 

community and other groups and is yet another area that can be viewed as relating to 

social sustainability since much research suggests that social capital and other pro-social 

                                                 
514

 How likely people feel they are safe from being robbed at home. 
515

 Mean ratings on a ten-point scale ranging from have no freedom in individual 

decisions to complete freedom. 
516

 This statistic is compiled from responses to the survey question: "Taking all things 

together, would you say you are: very happy, quite happy, not very happy, or not at all 

happy?". The "Happiness (net)" statistic was obtained via the following formula: the 

percentage of people who rated themselves as either "quite happy" or "very happy" minus 

the percentage of people who rated themselves as either "not very happy" or "not at all 

happy". 
517

 Most scores are based on responses to the following question: "All things considered, 

how satisfied or dissatisfied are you with your life-as-a-whole now? 1 dissatisfied to 10 

satisfied" (item code O-SLW/c/sq/n/10/a). Scores of ten nations are based on responses to 

a somewhat different question: "Suppose the top of the ladder represents the best possible 

life for you and the bottom of the ladder the worst possible life. Where on this ladder do 

you feel you personally stand at the present time?" The response was rated on a ladder 

scale ranging from 0 to 10 (item code O-BW/c/sq/l/11/c). The scores were transformed 

using the information of nations in which both this item and the above question on life-

satisfaction had been used in about the same years 
518

 This data are indicative of how much citizens differ in enjoyment of their life-as-a-

whole.  Life-satisfaction is assessed by means of surveys in samples of the general 

populations.  Scores may be too low in some countries, due to under sampling of rural 

and illiterate population. In this ranking the focus is not on the level of happiness in the 

country, but on inequality in happiness among citizens.  Inequality in happiness can be 

measured by the dispersion of responses to survey-questions. The degree of dispersion 

can be expressed statistically in the standard deviations and survey items rated on a 10- 

step numerical scale are particularly useful for that purpose.  Most scores are based on 

responses to the following question: "All things considered, how satisfied or dissatisfied 

are you with your life-as-a-whole now? 1 dissatisfied to 10 satisfied".  
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individual behaviors contribute to the well being of social groups and individuals
519

.  

Along lines that are similar to social attitudes, social capital may be representative of the 

strength of a country‟s social institutions and culture
520

.   Although there are many 

definitions of and methods for assessing social capital, one method is to measure social 

capital through both direct individual involvement in social institutions along with 

measures of the strength of certain institutions that can be seen as contributing to an 

individual‟s ability to participate in the community
521

.  

Social capital/ Political efficacy 

Scale items: 

Civil and political liberties
522

 

Parliamentary elections voter turnout
523

 

Electoral turnout presidential
524

 

Confidence in social institutions: Armed forces
525

 

Confidence in social institutions: Church525  

Confidence in social institutions: Civil Service 

Confidence in social institutions: Companies 

Confidence in social institutions: Legal system 

Confidence in social institutions: Parliament 

                                                 
519

 Newton, K., (1997). Social Capital and Democracy. American Behavioral Scientist. 

40(5), 575-585.   

Coleman, J., (1988). Social Capital in the Creation of Human Capital. American Journal 

of Sociology, Supplement 94, S95-S120. 

Brehm, J., Rahnm, W., (1997). Individual-Level Evidence for the Causes and 

Consecquences of Social Capital. American Journal of Political Science, 41(3), 999-

1023. 
520

 Bolin, B., Hackett, E. J., Harlan, S. L., Kirby, A., Larsen, L., Nelson, A., Rex, T. R., 

Wolf., S., (2004). Bonding and Bridging: Understanding the Relationship between Social 

Capital and Civic Action. Journal of Planning Education and Research, 24, 64-77. 
521

 Dasjupta, P., Serageldin, I., (2000). Social Capital a Multifaceted Perspective. 

International Bank for Reconstruction and Development/World Bank. 
522

 Units: Index Ranging from 7 (High Levels of Liberties) to 1 (Low 

Freedom House, Freedom in the World 2000-2001, New York: Freedom 
523

 Percent turn out parliamentary elections, case excluded if data exists for presidential 

turnout 
524

 Percent turnout presidential election, The United States was the only valid example  
525

 Proportion of people in 1990s survey expressing confidence in this social institution, 

World Values Survey (2007). Retrieved: July, 25, 2007. Website: 

www.worldvaluessurvey.org/.  
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Confidence in social institutions: Police 

Confidence in social institution: Press 

Confidence in social institutions: Trade unions 

Members of Voluntary organizations: Charity
526

 

Members of Voluntary organizations: Education 

Members of Voluntary organizations: Environmental 

Members of Voluntary organizations: Political Parties 

Members of Voluntary organizations: Professional Organizations 

Members of Voluntary organizations: Sports  

Members of Voluntary organizations: Unions 

Attended a political demonstration
527

 

Joined a boycott
528

 

Signed a petition
529

 

Somewhat interested in politics
530

 

Trust in other people 
531

 

Very proud of nationality
532

 

Will fight for country
533

 

 

 

 

                                                 
526

 Proportion saying they are active members of voluntary organizations in this category, 

1990s. World Values Survey (2007). Retrieved: July, 25, 2007. Website: 

www.worldvaluessurvey.org/ 
527

 Proportion of respondents in 1990s World Values Survey who have ever attended a 

demonstration. World Values Survey (2007). Retrieved: July, 25, 2007. Website: 

www.worldvaluessurvey.org/ 
528

 Proportion of respondents in 1990s survey who have ever joined a boycott World 

Values Survey (2007). Retrieved: July, 25, 2007. Website: www.worldvaluessurvey.org/ 
529

 Proportions in 1990s World Values Survey (2007). Retrieved: July, 25, 2007. 

Website: www.worldvaluessurvey.org/ 

 responding that they signed a petition.  
530

 Proportions in 1990s survey responding that they are somewhat interested in politics. 

World Values Survey (2007). Retrieved: July, 25, 2007. Website: 

www.worldvaluessurvey.org/ 
531

 Percentage in 1990s surveys  agreeing that people can be trusted. World Values 

Survey (2007). Retrieved: July, 25, 2007. Website: www.worldvaluessurvey.org/ 
532

 Percentage responding in 1990s survey that they were very proud of their nationality. 

World Values Survey (2007). Retrieved: July, 25, 2007. Website: 

www.worldvaluessurvey.org/ 
533

 Percentage in 1990s survey responding that they are willing to fight for their country. 

World Values Survey (2007). Retrieved: July, 25, 2007. Website: 

www.worldvaluessurvey.org/ 



 258 

Indicators of individual social welfare 

Individual social indicators, such as education and health, represent a category of 

variables that can help us in our understanding of how various types of individuals live 

both in terms of the features inherent to themselves and how they fit into the greater 

workings of society.  As the extensive body of research on topics such as education
534

 or 

individual health
535

 shows, the welfare of individuals in terms of their social welfare and 

physical health is extremely relevant to issues of sustainability since these variables 

dictate much about how economically and socially productive an individual is.  Thus, we 

can infer that a sustainable system is one in which individuals‟ needs are met relative to 

health, and their potential to be educated is exploited to a satisfactory degree.   As the list 

below notes, we are primarily interested in an individual‟s level of education, academic 

aptitude, general health status and health outcomes for selected groups.  Additionally, we 

can infer the level of priority a country places on things such as health by noting the 

amount of funding both from private and public sources.   By incorporating these 

variables into a greater analysis of sustainability, it is possible to compare the lives of 

people from different countries with one another along with creating a relatively 

comprehensive image of how well people within a certain nation live.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
534

 Foster, J., (2001). Education as sustainability. Environmental Education Research, 

7(2), 153-165. 
535

 Hemingway, H., Nicholson, A., Stafford, M., Roberts R., Marmot, M., (1997). The 

impact of socioeconomic status on health functioning as assessed by the SF-36 

questionnaire: the Whitehall II Study. American Journal of Public Health, 87(9), 1484-

1490.  
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Education 

Scale items: 

Average years of schooling 

Percent population with a high rate of literacy 

Mathematical literacy
536

 

Proportion of 20 year olds in tertiary education  

Scientific literacy
537

 

Spending per secondary school student 

Total tertiary enrollment
538

 

 

Health 

Scale items: 

Private health care funding per capita 

Life expectancy total 

Infant mortality rate, total 

Obesity rate 

Percentage of life lived in ill health women  

Percentage of life living in ill health men 

Percentage of not reaching 65 females 

Percentage of not reaching 65 males 

Standard Non-Disability Active Life Years rate 
539

  

Standard Death Rates  

 

Individually considered items: 

Obesity rate 

Psychological problems rate per 100,000 

Infant mortality 

Private healthcare funding per capita
540

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
536

 Generally, defined as basic conceptual competency at mathematics related topics. For 

further explanation see: OECD. Assessing Scientific, Reading and Mathematical Literacy  

A Framework for PISA 2006. 
537

 Generally, defined as basic conceptual competency at scientific related topics. For 

further explanation see: OECD. Assessing Scientific, Reading and Mathematical Literacy  

A Framework for PISA 2006 
538

 Gross enrolment ratio, tertiary level is the sum of all tertiary level students enrolled at 

the start of the school year, expressed as a percentage of the mid-year population in the 5 

year age group after the official secondary school leaving age.  
539

 Years of non-disability life, World Health Organization (2007). Retrieved: August, 12, 

2007. Website: www.who.org 
540

 This item is considered relative to a greater discussion of inequality and access to 

essential social services. 
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Group social indicators 

Group social indicators elevate the level of analysis from the individual to the 

group.  In a fashion similar to individual indicators of social welfare, indicators of group 

social welfare can be related to sustainability via a number of ways
541

.  Although some 

indicators such as divorce can be considered an individual issue, for the sake of this 

analysis they are considered on the group level since they involve a number of 

individuals and have broader social consequences according to some observers
542

.   

Additionally, other individual variables such as the child poverty, age of first child birth 

and the rate of abortions can be seen as being indicative of the welfare of various social 

groups.  For instance, a high rate of child poverty alludes to both the low standard of 

living of poor children in a society, along with potentially a high level of inequality and 

lack of adequate social services.  Along these lines other variables such as the amount of 

crime, the rate of imprisonment and the number of deaths due to the maltreatment of 

children allude to both the status of certain groups in society and the overall functioning 

of various social systems.  Understanding social indicators at a group level enables us to 

comprehend both the structure and the impact of various group-level social phenomena 

both on society and individuals.  Many group-level social indicators such as crime or 

poverty are directly applicable to individuals.  However, to understand their true impact 

of these forces it is necessary to understand how they influence society on a national 

                                                 
541

 Hamilton, K., Ruta, G., (2006). Measuring Social Welfare and Sustainability, OECD. 

Retrieved: December, 12, 2008. Website: http://crell.jrc.ec.europa.eu/Well-

being/papers/Ruta%20&%20Hamilton_Measuring%20Social%20Welfare%20and%20Su

stainability%20v2.pdf 
542

 Additionally, one could argue that things such as infant mortality and life expectancy 

are social phenomena. Regardless of such facts place with in the sub analysis they have 

the same impact on the greater analysis. 
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level.  As the list below notes, social indicators apply to a variety of segments in society 

such as children, working adults, and family members.  

 

Group social indicators 

Scale items: 

Prisoners per capita 

Total crimes per capita 

Child poverty 

Age of first child birth
543

  

Abortions per capita 

Child maltreatment deaths
544

 

Teen birth rate 

Divorce rate 

 

 

Infrastructure/Transportation 

Infrastructure as mentioned in prior discussions influences both individual time 

use patterns and the overall level of sustainability in society.  As the literature on 

transportation and infrastructure notes, there is an extensive relationship among various 

aspects of transportation infrastructure and sustainability.  For instance, issues related to 

transportation and energy efficiency are of great importance since they are indicative both 

of a society‟s level of resource consumption along with how such consumption relates to 

infrastructure and transportation technology
545

.  Additionally, there are many secondary 

considerations such as the relationship between sprawl, time spent driving, and health 

outcomes
546

.  Also, along these lines the efficiency of transportation and transportation 

                                                 
543

 This negative scale item was selected since it is presumably an indicator of how 

established parents are prior to the birth of their first child. The lower the age the 

presumably the less established. 
544

 Child maltreatment deaths per 100,000 population under 15. 
545

 The Transportation Research Board, Of the National Academies Of Science (2009). 

Retrieved: September, 20, 2009. Website: http://www.trbsustainability.org/ 
546

 Ewing ,R.,  Schmid, T.,  Killingsworth, R., Zlot, A., Raudenbush, S., (2003). 

Relationship Between Urban Sprawl and Physical Activity, Obesity, and Morbidity. The 

Science of Health Promotion, 18 (1), 47-57. 
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related infrastructure also has a tremendous impact on the economy of a nation
547

 along 

with its ability to respond to adverse conditions
548

. 

 

  With this in mind it is possible to use infrastructure related statistics to infer 

various aspects of time use and sustainability that cannot be measured directly or for 

which data do not exist.  For instance, although it is possible to measure commuting time 

directly, if such data is unavailable, we might infer commuting time through comparing 

average amounts of passenger travel.  Relative to the selection of specific variables, 

variables that relate to transportation such as fuel consumption, mode of transport and 

distance traveled can help us understand the structure of a country and how efficiently it 

operates.  For instance, rail transport is usually considered more efficient than automobile 

transport
549

.  Additionally, the more distance freight travels on average alludes to a less 

sustainable society dependant upon transporting goods long distances.   Also, it is useful 

to look at the level of urbanization and population density as indicators of the efficiency 

of a nation‟s infrastructure since it is reasonable to assume denser population centers will 

be more efficient by reducing the number of vehicle miles traveled per person, reducing 

the amount of pavement needed to connect the population and in achieving a density 

necessary for public transit .
550

 

                                                 
547

 Winston, C., (1991). Efficient Transportation Infrastructure Policy. Journal of 

Economic Perspectives, 5(1), 113-127. 
548

 Litman, T. (2006). Lesson from Katrina and Rita: What major disasters can teach 

transportation planners. Journal of Transportation Engineering, 132(1), 11-18. 
549

 Fuel efficiency in transportation (2009) Retrieved: September 20, 2009. Website: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fuel_efficiency_in_transportation. 
550

 Although some would argue that higher densities result in more automobile 

congestion, it is equally plausible to argue that this is offset by the potential for the 

availability of public transit. 
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Infrastructure/Transportation 

Scale items: 

Total energy consumption by mode of transport, per capita 

Freight by mode of transport, per capita 

Road traffic, km per capita  

Road fuel consumption, per capita 

 
Individually considered items: 

Urban density 

Energy consumption 

 
Government 

Government plays an important role both in individual‟s lives and in the operation 

of society at large.  Additionally, government can act as a regulatory mechanism that can 

implement policies geared towards achieving sustainability or equity in time use
551

.  Of 

particular interest is the role that government policy plays in the social and economic 

existences of individuals.  Also of interest is the role of government in regulating the 

economy and the overall impact of government institutions on society.  Specifically, data 

relating to taxation and social expenditures are of particular use to this research.  

Countries with progressive taxation systems and managing nonrenewable resources 

through taxation may exhibit more sustainable behaviors than those which do not since 

both economic inequality and high levels of non-renewable resource consumption can be 

considered antithetical to the goals of sustainability
552

.  

 

                                                 
551

 For instance Goodin, R, Rice, J. M., Parpo A., Ericksson L., (2008). Discretionary 

Time. Cambridge University Press. 

explains in extensive detail how government policy effects time use.  See also: 

Constanza, R. Wainger, L, (1992). Ecological Economics: The Science and Management 

of Sustainability. Columbia University Press. For a discussion of how policy can facilitate 

sustainability. 
552

 Common, M., (1992). Taxation and Sustainability. The Economic Record, 68(2), 31-

42. 
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 To assess the performance of a government, we first consider both the amount 

governments expend per capita on non-military related things such as social spending and 

infrastructure.  Additionally, it is also useful to consider the perceived strength of a 

nation‟s public institutions and the amount of debt a government holds as a percentage of 

GDP.  Relative to the latter it is assumed that governments that run up a large debt 

relative to GDP are acting in a way that may lead to eventual insolvency
553

.  Although by 

no means perfect or refined indicators of how a government can facilitate sustainability, 

these measures do give some indication of a government‟s performance relative to these 

variables. 

 

The analysis of taxation consists of two general types of variables.  First, there are 

variables that allude to the management of various resources such as fuel and consumer 

goods.  Second there are variables that relate to who within society holds how much of 

the tax burden.  This section includes both simple variables that note things such as tax 

bracket and more complex variables that adjust tax burden relative to GDP and 

purchasing power parities.  Through using these approaches it is possible to gain a 

relatively good idea of how much the average individual or other entity such as a 

business pays in taxes.  Also, it is possible to consider these interpretations relative to 

government expenditures such as social expenditures.  Finally, social expenditures are 

considered relative to a number of entities such as individuals, municipalities and 

families.  From this information it is possible to gain some understanding of how many 

resources a nation is investing in various groups. 

                                                 
553

 However, one can argue that some amount of debt can be useful if it is invested 

properly and is relatively small compared to the nation‟s resources. 
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Government 

Scale items: 

Government expenditures per capita  

Public institutions index
554

 

Government Debt as percent of GDP 

 

Taxes 

Scale items: 

Taxation Diesel
555

 

Taxation Gasoline 
556

 

Marginal Taxation Rate 
557

 

Tax brackets
558

 

VAT taxes 
559

 

Corporate Tax Rate 

  

Individually considered items: 

Percent tax burden by income group
560

 

Tax rate for income bracket and tax wedge
561

 for individuals and families 

Likely personal tax burden as percent of whole, and Rank 

Tax as percent of GDP and individual taxes as percent GDP 

Real GDP adjusted average tax USD, PPP/GDP adjusted average tax
562

 

                                                 
554

 Public institution index indicates the state of the country's public institutions as judged 

through the World Economic Forum‟s Executive Opinion Survey along with other data 

relating to the functioning of nations public institutions. The rankings are calculated from 

both publicly available data and the Executive Opinion Survey, a comprehensive annual 

survey conducted by the World Economic Forum together with its network of Partner 

Institutes. The survey looks at a number of variables ranging from people‟s overall 

impressions of a country public institutions to various specific measures such as levels of 

corruption, effectiveness at delivering services, and other measures of efficiency. World 

Economic Forum (2005). Global Competitiveness Report 2004-2005.  
555

 Expressed as a percentage of total cost. 
556

 Expressed as a percentage of total cost. 
557

 National average marginal taxation rate. 
558

 Marginal taxation rates based upon bottom, middle and top third of income brackets 

expressed percentages for the average income tax for that group.  
559

 Value Added Tax, i.e. sales tax. 
560

  For this analysis the distribution of income groups is divided into bottom, middle and 

top of distribution. 
561

 1. The difference between before-tax and after-tax wages.  The tax wedge measures 

how much the government receives as a result of taxing the labor force. This variable is 

considered both relative to individuals and families. 

2. A measure of the market inefficiency that is created when a tax is imposed on a 

product or service. The tax causes the supply and demand equilibrium to shift, creating a 

wedge of dead weight losses. 
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Social Expenditures 

Scale items: 

Net social expenditures
563

 

Education as % of total government expenditures 

Municipal waste expenditures 

Public health care funding per capita 

Health care funding
564

 

Total healthcare expenditure as percentage of GDP 

Education Expenditure as percent of GDP  

Childcare Expenditures 

Social Expenditures Per Child
565

  

State Expenditure on Childcare Support  

Childcare Expenditure As percent of GDP 

Family Benefits
566

 

 

Individually considered items: 

Social expenditures as percent government expenditures, total GDP and PPP adjusted in 

USD
567

 

 

Labor 

Labor-related statistics are of obvious importance to an analysis of work and time 

usage.  Although labor is related to other categories such as time use and economic 

activity, because of its importance to this analysis it is treated as a separate subject.  

Specifically, labor variables that are indicative of some aspect of time use such as level of 

employment and unemployment are considered.  Other labor variables are also selected 

since they can give some insight into various aspects of a nation‟s level of social and 

                                                                                                                                                 
562

These calculations are based upon either an extrapolation of actual amount paid in 

taxes based upon GDP and average tax burden, or, GDP, average tax and Purchasing 

power parity. 
563

 Social expenditures per capita USD.  
564

 Per capita USD. 
565

 PPP adjust USD. 
566

 Total percent of income or value of child care, family social services, cash benefits.  
567

 OECD (2000). Graph of part time labor rates industrialized countries. Retrieved: 

January, 12, 2008. Website: 

http://www.oecd.org/document/9/0,3343,en_2649_34637_38141385_1_1_1_1,00.html 
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economic sustainability.  For example, noting that a country has a high rate of 

unemployment may help explain various aspects of social and economic inequality.  

 A number of statistics relating to occupations and work-related demographics are 

considered.  These statistics help us gain an understanding of the nature of work in a 

certain nation.  There are a number of issues related to labor that are highly relevant to 

our understanding of the relationship between time use and work.   Also of interest are 

the dynamics created by various rates of employment, unemployment and part-time 

labor.   

 

Employment 

Individually considered items: 

Percent of Unionization in the Work force 

Percent population in employment 

Percent employment women 

Percent employment men 

Economic activity by age group
568

  

Gendered division of labor
569

  

Part-time labor, percent workforce 

 

Unemployment 

Individually considered items: 

Percent long term unemployment 

Structural unemployment rate and cost
570

  

Unemployment, general 

Unemployment by age group 

Total unemployment by occupation 

Inactivity
571

 

Inactivity by gender ages 15-64
572

 

                                                 
568

 Percent of a given age that can be classified as somehow employed. 
569

 The ratio of the percent of women/men that can be classified as some how employed. 
570

 Unemployment caused by a structural change in the economic structure of an area. 

This unemployment tends to be long-term in nature as it results from the general problem 

of skill and location mismatches between jobs and workers.  The rate can be inferred 

from the ratio of job seekers to jobs of various sectors of the economy, plus the long term 

unemployment rate.  The cost can be inferred from lost potential wages or productivity. 
571

 Economic inactivity measures those people that are excluded from the labor market - 

i.e., not in employment and not classified as ILO unemployed. 
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Traditional and Non-Traditional Economic Indicators 

 
Economic indicators provide insight into the structure of the transactions that 

occur nationally and globally while also addressing the economic state of individuals and 

various sectors of a nation‟s economy.  Unfortunately, issues relating to economic 

assessment are frequently in dispute.  As noted before, work being done with the concept 

of a Genuine Progress Index has been highly critical of traditional measures of economic 

productivity such as GDP.  Regardless of these criticisms, both traditional and non 

traditional economic indicators are considered in this analysis.  This division provides 

both for the assessment of the primary questions at hand while providing a testing ground 

for novel measures of economic progress.  

 

Among specific things considered in the non-traditional measures of economic 

progress, we are primarily concerned with the efficiency and externalities associated with 

the operation of a nation‟s economy.  Thus, concepts such as the efficiency of resource 

consumption per dollar and various socio economic factors are considered.  Also, since 

this work concerns itself with the structure of the business community in various 

countries a measure of how amenable the economic climate is to business is incorporated 

into the analysis. Individual economic measures are also considered.  One prominent 

aspect of this analysis is to compare the economic standing of individuals to the greater 

economy.  Also, individuals‟ economic existences are considered both relative to their 

                                                                                                                                                 
572

 Economic inactivity measures those people that are excluded from the labor market - 

i.e.; not in employment and not classified as ILO unemployed; divisions are based upon 

both gender and age group. 
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earned income and other sources of income such as government benefits.  Finally, we are 

also able to gain some understanding of the long-term trends in the economies of the 

several nations studied. 

 

Regarding the selection of specific indicators, traditional measures such as GDP, 

capital stock, GDP growth, and demand are considered to give an idea as to how well an 

economy is doing.  Also, specific attention is paid to the balance between imports and 

exports along with industrial versus service sector production.  These variables are 

considered in an effort to further understand the domestic and international shifts that 

have occurred in various countries due to factors such as globalization.  As mentioned 

before, non-traditional economic indicators relate to the efficiency of an economy relative 

to the greater context of its operation.  Thus, things such as energy consumption and 

production are relevant.  Also, investment in research and development can be indicative 

of the level of technology used in an economy and possibly the extent of the future 

oriented activity in a country.  

 

Since agriculture represents an important universal economic activity it is 

considered separately from other economic variables.  Of interest to this analysis is both 

the amount of agricultural production per capita that occurs in a country along with its 

relative efficiency, both environmentally and economically.  Thus, factors such as the 

amount of farm land per capita along with the amount of energy and pesticide use are 

considered.  
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Although many of the variables used in the index of individual economic 

indicators could also be considered social or government indicators, such as home 

ownership, they are placed in this category since they are all somehow contingent upon 

monetary transactions or monetary wealth.  In general, these indicators allude to the 

amount and nature of an individual‟s economic position.  For instance, hourly wages, the 

savings rate, and home ownership relate to how much money and other forms of wealth a 

person gains or has on average.  Additionally, we also look at the amount of income a 

person gains through government transfers and other sources of income.  Additionally, 

the cost of some consumer goods is considered since they represent a necessity for 

individuals.  This can help us understand the typical nature of individual economic 

activity in a country relative to other factors such as social policy, taxation, and income 

inequality.  

 

Finally, the status of the business community is considered.  There are two 

reasons why this analysis is included.  First, it is useful to gain some idea of the relative 

ease with which business is conducted in a country for comparison with other relevant 

factors such as employment, government expenditures and environmental status.  Second, 

it is useful to test the widespread hypothesis that societies which maintain extensive 

social and environmental protections along with regulating business inhibit economic 

activity through burdensome regulation and increased cost
573

.  To achieve this end an 

index of regulation cost along with an index of ease of doing business developed by the 

conservative Heritage Foundation are considered.  

                                                 
573

 Frye, T., Sleifer, A., (1997). The invisible hand and the grabbing hand. American 

Economic Review, 87(2). 354-358. 
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Traditional Economic Indicators 

Scale items: 

Average potential GDP
574

 

Capital stock, per capita 

Real GDP Growth 1980-2004 

Overall Annual productivity, GDP per capita
575

 

Gross national savings per capita 

Business sector investment per capita 

Retail sales per capita 

Aggregated demand
576

  

Import market penetration 

GDP gap
577

 

Industrial Production per capita 

 

Individually considered variables: 

Total Imports/ total Exports 

Ratio of industrial activity to services 

 

 

Non-Traditional Economic Indicators 

Scale items: 

Coal consumption per GDP$ 

Commercial Energy use (per GDP$) 

R&D as percentage of GDP 

Macro economic environment index
578

 

Carbon efficiency kg carbon per GDP $ 

Electricity Generation, per capita 

Industrial Production, per capita 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
574

 Average potential GPD is the highest level of real gross domestic product that could 

persist for a substantial period of time with out creating the danger of inflation. 
575

 Aggregate demand is the total demand for final goods and services in the economy at 

a certain price level or, the amount of final goods that can be purchased in an economy. 

USD, PPP adjusted. 
576

 Total demand USD per capita. Total demand is the aggregated demand for final goods 

and services in an economy.  
577

 GPD gap is the gap between observed and potential GDP. 
578

 The macroeconomic environment index indicates the quality of the macroeconomic 

environment, -that is, the ease of conducting business, taxation and regulation, of a 

country. World Economic Forum (2005). Global Competitiveness Report 2004-2005. 
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Agriculture
579

 

Scale items: 

Agricultural production per capita 

Energy use in agriculture per capita 

Farmers per capita 

Cropland per capita 

Total pesticide use per capita 

 

Individual Economic Indicators 

Scale items: 

Average per capita income 

Financial satisfaction
580

 

Home ownership, percent residences 

Pension investment  

Household savings rate, percent of disposable income 

Hourly wages 

Income distribution Gini Coefficient  

 

Individually considered items: 

Relative income inequality 

Average number of earners per household 

Ratio of average monthly expenditures to income 

Percent Paid Income, Transfer income 

Ratio of expenditures to the sum of paid and transfer income 

Expenditures: Consumer Goods, Real Estate and Rent 

Purchasing power parities  

House price to rent ratio 

Income/house price ratio 

Consumer Goods 

Scale items: 

Purchasing Price Parity 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
579

 All agriculture figures as adjusted per capita. 
580

 Mean of self-ratings on ten-point scale relating to issues of personal financial 

.satisfaction, Surveys in 1990s. World Values Survey (2007). Retrieved: July, 25, 2007. 

Website: www.worldvaluessurvey.org/ 



 273 

Business climate 

Scale items: 

Index of economic freedom
581

  

Rigidity of hours index
582

 

Retail regulation
583

 

Regulation Impact
584

 

 

Environmental Indicators 

 

Environmental indicators represent the last of the three major categories of 

sustainability.  Indicators relating to the environment can be described as fitting into two 

categories.  The first category relates to humans‟ impact on the environment in terms of 

pollution, land use, material resource consumption and waste.  The second category 

relates to the structure of the environment itself in terms of wilderness protected areas 

and natural resource reserves.  

 

In addition to the measure of sustainability developed in this work, it is also 

useful to look at existing studies that attempt to assess sustainability on a national level.  

Since there is a diversity of methodologies used in these assessments there is some 

difficulty in comparing them statistically.  However, it is possible to compare these 

studies in a qualitative manner to each other and to use them as standards relative to the 

measure of sustainability developed for this work.   

 

                                                 
581

 Is an index that considers economic freedom from a variety of perspectives such as 

business, trade, regulation, taxation and investment. Heritage Foundation, (2007). 

Retrieved:  July, 15, 2007. Website: 

http://www.heritage.org/Index/pdf/Index09_Methodology.pdf  
582

 Rigidity of hours index: Scheduling of nonstandard work hours and annual paid leave. 
583

 Expressed as percentage of total cost. For instance a good might cost  $1 without 

regulation and $1.10 with thus the regulation impact is .1 
584

 Same as retail regulation except for all other sectors of the economy. 
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To achieve these ends a number of indicators of resource consumption, waste, 

environmental mitigation and natural resources protections are considered.  As the list 

below notes, most of these indicators are readily accepted as indicators of some aspect of 

environmental sustainability.  In addition to these indicators, other indicators are used to 

ascertain more nuanced aspects of a nation‟s environmental status.  Specifically, a 

detailed analysis of the relationship between urban and rural land along with population 

density is provided in an attempt to gain some understanding of how countries with vastly 

different population densities manage their open spaces and wilderness.  Also, meta data 

such as the Ecological Footprint index and the Environmental Performance Index are 

used.  The Ecological Footprint index gauges the average environmental impact of 

individual resource usage while the Environmental performance index notes how 

successfully a country is in achieving environmental sustainability.  

Resource Usage 

Scale items: 

Coal consumption per capita  

Electricity per capita  

Natural gas consumption per capita  

Nuclear consumption per capita  

Oil consumption per capita  

Primary energy consumption total  

Energy usage, per capita  

Wind energy usage, per capita 
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Pollution
585

 

Scale items: 

Municipal waste generation  

Total green house gases  

Volatile organic compounds 

Particulate emissions 

Nitrous oxide Emissions 

Sulfur dioxide Emissions 

Solid Waste  

 

Individually considered items: 

CO2 Emissions Residential and Industrial Per Capita 

Co2 Emissions Transport and Structures Per Capita 

 

Land Use 

Scale items: 

Non-wilderness
586

, negative scale item 

Percent Total Area Crop land  

Percent Total Area Crop land Pasture 

Percent Total Area Crop land Forest 

 

Individually considered items: 

Total Crop land, pasture, forest, total area 

Non-urban land
587

 urban land adjusted
588

 

Open land, urban land and population adjusted
589

 

Open Space
590

       

 

Environmental Impact 

Scale item: 

Ecological foot print
591

  

                                                 
585

 All figures expressed per capita. 
586

 Expressed as percent total land area. 
587

 For this analysis non urban are defined as non-urban land such as forest, pasture or 

cropland. 
588

  Population is factored into the analysis by noting the amount of open space relative to 

level of urbanization  and population density. 
589

 A method of calculating open space per-capita which accounts for the relative 

proportion of urban land and population density. Thus it is possible to note the influence 

of planning on urban density in a country rather than merely the amount of open space 

per capita. 
590

 Non-urban areas. 
591

 World Wide Fund for Nature (2000). Living Planet Report 2000. Retrieved: June, 15, 

2008. Website: http://assets.panda.org/downloads/living_planet_report_2008.pdf. 

Calculates the environmental impact of the average resident of a country. Presents an 

updated analysis of the same methodology used for the 2000 report.  
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Meta Data 

Environmental Performance Index
592

 

 

 
Time Use 

Time use is both an essential element in analyzing the other aspects of this work 

along with being a topic of significant interest by itself.  There are many approaches to 

the study of time use.  As noted in the table below, measures of time use are dependent 

upon the scope of activity being analyzed.  One of the key considerations in 

understanding time use data is that to gain full understanding of the issues related to time 

use in modern societies it is necessary to consider all of the different manifestations of 

time use.  Thus, time use patterns for work and non work activities are considered along 

with policy related to time use such as vacation time.  Also, the scope of time use 

variables varies from daily to yearly activities.  Finally, since the issue of overwork and 

under employment is of interest to this analysis, data relating to both are explored. 

Time Use 

Scale items: 

Average hours worked per person per year 

Total Hours worked for total employment
593

 

GDP per hour worked 
594

  

Vacation time, days per year 

Percent of workers working more than 40 hours a week 

Percent women in the workforce 

Gendered division of labor 
595

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
592

 Looks at a variety of environment related factors to rank countries based upon their 

ability to achieve sustainable outcomes. EPI (2007). Retrieved: July, 15, 2007. Website: 

http://epi.yale.edu/Methodology. 
593

 Ratio of total hours to total number of workers. 
594

 USA=100 as standard of comparison. 
595

 Ratio of average hours of women/men in a number of work related settings.  
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Individually considered items: 

Average hours worked per week 

Percent working hours per week, greater than 39, less than 20 

Percent working hours per week, women, greater than 39, less than 20 

Percent working hours per week, men, greater than 39, less than 20 

Percent total of part time work 
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Chapter 5 

Analysis 

  
An analysis of the available data confirms the basic hypothesis of this work, both 

on a general level and relative to a number of subcategories related to either sustainability 

or time use.  Specifically, there tends to be a consistent positive relationship between 

indicators of sustainability and various measures of equity in time use.  Additionally, the 

analysis suggests that sustainability tends to be univariate in nature since most indicators 

of sustainability tend to co-vary strongly.  Considering these results, it is useful to discuss 

the nature of such relationships between sustainability and time use and their relationship 

with various social, economic and environmental structures.  

 

Prior to discussing any specific relationship between the variables studied, 

however, it would be useful to describe some of the basic parameters of this analysis.  

Since this work is somewhat preliminary, the major focus of the analysis is on the general 

relationship between the principal factors in question.  From this initial perspective, 

correlating the variables in question helps build a foundation for subsequent, more 

specific analyses.  There are three primary reasons why more sophisticated statistical 

analysis is avoided at this point. First, there is the matter of statistical significance and 

number of cases available for study. The sample size averages around 20 cases, and can 

not be increased unless we find more industrialized nations.  Second, there is the issue of 

the comprehensiveness of the data studied.  Although the data used for this analysis are 

extensive, due to various it is clear that important factors such as non-monetary labor 

would be required for a more comprehensive analysis.  Third, to conduct a truly 

comprehensive analysis of the topic at hand it is necessary to not only study national 
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level data, but to also study various non-aggregated individual data along with regional 

and global dynamics.  If one considers the breadth of individual level variables such as 

age, occupation and time use it becomes apparent that a truly comprehensive study of the 

topic would use literally hundreds of variables and would occupy a number of extensive 

volumes on the topic.  In light of this, such analyses are left for future work which aims 

to thoroughly assess the specific relationship amongst certain variables.  Regardless of 

these caveats, the data used for this analysis relate to the major themes of this work, both 

in terms of noting the extensive interrelationships amongst relevant variables and also 

documenting the relationship between individual-level activities and trends that manifest 

themselves on a national level.  

 

In addition to the various indicators of sustainability and time usage, the three-

part typology of liberal, traditionalist/corporatist, and egalitarian welfare states put forth 

by Epsing-Anderson
596

 is used extensively in the analysis.  As mentioned before, 

countries are classified according to whether they emphasize a social ideology that 

endorses capitalism (liberal), traditionalist social values, or egalitarian social values.  

Using this inclusive framework, Epsing-Anderson then describes how various countries‟ 

social policies and welfare states have developed to reflect these cultural norms.  For 

instance, a country such as France is described as being traditionalist in its social values.  

As a consequence of this trait, various aspects of the French welfare state aim to preserve 

traditional culture and promote traditional social structures such as the family.  Epsing-

Anderson‟s typology can be used as a proxy for various determinant factors of a country 

                                                 
596

 Epsing-Andreson, G., (1990). The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism. Princeton 

University Press. 
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such as its culture, institutional heritage, and economic system.  Although this typology is 

by no means perfect it does provide an effective heuristic framework by which to analyze 

sustainability and time use.  For the sake of parsimony, subsequent discussions will often 

describe countries using this approach.  Listed below is the categorization of subjects
597

: 

 

Liberal, L: United States, Canada, New Zealand, Australia, United Kingdom, Ireland
598

,  

 

Traditionalist/Corporatist, T: Japan, France, Germany, Italy, Portugal, Switzerland, 

Belgium, Austria, Netherlands, Japan 

 

Egalitarian, E: Sweden, Norway, Finland, Denmark, Iceland
599

 

 

 

As the subsequent sections will demonstrate, for the most part there is a consistent 

relationship among individual indicators of sustainability and equity in time use.  The 

consistency and pervasiveness of these relationships, both within sustainability and 

between sustainability and time use, suggests that there are strong structural factors 

facilitating the situation.  Although there is some ambiguity as to whether inequity in 

time use leads to less sustainable situations or vice versa, in general we can conclude that 

there are likely strong bi-directional influences when the situation is judged as a whole.   

While certain factors tend to be more directional in their influence than others, in general 

the correlation among many variables included in the analysis appear to be inter-related, 

reciprocal and self-sustaining.  

 

                                                 
597

 As noted in subsequent analysis L: Liberal, T: Traditionalist, E: Egalitarian. 
598

 Ireland can also be described also as somewhat of a traditionalist society. 
599

 As subsequent data demonstrate, and other observers have noted, Iceland can be both 

described as a traditionally egalitarian society that in recent years has endorsed extensive 

neo-liberal policies. 
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For instance, social and economic inequity in time use has been determined to 

cause negative health outcomes
600

.  In this instance the directionality of the relationship 

can easily be determined; however, in other relationships the situation is less explicitly 

uni-directional.  For instance, inequity in time use might lead to a higher cost of living 

since services must be procured to compensate for an individual‟s inability to do such 

tasks himself or herself.  However, it is equally likely that the high cost of living in many 

areas mandates that individuals maintain an overwork time use pattern so that they can 

afford to subsist.  

 

 Additionally, it has been observed that certain relationships are the results of an 

odd type of synergy of amongst various aspects of sustainability and time use.  Many 

analyses have noted that people overwork themselves to maintain a standard of living in 

excess of what they need, and that over time this excessive standard of living becomes 

perceived as a virtual necessity
601

.  In general, the inter-connectedness observed leans 

heavily towards bi-directionality in which structures related to sustainability influence 

time use and vice versa.  Thus, we can conclude that various features of sustainability 

increase or diminish equity in time use depending upon their contact.  Also, inequity in 

time use contributes to lower levels of sustainability.   

Ultimately, the situation can be viewed as one that is either self-complicating or 

self-confirming, depending upon the overall nature of the situation.  Additionally, the 

                                                 
600

 Michie, S., Cockcroft, A. (1996). Overwork Can Kill. British Journal of Medicine, 

312, 921-922. 
601

 Goodin, R. J., Rice, Bittman, M., Saunders, P., (2002). Time Pressure Illusion 

Discretionary Versus Free Time. Social Policy Research Centre, Discussion Paper No. 

115. 
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strong correlation between the factors considered reflects alludes to the comprehensive 

nature of sustainability.  From both a theoretical and empirical perspective it appears 

paradoxical to have a society that is highly sustainable and yet exhibits inequity in time 

use, or vice versa.  Although there is some debate about how to properly measure 

sustainability,
602

 these findings suggest that the measure used here has a relatively good 

degree of accuracy since the empirical results tend to be consistent and theoretically 

justifiable. 

 

Time Use 

In addition to considering the general relationship between time use and 

sustainability, a number of specific analyses can be performed to further refine our 

understanding of the countries examined here.  Most prominently, this study uses the idea 

of time equity, or the sum total of relevant aspects of time use, to gauge a society‟s 

performance in managing how people use their time.  Aside from the general measure of 

time use equity, along with vacation time, other measures are developed using z scores 

since the standardized scale variation in the measures analyzed is uniform and 

comparable
603

.  It is useful to note that certain variables may have a greater impact on the 

analysis than others.  In terms of specific topics analyzed, data relating to hours worked 

                                                 
602

 Kaufman, R., Cultler, C., (1995). Measuring sustainability: needed- an 

interdisciplinary approach to an interdisciplinary concept. Ecological Economics, 15(2), 

109-112. 
603

 It is it also noteworthy to mention that most scales do use Z scores since the level of 

statistical significance is low due to the limited number of cases. In contrast the measures 

that use Z scores are derived data sets with adequate numbers of cases to achieve 

statistical significance.  
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per week, vacation time, inactivity or unemployment, and gender divisions in work time 

are analyzed individually.   

 

As later analysis will show, when time equity is considered as a whole there is a 

substantial positive relationship between equity in time use and sustainability.  However, 

certain variables do not correlate well to the overall trend.  Although superficially 

discouraging, there are a few reasons for this.  First, there is the issue of confounding 

factors created by varying social, cultural and economic conditions in the countries 

studied.  For instance, a high rate of economic inactivity in an egalitarian country that 

promotes parental leave is fundamentally different than inactivity due to the inability to 

find a job.  In addition to this multi-dimensionality of variables there is also the issue of 

completeness and accuracy of data.  For instance, unemployment statistics in the United 

States report only those filing unemployment claims or actively seeking work and not all 

of those out of work who are seeking employment.  Some job seekers are entitled to 

unemployment benefits but do not apply for them; other job seekers are not eligible for 

these benefits.  This, along a with a number similar situations, make it clear that to 

effectively understand the specific relationship between time use and sustainability one 

must consider items on a per instance basis that weighs the effects of policy, economics 

and culture on a situation.  Thus, by using such an approach it is possible to find meaning 

in the variation of various factors that certain statistics cannot discern.  

 

 Regardless of this potential complication, certain variables such as vacation time 

and hours worked per week statistically confirm the hypothesis that sustainability and 
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time equity are related.  In contrast, other variables such as unemployment and gender 

equity tend not to co-vary consistently with sustainability.  Regardless of the lack of 

explicit correlation found in these variables there are a number of trends observed in 

certain countries that can be used to substantiate the main hypothesis of this work.  When 

both statistical and non-statistical analyses are used the overall relationship between 

equity in work and equity in time use can be seen as being highly positive.  This can be 

mostly attributed to the fact that aside from informal household labor, much of what 

dictates time equity in the modern world is determined by an individual‟s ability to be 

employed and balance that employment with other activities.  

 

Employment 

A few patterns of association can be extracted from data relating to total 

employment.  First, there is no consistent statistical relationship between the percent of 

individuals involved in the economy and a county‟s level of sustainability
604

.  However, 

if we view the data based upon the nature of each country, both in terms of economic 

ideology and welfare state, then a number of patterns become apparent.  Employment in 

both egalitarian welfare states such as those in Scandinavia along with those in liberal 

capitalist regimes tends to be higher than is employment in more traditionalist cultures 

such as Italy, France and Germany (See table 4.1).   

 

Although employment in both egalitarian states and liberal countries is high, the 

probable reasons behind such level are different.  In egalitarian states such as Sweden it is 

                                                 
604

 Since there were no significant correlation figures were omitted from table 3. 
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the policy of the government to maintain full employment
605

.  Also, the structure of these 

welfare states often facilitates the employment of individuals who would otherwise not be 

involved in the economy through social programs such as subsidized childcare.  

Additionally, full employment in these economies tends to consist of fewer hours worked 

per week than in other industrialized countries.  

 

 Relative to liberal countries, the high rate of employment as noted in Table 5.1 in 

these economies can be mostly attributed to the economic necessity of dual income 

households since the cost of living in these countries is quite high.  In both liberal 

economies and egalitarian states there tends to be a less highly gendered division of labor 

in comparison with traditional economies.  However, as noted before this most likely is 

the result of social policy in welfare economies and sheer economic necessity associated 

with living in liberal economies.  Finally, the lower rates of employment in other 

countries can be attributed to higher levels of structural unemployment and social policy 

or cultural traditions that facilitate a significant gender division in formal labor
606

.  The 

tables below summarize these findings.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
605

 Mabbett, D., (1995). Trade, Employment, and Welfare: A Comparative Study of Trade 

and Labour Market Policies in Sweden. Oxford University Press. 
606

 A good discussion of the difference in welfare states can be found in Epsing-

Andreson, G., (1990). The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism. Princeton University 

Press. 
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Table 5.1, Percent population in employment, Z scores
607

 

Country 

Category Percent 

Employment Z score 

Iceland  E 86.8 2.302131 

Norway E 81.7 1.072169 

Switzerland T 80.5 0.941938 

New 

Zealand 

L 

78.2 0.912997 

US L 77.9 0.681475 

Canada L 77.5 0.565714 

Denmark E 77.3 0.377602 

Netherlands T 76.8 0.363132 

Ireland L 75.6 0.261841 

Australia T 75.6 0.218430 

Sweden E 74.7 0.131609 

UK L 74.2 0.102669 

Spain T 74.0 0.0 

Portugal T 73.9 -0.02756 

Japan T 72.7 -0.09991 

Finland E 71.8 -0.30249 

Austria T 71.1 -0.47614 

Germany T 69.4 -0.98259 

France T 67.8 -1.32987 

Belgium T 65.0 -1.57587 

Italy T 62.7 -1.85080 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
607

 Ages 15-64, Found In: ILO (2004). Key Indicators of the Labor Market. Retrieved, 

July, 7, 2007. Website: 

http://www.ilo.org/public/english/employment/strat/kilm/index.htm 
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Table 5.2, Percent employment women, Z Scores
608

 

Country 

 

Category 

Percent 

employment Z score 

Iceland E 70.9 2.09476238 

Norway E 63.7 1.22982435 

New 

Zealand 

L 

61.2 0.86435769 

Switzerland T 610 0.79126408 

Canada L 60.8 0.68162436 

US L 59.7 0.65725983 

Denmark E 59.0 0.49889104 

Sweden E 58.5 0.49889104 

Australia L 56.7 0.24306410 

Netherlands T 56.7 0.16997095 

UK L 56.4 0.16997095 

Finland E 56.3 0.08469531 

Ireland L 55.2 0.03596670 

Portugal T 54.0 -0.0371269 

Austria T 51.2 -0.4513222 

Japan T 50.4 -0.6584200 

Germany T 48.4 -0.7193312 

France T 48.1 -1.0238867 

Spain T 45.1 -1.3985640 

Belgium T 44.3 -1.4258999 

Italy T 38.1 -2.0837401 
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Found In: ILO (2004). Key Indicators of the Labor Market. Retrieved, July, 7, 2007. 

Website: http://www.ilo.org/public/english/employment/strat/kilm/index.htm 
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Table 5.3, employment Men Z Score
609

 

Country 

Category Percent 

Employment Z score 

Iceland E 81.9 2.34642609 

Switzerland T 75.2 1.11331957 

New 

Zealand 

L 

73.9 0.89958061 

Norway E 73.0 0.73516640 

Japan T 72.9 0.71872523 

US L 72.7 0.65295930 

Netherlands T 72.5 0.58719337 

Ireland L 72.3 0.52142744 

Canada L 72.0 0.32413090 

Denmark E 70.4 0.15971670 

Australia T 69.9 0.14327553 

Portugal T 69.3 0.02818483 

UK L 69.0 0.01174366 

Spain T 67.3 -0.2832560 

Sweden E 66.9 -0.3992918 

Austria T 65.6 -0.4650571 

Finland E 65.5 -0.8267685 

Germany T 65.2 -1.2378040 

Italy T 61.0 -1.3200111 

Belgium T 60.6 -1.6323984 

France T 59.7 -1.6323984 

 

Long Term Unemployment 

Unemployment and long term unemployment play another important role in 

understanding time use.  Inequities in employment can create a number of problems, both 

relative to the employed and the unemployed.  Although people who are out of work have 

                                                 
609

 Found In: ILO (2004). Key Indicators of the Labor Market. Retrieved: July, 7, 2007. 

Website: http://www.ilo.org/public/english/employment/strat/kilm/index.htm 
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large amounts of free time their “freedom” relative to time use is more than offset by the 

fact that they lack income and most likely a meaningful outlet for their energies and 

talents in society.  Additionally, unemployment has negative consequences for both 

working individuals and society at large.  For those who maintain employment in a high 

unemployment economy, it has been shown that labor under such circumstance is 

effectively devalued since there is an excessive “supply” of jobs seekers
610

.  Also, it has 

been observed that labor under these circumstances is devalued in other ways
611

.  In 

particular, especially in liberal economies employees are expected to perform more tasks 

and work longer for the same amount of pay and feel “lucky” they are not unemployed.  

Also, positions may be reduced to part-time from full time so that benefits might be cut.  

These are factors relating to tangible benefits; the stress of fearing job loss is another 

intangible but real cost involved as well.  

 

Thus, time equity is compromised for those lacking meaningful work and for 

those employed due to an effective marginalization of the quality of labor.  On the level 

of an entire economy, unemployment results in social and economic problems that further 

complicate time equity.  When unemployment is significant in an economy it reduces 

demand for certain goods and hence promotes even more unemployment through 

deflation
612

.  Also, when a certain group of individuals suffers from long term 

unemployment they tend to contribute to social instabilities which make achieving time 
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 Parker, J., (1992). Structural Unemployment in the United States: The Effects of 

Interindustry and Interregional Dispersion. Economic Inquiry, 30(1), 101-116. 
611

Leonard, J. (1988). In the Wrong Place at the Wrong Time: The Extent of Frictional 

and Structural Unemployment. NBER working paper no. W1979. 
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equity difficult.  Relative to the data, as expected the inverse is observed relative to 

employment.  

 

Traditionalist countries and those with neither a liberal or full employment 

economic policy tend to exhibit the highest overall rates of unemployment, (see Table 

5.4).  However, there are a few caveats and exceptions to this trend.   Most prominently, 

there is the case of unemployment based upon education relative to the United States: the 

United States has by far the highest rate of unemployment for people with a college level 

of education
613

.  What is interesting about this observation is that it suggests that the 

structural problems which cause both unemployment and a lack of time equity transcend 

the traditional notions of structural unemployment, only affecting the less educated.  

 

Aside from these deviations, unemployment statistics also fail to note the 

longitudinal aspects of unemployment.  Specifically, a five percent unemployment rate in 

one country might be representative of a group of people unemployed after a relatively 

long tenure in employment waiting to find another stable job.  In contrast, the same five 

percent in another country may be indicative of a group of people who frequently are 

unemployed after short periods of time.  As some data suggest the latter appears to be the 

case in liberal economies such as the United States
614

.  The frequency of experiencing 
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unemployment can be seen as being a complicating factor in terms of time equity since 

stability is considered primary for achieving equity in time use.  Although inconvenient 

in any instance, being unemployed once every 10 years is arguably significantly different 

than being unemployed once every year or two.  Although consistent data on job tenure 

are is not available, if frequency of unemployment were considered it is likely it would 

reveal further structural aspects of unemployment and time use.   

Table 5.4, Unemployment 
615

 

Country Category Percent Z score 

Iceland E 2.6 -1.6223969 

New 

Zealand 

L 

3.7 -1.1482181 

Ireland L 4.3 -0.889575 

Japan T 4.4 -0.8464679 

Switzerland T 4.4 -0.8464679 

Norway E 4.6 -0.7602537 

UK L 4.6 -0.7602537 

Denmark E 4.8 -0.6740392 

Australia T 5.1 -0.5447178 

US L 5.1 -0.5447178 

Austria L 5.2 -0.5016107 

Netherlands T 5.2 -0.5016107 

Canada L 6.8 0.18810407 

Portugal T 7.6 0.53296126 

Italy T 7.7 0.57606838 

Sweden T 7.7 0.57606838 

Belgium T 8.1 0.74849728 

Finland E 8.4 0.87781845 

Spain T 9.2 1.22267584 

France T 9.6 1.48131899 

Germany T 9.8 2.0417122 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                 

2007. Website: http://www.frbsf.org/publications/economics/letter/2007/el2007-13.html, 

Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco. 
615

 Found In: ILO (2004). Key Indicators of the Labor Market. Retrieved: July, 7, 2007. 

Website: http://www.ilo.org/public/english/employment/strat/kilm/index.htm 
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Table 5.5, Long Term Unemployment
616

 

Country Category Percent long term unemployed  Z Score 

Iceland                E 0.2 -1.0688686 

New Zealand   L 0.4 -1.0688686 

Norway         E                    0.5 -1.0085734 

Canada L 0.6 -0.8879831 

US L 0.7 -0.8879831 

Australia L 1.0 -0.7070977 

UK L 1.2 -0.6468025 

Denmark E 1.3 -0.5262122 

Sweden E 1.3 -0.5262122 

Austria T 1.4 -0.4659171 

Ireland L 1.4 -0.4056219 

Japan T 1.7 -0.3453268 

Switzerland T 1.8 -0.2247364 

Netherlands T 1.9 -0.1041462 

Finland E 2.1 -0.0438510 

Spain T 2.1 0.31791985 

Portugal T 3.0 0.86057627 

Italy T 3.0 1.04146170 

France T 3.6 1.16205203 

Belgium T 3.7 1.28264222 

Germany T 6.1 2.36795507 

 

Economic Inactivity 

In addition to unemployment, economic inactivity
617

 - that is, not having a job but 

not explicitly seeking one- reveals other aspects of the lives of individuals.  When 

                                                 
616

 Unemployed for more than six months, Found In: ILO (2004). Key Indicators of the 

Labor Market. Retrieved: July, 7, 2007. Website: 
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available to start within the next fortnight; those that want work but are not actively 
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inactivity is assessed relative to age and gender we find a number of different patterns 

occur within the different types countries.  Traditionalist countries tend to have the 

highest rates of inactivity for women across the average individual‟s working life, 

whereas liberal and egalitarian states tend to have the lowest.  The opposite is true of 

men; men in egalitarian countries tend to have the highest average male inactivity, 

followed by traditionalist states and lastly the liberal states.  Overall, egalitarian and 

traditionalist states tend to exhibit the highest inactivity rates.  Similar to other situations 

relating to work and time use, we can attribute this pattern mostly to government policy, 

prevailing economic conditions, and social norms.  Per se, traditionalist societies tend to 

promote maternalism and the sole bread winner model
618

.  Consequently, women will 

tend to be inactive more often and men tend to be more active.  In egalitarian systems 

women and men tend to be more or less equal.  However, when men are judged relative 

to one another, egalitarian states display more inactivity.  Liberal states tend to exhibit 

high levels of overall economic activity. Additionally, women tend to be more active than 

in either traditionalist or egalitarian states, and men tend to be as active as those in 

traditionalist countries. 

 

                                                                                                                                                 

seeking it; and those who do not want work.  The majority of those in retirement are 

unsurprisingly classed as economically inactive, but this proportion – and the relative size 

of the retired population - varies across nation.  In order to allow consistent comparisons 

to be made, this analysis is restricted to those who are both economically inactive and of 

working age.  Although it is natural to expect some elements of economic inactivity in 

the population, a relatively high inactivity rate can be considered detrimental in an 

economic sense, as it is potentially a sign of under-utilization of a valuable resource.  It 

may also be an indicator of - or contributor to - social exclusion.  Southwest Observatory 

(2008). Retrieved: January, 12, 2008. Website: 

http://www.swo.org.uk/SOTSW2008/section_62.html 
618
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Cambridge University Press. 
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 These patterns can be attributed to different things in different countries.  Social 

and economic policy in the egalitarian countries is most likely the cause of their inactivity 

rates
619

.  Specific policies such those geared towards creating gender equality, limited 

work weeks, and parental leave no doubt contribute to this dynamic.  In the place of 

policy, cultural values can be seen as creating the situation in the traditionalist states 

either through cultural norms or through policy that endorses the single breadwinner 

model.  Economic values and lack of social policy that creates space for family and other 

non-work related activities may contribute to the situation in the liberal countries.  High 

rates of dual income families and working mothers are strong contributing factors to a 

low level of inactivity in liberal countries.  However, this lack of inactivity differs from 

egalitarian countries in that it is more likely the result of economic necessity and cultural 

norms than of social policy which promotes parenting and other non-economic activities 

in egalitarian and traditionalist countries.  Finally, rates of structural employment are also 

evident in the data.  In particular countries such as Italy the data depict the effect of high 

unemployment throughout an individual‟s working life. 

 

 

 

Table 5.6, Inactivity ranks by gender ages 15-64
620

 

Combined  Country Women  Country Men  Country 

1 Italy 1 Italy 1 Belgium 

2 Belgium 2 Belgium 2 France 

                                                 
619

 Goodin, R., Rice, J. M., Parpo, A., Ericksson, L., (2008). Discretionary Time. 

Cambridge University Press. 
620
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3 France 3 Spain 3 Italy 

4 Spain 4 Japan 4 Finland 

5 Austria 5 France 5 Austria 

6 Ireland 6 Ireland 6 Sweden 

7 Japan 7 Austria 7 Germany 

8 Germany 8 Australia 8 Portugal 

9 Portugal 9 Germany 9 Ireland 

10 Australia 10 Portugal 10 Australia 

11 Finland 11 

United 

Kingdom 11 Spain 

12 

United 

Kingdom 12 Netherlands 12 

United 

States 

13 

United 

States 13 

United 

States 13 

United 

Kingdom 

14 Sweden 14 

New 

Zealand 14 Denmark 

15 Netherlands 15 Finland 15 Canada 

16 

New 

Zealand 16 Canada 16 

New 

Zealand 

17 Canada 17 Denmark 17  Norway 

18 Denmark 18 Sweden 18 Netherlands 

19 Norway 19 Switzerland 19 Japan 

20 Switzerland 20 Norway 20 Switzerland 

21 Iceland 21 Iceland 21 Iceland 

 

Work Hours 

The average number of hours worked per week factor heavily into the equity of an 

individual‟s time use since they consume a large amount of time, both directly and 

indirectly.  Hours are also highly correlated with sustainability.  The pattern observed 

tends to co-vary with the level of economic liberalism endorsed by the country.  

Although the average number of hours worked can be used as a reliable indicator of time 

use in that country, such numbers may conceal other trends and patterns.  Of particular 

interest is what occurs in the extremes of either part time labor or overwork.  As tables 

5.9, 5.10, 5.11 note, liberal economies, especially the United States, tend to have higher 

than average numbers of people working more than 39 hours a week and less than 

average working 20 hours or less.   
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What these data suggest is that individuals in these economies consistently put in 

longer hours.  Additionally, moderate hours when observed in work-intensive countries, 

those between 30 and 40 hours, are likely not to have the same meaning as in countries 

whose policies dictate more modest schedules.  Thus, 35 hours a week might be 

considered full time in the Netherlands, but this would likely represent only part-time 

labor, most likely without benefits, in the United States (See table 5.12).   Also, there 

appears to be a highly gendered division of labor when it comes to hours worked in 

liberal economies.  Specifically, women tend to be underemployed while men often are 

over-employed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Table 5.7, Average hours worked per week
621

 

Country Category Hours 

Japan T 46.9 

Iceland 
E* 

45.0 

United L 43.5 

                                                 
621

 ILO (2004). Key Indicators of the Labor Market. Retrieved: July, 6, 2007. Website: 
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States 

Switzerland T 42.1 

Ireland L 41.3 

United 

Kingdom 

L 

40.8 

Austria T 39.5 

Australia L 39.4 

New 

Zealand 

L 

39.4 

Sweden 
E 

38.8 

Norway E 38.1 

Italy T 38.0 

Finland E 37.9 

Germany T 37.9 

Spain T 37.4 

Portugal T 37.3 

France T 37.0 

Belgium T 37.0 

Canada L 36.0 

Netherlands 
T 

33.8 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 5.8, Average annual hours
622

 

Country Category Hours 

Netherlands T 
1391 

                                                 
622Average annual hours, ILO (2004). Key Indicators of the Labor Market. Retrieved: 

July, 6, 2007. Website: 

http://www.ilo.org/public/english/employment/strat/kilm/index.htm 
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Norway E 1407 

Germany T 1433 

France T 1555 

Belgium T 1571 

Denmark E 1584 

Sweden E 1601 

Ireland L 1640 

Switzerland T 
1651 

Spain T 1656 

Austria T 1659 

UK L 1669 

US L 1708 

Finland E 1716 

Australia L 1728 

Canada L 1736 

Portugal T 1758 

Japan T 1784 

New 

Zealand 

L 

1787 

Iceland E 1794 

Italy T 1800 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 5.9, Percent working X hours per week
623

 

Country <20 Category Country >39 Category 

Netherlands 21.0 T United States 76.6 L 

                                                 
623

 ILO (2004). Key Indicators of the Labor Market. Retrieved: July, 6, 2007. Website: 

http://www.ilo.org/public/english/employment/strat/kilm/index.htm 



 299 

Australia 16.1 L Iceland 71.8 E 

Switzerland 15.0 T Portugal 71.4 T 

Norway 13.0 E Spain 71.1 T 

New Zealand 12.8 L Japan 68.8 T 

United Kingdom 12.8 L New Zealand 66.0 L 

Germany 12.5 T Switzerland 65.3 T 

Denmark 10.9 E Italy 63.0 T 

Canada 9.0 L Austria 59.6 T 

Belgium 8.3 T Sweden 58.4 E 

Ireland 8.0 L Canada 53.5 L 

Iceland 7.1 E Germany 48.4 T 

Austria 6.8 T Australia 48.2 L 

Finland 6.0 E United Kingdom 47.3 L 

France 5.6 T Finland 41.6 E 

Japan 5.4 T Ireland 33.4 L 

Sweden 5.2 E France 32.7 T 

United States 5.1 L Netherlands 32.4 T 

Italy 4.5 T Belgium 31.6 T 

Portugal 4.2 T Denmark 28.7 E 

Spain 4.2 T Norway 15.7 E 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 5.10, Percent working hours per week, women
624

 

Country <20 Category Country >39 Category 

                                                 
624

 Percent working hours per week, women, ILO (2004). Key Indicators of the Labor 

Market. Retrieved: July, 6, 2007. Website: 
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Netherlands 33.5 T United States 66.5 L 

Switzerland 26.8 T Portugal 60.7 T 

Australia 24.2 L Iceland 53.8 E 

Germany 21.7 T Spain 53.7 T 

United Kingdom 20.8 L Japan 49.8 T 

New Zealand 20.4 L New Zealand 47.2 L 

Norway 19.3 E Austria 44.1 T 

Belgium 15.3 T Sweden 43.5 E 

Ireland 13.9 L Italy 42.2 T 

Denmark 13.8 E Switzerland 40.6 T 

Canada 12.7 L Canada 36.3 L 

Austria 11.8 T Australia 31.6 L 

Iceland 10.3 E Germany 30.6 T 

France 9.5 T United Kingdom 27.3 L 

Japan 9.1 T Finland 23.6 E 

Italy 8.6 T France 21.6 T 

Spain 8.1 T Belgium 18.3 T 

Finland 7.9 E Ireland 16.9 L 

United States 7.2 L Denmark 15.0 E 

Sweden 6.8 E Netherlands 11.2 T 

Portugal 6.3 T Norway 7.7 E 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 5.11, Percent working hours per week men 
625

 

Country <20 Category Country >39 Category 

                                                 
625
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Netherlands 10.8 T Iceland 87.0 E 

Australia 9.6 L Switzerland 85.8 T 

Denmark 8.3 E United States 85.8 L 

Norway 7.4 E Spain 83.3 T 

New Zealand 6.4 L Japan 82.2 T 

Canada 5.8 L New Zealand 81.9 L 

United Kingdom 5.7 L Portugal 80.6 T 

Switzerland 5.2 T Italy 76.7 T 

Germany 4.9 T Austria 72.6 T 

Finland 4.3 E Sweden 72.0 E 

Iceland 4.3 E Canada 68.8 L 

Sweden 3.7 E United Kingdom 65.0 L 

United States 3.2 L Germany 63.2 T 

Ireland 3.1 L Australia 61.5 L 

Japan 2.9 T Finland 58.3 E 

Austria 2.6 T Netherlands 49.6 T 

Belgium 2.6 T Ireland 46.7 L 

Portugal 2.4 T Belgium 42.7 T 

France 2.2 T France 42.3 T 

Italy 1.9 T Denmark 40.7 E 

Spain 1.5 T Norway 22.8 E 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 5.12, Percent total labor force of part time work.
626

 

Country Percent Category 

Netherlands 36 T 

                                                 
626
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Australia 27 L 

Japan 25 T 

Switzerland 25 T 

United 

Kingdom 24 

L 

Germany 23 T 

New 

Zealand 22 

L 

Norway 21 E 

Ireland 20 L 

Belgium 19 T 

Canada 18 L 

Denmark 18 E 

Austria 17 T 

Iceland 16 E 

Italy 15 T 

France 14 T 

Sweden 14 E 

Finland 13 E 

United 

States 13 

L 

Spain 12 T 

Portugal 9 T 

 

Vacation time 

Vacation time is another aspect of time use that is consistent in variation with 

sustainability.  As we will see later, the more vacation time a country grants its citizens 

the more it tends to exhibit other sustainable patterns of behavior.   Additionally, it is 

noteworthy that the United States is the only country in the sample that does not legally 

guarantee workers an annual vacation
627

 Even if U.S. workers if are officially given 

vacation time, there is often substantial pressure from bosses not to take time off. 

Table 5.13, Vacation time, Days
628

 

Country Days Category 

Austria 35 T 

                                                 
627
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Finland 35 
E 

France 35 T 

Germany 33 T 

Switzerland 32 T 

Denmark 30 E 

Sweden 30 E 

Italy 29 T 

Australia 28 L 

UK 28 L 

Netherlands 25 T 

Portugal 25 
T 

Belgium 20 T 

Iceland 20 E 

Ireland 20 L 

New 

Zealand 20 

L 

Norway 20 E 

Spain 20 T 

Japan     10      T 

Canada 10 L 

US 7.6 L 

 

Informal household activities 

Informal labor and other non-work-related activities comprise the reminder of an 

individual‟s time.  Data relating to these activities is incomplete at best, both for the 

survey sample and the context of the data.  However, various indicators along with 

existing research provide some insight in to how non-work time use factors into the 

discussion. 

 

One of the more predicable aspects of informal labor is commuting to work.  

Although there exist no direct data on this activity, transportation related-data are 

available in particular the distance traveled by passenger vehicles per year from which we 

can infer commute times.  As the table below notes, vehicle miles traveled per year are 

highest in America followed by other New World liberal countries such as Canada and 
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Australia.   Europe and Japan are ranked near the bottom in terms of miles traveled per 

year.  However, when one looks at the use of public transit, both rail and bus service, the 

opposite holds true. 

Table 5.14, Transport Km per capita
629

 

Country Road  Country Train  Country Bus 

US    16509  Portugal 3615  Portugal 1043 

Iceland  10431  Japan 3069  Australia 223 

Australia  10048  Australia 1425  Iceland 204 

Canada  9964  France 1286  Italy 174 

Ireland  9826  Denmark 1073  Belgium 170 

Finland  9784  Sweden 1001  Finland 144 

Austria  9334  

Netherland

s 912  Denmark 136 

Belgium  9102  Germany 908  Spain 131 

Italy   8879  Belgium 891  Norway 129 

France      8790  Italy 794  

Switzerlan

d 102 

Sweden  8282  UK 717  

Netherland

s 99 

UK  8190  Norway 701  Sweden 98 

Switzerlan

d  8153  Finland 668  Germany 82 

Netherland

s  8152  Spain 533  US 78 

Norway  7933  Ireland 457  UK 78 

Denmark  7852  Austria 430  France 73 

Portugal  7528  

Switzerlan

d 106  Austria 69 

Germany  7089  US 30  Japan 66 

  Japan 6484       

Spain    5052       

 

There are a few conclusions that can be drawn from these data.  First, countries 

that are more rural require more driving on average than urbanized countries with 

developed public transit systems.  Second, regardless of a nation‟s status as primarily 

urban or rural, the United States appears to be the nation most reliant on personal 

                                                 
629
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automobile use.  Third, we can infer that regardless of the rural or urban character of a 

nation, emphasis on public transit is negatively related to the use of personal vehicles.  

The act of routine commuting by personal automobile can be considered the least 

efficient in terms of both time use, and sustainability since it is difficult for a driver to do 

anything else while driving.
630

 In addition, the large amount of resources used to operate 

an automobile compared to more efficient forms of transportation make this pattern of 

home to work travel harmful to sustainability.  

 

Data relating to employment and economic activity can help us infer the likely 

nature of informal household labor when used in conjunction with our understanding of 

the role of public policy in facilitating certain social behaviors.  One method of inferring 

the amount of leisure time is to consider how much people work and how many people 

are employed.  Using this method is potentially ambiguous in the sense that there are a 

variety of potential scenarios such high levels of unemployment versus more single 

earner households.  Using this method, we can hypothesize that the more people work 

either in terms of hours or number of people in employment the less time there is 

available for other activities.  Additionally, there is an intersection between the number of 

people in the labor market and the number of hours worked in terms of its effect on 

household activities.  As the research of Goodin et al. shows, social policy can be used to 

distribute working time and non-work time to various groups
631

. 

                                                 
630

 One good example of this is the problem of automobile crashes caused while using 

cell phones to send text messages while driving.  See: Edgecombe, G., (2006). Cell 

Phone Usage While Driving. Law enforcement Technology, 54(9), 141-143. 
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 Thus, an egalitarian welfare state such as Sweden can maintain both high levels 

of employment and high-levels of free time through social policy that limits the number 

of hours allocated for full time employment.  The net effect of this policy is similar to 

more traditionalist welfare regimes such as Germany which is based on a sole income 

earner model in which one spouse stays at home and attends to domestic affairs.  

However, when hours are long and employment high, inevitably informal work and 

discretionary time suffer.  As the data relating to employment, unemployment and 

inactivity suggest, liberal countries with high employment and long hours tend to have 

the least discretionary time whereas countries with either lower levels of employment or 

shorter work weeks tend to have larger amounts of time for non-work-related 

activities
632

. 

 

Finally, it should be noted that to accurately derive some understanding of the 

potential for informal labor and non-work activities it is necessary to consider policy, 

employment rates and hours in conjunction with one another.  If one element is left out, 

especially policy, observed numbers related to work time might be misconstrued.  For 

instance, a low rate of employment in a liberal country is most likely associated with a 

high rate of structural unemployment and economic decline, whereas in traditionalist 

welfare regimes a similar rate of employment might be construed as representing 

effective public policy.  Ultimately, the most prominent situation in this dynamic is 

exhibited in liberal and egalitarian welfare states.  Both types of countries exhibit similar 
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rates of employment, but differ tremendously in both the amount of hours spent at work 

and in the amount of free time available to the average person
633

.  

 

A Few Concluding Comments on Measuring Time Use 

Granted much can be gained from the information presented here; however, this 

analysis does possess some significant limitations.  A key problem is the lack of 

comparable time use data for the countries being studied. Although there exist cross-

national individual level time use data
634

, its consistency and representativeness in terms 

of samples drawn is limited.  From the research conducted here time use needs to be 

assessed on a number of levels ranging from daily activities, to activity across a life span.  

For instance, we might look at how certain demographics such as men or college 

graduates spend their time throughout their life spans.  Additionally, this type of multi-

layered data needs to consider the age, income, demographic background, profession and 

geographic location of respondents.  Such depth in time use research is arguably 

necessary since many structural factors such as commutes and cost of living factor 

heavily into determining time use patterns.  Although some of these factors can be 

inferred from other statistics, as would be the case with inferring typical commute times 

through average miles driven each year, the ultimate utility of possessing a 

comprehensive image of individual behavior is that it allows the researchers to 

                                                 
633

 Goodin, R., Rice, J. M., Parpo, A., Ericksson,  L., (2008). Discretionary Time. 

Cambridge University Press. confirms these findings along with offering some analysis 
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systematically assess the influences of various social structures and economic settings on 

time use.  

 

Social Indicators 

Social indicators can provide an understanding of the nature of society on both an 

individual level and a group level.  In addition to this, there are a number of sub-indexes 

used to gauge various aspects of society and social activity.  In general, we find that the 

pattern exhibited amongst these indices is consistent with the overall model presented in 

this work.  That said, there are some notable exceptions which inadvertently contribute to 

our understanding of how certain countries have developed with regard to their time use 

patterns.  

 

Social Attitudes 

Social attitudes represent a relatively abstract and yet important aspect of social 

sustainability.  How approving people are of the country they live in, along with the 

status of their own lives contributes to either a positive or negative public discourse, 

which may in turn motivate toward or alienate from contributing toward other aspects of 

social sustainability
635

.  Viewed, from another perspective, public attitudes may be the 

product of a mass version of psychological dissonance in which people have been 

propagandized to believe things are much better than they actually are
636

.  

 

                                                 
635
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To analyze social attitudes a number responses to questions ranging from 

perception of personal safety to life satisfaction were compiled into an index, and this 

index‟s relationship with time use was analyzed
637

.  As the results depict, there appears to 

be a mix of both theoretical explanations at work.  In particular, Scandinavians and 

Americans tend to have a rather positive view of both their country and their own lives.  

This observation seems particularly ironic considering that the United States scores last 

both in terms of overall sustainability and time equity.  In this instance Americans‟ overly 

positive view of themselves might be a consequence of either ignorance, nationalism or 

some other “false consciousness” consideration.  Data from other countries indicate that 

in most instances there is a positive correlation between positive social attitudes and other 

indicators of sustainability.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Social Attitudes 

Perception of Safety burglary
638

  

Perception of safety when walking in the dark 

Freedom in decision making
639

  

                                                 
637

 For a full list of social attitudes see chapter 3. 
638

 How likely people feel they are safe from being robbed at home. 
639

 Mean ratings on a ten-point scale ranging from have no freedom in individual 

decisions to complete freedom 
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Happiness net 
640

 

Life satisfaction
641

 

Life satisfaction inequality
642

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 5.15, Social Attitudes
643

  

Country Score Category 

Austria 0.752500 T 

Finland 0.701383 E 

Sweden 0.701111 E 

Denmark 0.682500 E 

                                                 
640

 This statistic is compiled from responses to the survey question: "Taking all things 

together, would you say you are: very happy, quite happy, not very happy, or not at all 

happy?". The "Happiness (net)" statistic was obtained via the following formula: the 

percentage of people who rated themselves as either "quite happy" or "very happy" minus 

the percentage of people who rated themselves as either "not very happy" or "not at all 

happy".  
641

 Most scores are based on responses to the following question: "All things considered, 

how satisfied or dissatisfied are you with your life-as-a-whole now? 1 dissatisfied to 10 

satisfied" (item code O-SLW/c/sq/n/10/a).  Scores of ten nations are based on responses 

to a somewhat different question: "Suppose the top of the ladder represents the best 

possible life for you and the bottom of the ladder the worst possible life.  Where on this 

ladder do you feel you personally stand at the present time?"  The response was rated on 

a ladder scale ranging from 0 to 10 (item code O-BW/c/sq/l/11/c). The data were 

transformed the scores using the information of nations in which both this item and the 

above question on life-satisfaction had been used in about the same years 
642

 These data are indicative of how much citizens differ in enjoyment of their life-as-a-

whole.  Life-satisfaction assessed by means of surveys in samples of the general 

population.  Scores may be too low in some countries, due to undersampling of rural and 

illiterate population. In this ranking the focus is not on the level of happiness in the 

country, but on inequality in happiness among citizens.  Inequality in happiness can be 

measured by the dispersion of responses to survey questions.  The degree of dispersion 

can be expressed statistically in the standard deviation, and surveys items rated on a 10- 

step numerical scale are particularly useful for that purpose.  Most scores are based on 

responses to the following question: "All things considered, how satisfied or dissatisfied 

are you with your life-as-a-whole now? 1 dissatisfied to 10 satisfied".  
643

 A high score indicates that most people maintain a positive level of social attitudes. 
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US 0.677500 L 

Netherlands 0.675556 T 

Switzerland 0.673056 T 

Iceland 0.657500 E 

Canada 0.641400 L 

Norway 0.627400 E 

Ireland 0.626250 L 

Belgium 0.597222 T 

Australia 0.593000 L 

UK 0.590667 L 

France 0.567222 T 

Italy 0.522000 T 

Japan 0.492500 T 

Spain 0.474444 T 

Germany 0.414444 T 

New 

Zealand 0.393000 

L 

Portugal 0.355833 T 

 

Social capital/ Political efficacy 

Social capital, political efficacy, and civic engagement can be broadly defined as 

individual‟s involvement in, and appreciation of various formal and informal social 

institutions
644

.  By and large it appears that the rankings exhibited in the measure are the 

result of both actual behaviors and self-appraisals that reflect cultural values.  On the one 

hand, it is likely that liberal countries such as the United States and Australia over-report 

their confidence in social institutions.  One can possibly attribute this to a high level of 

nationalism exhibited in these countries
645

.  Additionally, some other countries have a 

political culture of cynicism which may influence beliefs relating to political efficacy.   

However, as many observers such as Tocqueville
646

 have noted, liberal democracies tend 

                                                 
644

 Portes, A., (1998). Social Capital: its origins and applications in modern sociology 

Annual Review of Sociology, 24, 1-24. 
645

 This assertion is derived data relating to nationalism, originally used in the World 

Values Survey. 
646

 Tocqueville, A., (2004). Democracy in America. Vintage Books. 
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to be highly amenable to civic engagement.  In addition to the liberal democracies, the 

Scandinavian countries also tend to score relatively high on this set of measures.  

Social capital/ Political efficacy 

Civil and political liberties
647

 

Parliamentary elections voter turn out
648

 

Electoral turn out presidential
649

 

Confidence in social institutions: Armed forces
650

 

Confidence in social institutions: Church525  

Confidence in social institutions: Civil Service 

Confidence in social institutions: Companies 

Confidence in social institutions: Legal system 

Confidence in social institutions: Parliament 

Confidence in social institutions: Police 

Confidence in social institution: Press 

Confidence in social institutions: Trade unions 

Members of Voluntary organizations: Charity
651

 

Members of Voluntary organizations: Education 

Members of Voluntary organizations: Environmental 

Members of Voluntary organizations: Political Parties 

Members of Voluntary organizations: Professional Organizations 

Members of Voluntary organizations: Sports  

Members of Voluntary organizations: Unions 

Attended a political demonstration
652

 

Joined a boycott
653

 

Signed a petition
654

 

                                                 
647

 Units: Index Ranging from 7 (High Levels of Liberties) to 1 (Low 

Freedom House, Freedom in the World 2000-2001, New York: Freedom 
648

 Percent turn out parliamentary elections, case excluded if data exists for presidential 

turnout 
649

 Percent turnout presidential election, The United States was the only valid example  
650

 Proportion of people in 1990s World Values Survey expressing confidence in this 

social institution.  
651

 Proportion saying they are active members of voluntary organizations in this category, 

1990s surveys.  World Values Survey (2007). Retrieved, August, 2, 2007. Website: 

http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/ 
652

 Proportion of respondents in 1990s World Values Survey who have ever attended a 

demonstration. World Values Survey (2007). Retrieved, August, 2, 2007. Website: 

http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/ 
653

 Proportion of respondents in 1990s World Values Survey who have ever joined a 

boycott. World Values Survey (2007). Retrieved, August, 2, 2007. Website: 

http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/  
654

 Proportions in 1990s World Values Survey 
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Some what interested in politics
655

 

Trust in other people 
656

 

Very proud of nationality
657

 

Will fight for country
658

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 5.16, Social Capital  

Country Score Category 

Australia 0.689219 L 

US 0.642448 L 

Sweden 0.583904 E 

Norway 0.574698 E 

Canada 0.544744 L 

Finland 0.478579 E 

Denmark 0.471518 E 

                                                                                                                                                 

 responding that they signed a petition. World Values Survey (2007). Retrieved, August, 

2, 2007. Website: http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/ 
655

  Proportions in 1990s World Values Survey responding that they are somewhat 

interested in politics. World Values Survey (2007). Retrieved, August, 2, 2007. Website: 

http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/ 
656

 Percentage in 1990s World Values Survey  

 agreeing that people can be trusted.  
657

 Percentage responding in 1990s World Values Survey that they were very proud of 

their nationality. World Values Survey (2007). Retrieved, August, 2, 2007. Website: 

http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/ 
658

 Percentage in 1990s World Values Survey responding that they are willing to fight for 

their country. World Values Survey (2007). Retrieved, August, 2, 2007. Website: 

http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/ 
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Switzerland 0.470418 T 

Netherlands 0.457569 T 

France 0.452944 T 

Germany 0.443800 T 

Ireland 0.439926 L 

UK 0.417928 L 

Belgium 0.402966 T 

Italy 0.400348 T 

Austria 0.395747 T 

Japan 0.366422 T 

 

Social group indicators 

Indicators that relate to various aspects of individual and group welfare comprise 

a significant aspect of the social environment.  As prior discussions have noted, things 

such as the rate of incarceration, poverty and the divorce rate allude to the level of social 

equity but also are connected to other aspects of social and economic functioning.  In 

general, egalitarian welfare states fare best while traditionalist states follow shortly 

behind, and the liberal states come in last.  From these findings, we can infer two basic 

themes from social indicators.  First, when various aspects of society fail to function they 

inevitably drag other things with them since many aspects of society are interdependent 

on one another.  Second, the role of policy is rather apparent in both influencing and 

causing certain situations such as a high incarceration rate
659

 or high rate of teen 

pregnancy
660

 in addition to failing to mitigate the ill effects of other situations such as 

child poverty
661

.   

Group social indicators 

                                                 
659

 Sorensen, J., Steven, D., (2002). The Effect of State Sentencing Policies on 

Incarceration Rates. Crime & Delinquency, 48(3), 456-475. 
660

 Dailard, C., (2003). Understanding 'Abstinence': Implications for Individuals, 

Programs and Policies. The Guttmacher Report on Public Policy, 6(5). 
661

 Vleminck, K., Smeeding T., (2000). Child Well-being, Child Poverty and Child Policy 

in Modern Nations. The Policy Press. 
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Prisoners per capita 

Total crimes per capita 

Child poverty 

Age of first child birth
662

  

Abortions per capita 

Child maltreatment deaths
663

 

Teen birth rate 

Divorce rate 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 5.17, Group Social Indicators  

Country Score Category 

Sweden 0.839291 E 

Belgium 0.836617 T 

Austria 0.750382 T 

Iceland 0.745465 E 

Netherlands 0.680424 T 

Finland 0.661944 E 

                                                 
662

 This negative scale item was selected since it is presumably an indicator of how 

established parents are prior to the birth of their first child.  The lower the age, 

presumably the less well established. 
663

 Child maltreatment deaths per 100,000 population under 15. 
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Norway 0.628061 E 

Australia 0.609512 T 

Switzerland 0.619448 T 

France 0.609311 T 

Denmark 0.608305 E 

Japan 0.584127 T 

Germany 0.565221 T 

Spain 0.521191 T 

Italy 0.460583 T 

Canada 0.450689 L 

New 

Zealand 0.431141 

L 

Portugal 0.406548 T 

Ireland 0.340285 L 

UK 0.266015 L 

US 0.016409 L 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 5.18, Social Indicators
664

 

Country 

Prisoners 

per 

capita 
665

 

Child
666

 

Poverty 

Rate  

Abortions
667

  

Teen 

Birth 

Rate

Divorce
669

 Rate 

% Lone 

Parent
670

 

Families 

                                                 
664

 A good amount of data is missing for various indicators. Relative to how the missing 

data was accounted for in this and other parts of the analysis, a score was calculated for a 

given country by considering the number of variables available. For instance, if an index 

used five variables and only four were available then that country‟s score was based off 

of the average of four instead of five items. 
665

 International Centre for Prison Studies (2000). World Prison Brief. 
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668
 

Australia 116 12.6  21 2.52 8 

Austria 100   23  8 

Belgium 88 4.4  10 0.88 7 

Canada 116 15.5 2.15056 27  11 

Denmark 72 5.1  10 2.81 6 

Finland 71 2.6 1.8924 13 1.85 9 

France 95 7.9 2.65644 9  7 

Germany 96 10.7 1.18811 13  5 

Iceland 40  2.71958 29   

Ireland  16.8  16  9 

Italy 100 20.5 2.30861 9  7 

Japan 54 12.2 2.69214 4   5 

New 

Zealand 160  2.76902 35 2.63 9 

Norway 64 3.9 2.9767 19  9 

Portugal 13   25  8 

Spain 144 12.3  12  6 

Sweden 75 3.9 4.164520 13  3 

Switzerlan

d 72   5   6 

UK  19.8  33 3.08 10 

US 715 22.4 4.09450 64 4.95 9 

 

 

 

 

Education 

Education provides both a basis for individual economic success and the 

achievement of an entire society in terms of its economy and the intellect of the populous. 

                                                                                                                                                 
666

 UNICEF, 2004, Child poverty: An overview of child well being in developed 

countries. 
667

 The Human Development Report (HDR) (2003). Retrieved: July, 27, 2007. Website: 

UNHDR.org 
669

 Sardon, J. P., (2002). Recent Demographic Trends in the Developed Countries. 

Population, English Edition, 57, Jan-Feb. 
670

 OECD (1995). Retrieved: June, 17, 2008. Website: http://stats.oecd.org/index.aspx 
668

 United Nations Population Division (2004). World Population Prospects: The 1994 

Revision. 
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To properly assess education, it must be judged both relative to the economic structure 

and the culture of the country in question.   Also, it is necessary to consider a number of 

factors such as years of schooling and proficiency at basic academic tasks.  Through 

measuring various aspects of education it is possible to give some definition to the 

inherently nebulous concept of what it means to be educated.  Generally speaking, there 

is a relatively consistent pattern of association between years of education and basic 

academic proficiency.  However, it is noteworthy the United States represents the role 

exception to this general. 

 

 In particular, the average American has more schooling than any other resident of 

the industrialized world, this leads to receiving a high score on this indicator.  Although 

this obviously is a testament to American‟s valuing of education, and in particular higher 

education, it does raise some questions about the effectiveness of the American education 

apparatus when America‟s overall performance is considered along with this information 

on level of content with formal schooling
671

.  Specifically, we should not rush to equate 

years of schooling with educational quality or other measures of social progress in the 

case of the United States.  Relative to the context of the efficiency of the American 

education system we can question its claims of effectiveness through considering that the 

rate of unemployment in the U.S. for those with a college education is the highest in the 

                                                 
671

 To substantiate this point one need only consider the most extensive comparative 

research to date which is the PISA (Program for International Student Assessment) data 

collected by the OECD which places the United States well below average for 

educational attainment in all basic areas. See OECD (2006). PISA data,  Retrieved: 

August, 12, 2009. Website: http://nces.ed.gov/surveys/PISA/pisa2006highlights.asp 
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developed world
672

.  Additionally, if we view the lengthy process of education relative to 

the needs of the economy and an individual‟s financial security, a lengthy period of 

education may prove to be an economic hindrance in a certain capacity
673

. However, it is 

also the case that education, and especially higher education, provides the opportunity to 

advance an individual‟s position while he or she is not actively involved in the labor 

market.  Thus, when economic times are difficult and people cannot find employment an 

investment in education is a rational action.  In addition to this, when we look at available 

measures of basic educational effectiveness (Table 5.19) we find a significantly different 

dynamic which suggests that basic proficiency is more a product of an effective 

educational system and motivated students than it is of years of schooling.  Ultimately, 

the data portray a situation in which education serves a necessary social and economic 

function; however, the date it also suggest that the contribution of education to society 

varies depending upon the measure and the country in question.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Education 

Average years of schooling 

Percent population with a high rate of literacy 

                                                 
672

 This conclusion is derived from using the 2004 ILO data for unemployment based 

upon education. 
673

 Bosquet, M,. (2008). How the University Works: Higher Education and the Low-Wage 

Nation, NYU Press. 
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Mathematical literacy
674

 

Proportion of 20 year olds in tertiary education  

Scientific literacy
675

 

Spending per secondary school student 

Total tertiary enrollment
676

 

 

Table 5.19, Education 

Country Score Category 

Sweden 0.953212 E 

Norway 0.917199 E 

Finland 0.891185 E 

Canada 0.884693 L 

New 

Zealand 0.870663 L 

US 0.866625 L 

Japan 0.863083 T 

Austria 0.861241 T 

Belgium 0.849966 T 

Denmark 0.827392 E 

Australia 0.822911 L 

UK 0.812493 L 

France 0.809498 T 

Iceland 0.808117 E 

Spain 0.794588 T 

Germany 0.757767 T 

Switzerland 0.752635 T 

Italy 0.745173 T 

Ireland 0.674475 L 

Netherlands 0.673357 T 

Portugal 0.585345 T 

 

 

Table 5.20 Average Years of Schooling 
677

 

                                                 
674

 Generally, defined as basic conceptual competency at mathematics related topics. For 

further explanation see: OECD. Assessing Scientific, Reading and Mathematical Literacy  

A Framework for OECD (2006). PISA data, Retrieved: August, 12, 2009. Website: 

http://nces.ed.gov/surveys/PISA/pisa2006highlights.asp. 
675

 Generally, defined as basic conceptual competency at scientific related topics. For 

further explanation see: OECD. Assessing Scientific, Reading and Mathematical Literacy  

A Framework for OECD (2006). PISA data, Retrieved: August, 12, 2009. Website: 

http://nces.ed.gov/surveys/PISA/pisa2006highlights.asp 
676

 Gross enrolment ratio, tertiary level is the sum of all tertiary level students enrolled at 

the start of the school year, expressed as a percentage of the mid-year population in the 5 

year age group after the official secondary school leaving age.  
677

 UNESCO (2006). Global Education Digest for 2006. 
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Country 

Years of 

schooling 

Category 

US 12 L 

Norway 11.8 E 

New 

Zealand 11.7 

L 

Canada 11.6 L 

Sweden 11.4 E 

Australia 10.9 L 

Switzerland 10.5 T 

Germany 10.2 T 

Finland 10.0 E 

Denmark 9.7 E 

Japan 9.5 T 

Ireland 9.4 L 

UK 9.4 L 

Belgium 9.3 T 

Iceland 8.8 E 

Austria 8.4 T 

France 7.9 T 

Spain 7.3 T 

Italy 7.2 T 

Portugal 5.9 T 
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Table 5.21 Academic Proficiency
678

 

Country Score Category 

Japan 1.000000 T 

Sweden 0.948843 E 

Austria 0.934116 T 

France 0.918639 T 

Belgium 0.917695 T 

Iceland 0.912309 E 

Finland 0.882507 E 

Norway 0.877710 E 

Canada 0.875257 L 

Spain 0.873653 T 

Italy 0.844779 T 

Denmark 0.837613 E 

UK 0.818344 L 

New 

Zealand 0.806623 

L 

Australia 0.802351 L 

US 0.775861 L 

Switzerland 0.768357 T 

Germany 0.765854 T 

Ireland 0.628335 L 

Portugal 0.579922 T 

Netherlands 0.563380 T 

 

Government 

On a general level government provides a basic apparatus for the management of 

society and a comprehensive public institution which can facilitate public trust and 

action.  Although there are a number of ways of measuring the performance of 

government, the measure used here includes public expenditures, government debt, and 

people‟s confidence in public institutions. the analysis of the  government performance 

data reveals that yet again the Scandinavian countries tend to fair best while liberal 

countries perform the least well. 

                                                 
678

  Number represents aspects of education index that deal with literacy and scientific 

proficiency derived from the OECD (2006). PISA data, Retrieved: August, 12, 2009. 

Website: http://nces.ed.gov/surveys/PISA/pisa2006highlights.asp. 
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Government 

Government expenditures per capita
679

 

Public institutions index
680

 

Government Debt as percent of GDP 

 

Table 5.22 Government
681

 

Country Score Category 

Norway 0.969050 E 

Finland 0.763911 E 

Denmark 0.742750 E 

Sweden 0.724608 E 

Iceland 0.689161 E 

Switzerland 0.635157 T 

Ireland 0.625324 L 

Austria 0.598675 L 

Netherlands 0.596260 T 

Australia 0.590862 L 

UK 0.589594 L 

Germany 0.559630 T 

New 

Zealand 0.556359 

L 

Belgium 0.505175 T 

Spain 0.479534 T 

Portugal 0.459576 T 

US 0.458970 L 

Japan 0.445981 T 

Canada 0.438689 L 

Italy 0.405326 T 

France 0.347038 T 

 

Taxes 

From the perspective of sustainability, when taxes structured progressively and 

redistributed they provide both a measure of funding various social projects that enhance 

social and physical infrastructure while also helping to advance the needs of individuals.  

                                                 
679

 All non military expenditures per capita. 
680

 Public institution index indicates the state of the country's public institutions. The 

rankings are calculated from both publicly available data and the Executive Opinion 

Survey, a comprehensive annual survey conducted by the World Economic Forum 

together with its network of Partner Institutes. World Economic Forum , Global 

Competitiveness Report 2004-2005.  
681

 Number represents score in greater index. 
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Also, taxation provides a method of regulating the consumption of various goods through 

artificially increasing or decreasing via tax credits the market cost.  Taxes represent the 

most pervasive form of material redistribution.  Although most of the analysis of taxation 

focuses on the relative rate of taxation, this indicator is somewhat misleading since it is 

not uniform relative to the populations to which it is applied.  Also, the amount of 

individual taxation is variable along with the average, real money tax burden.  

 

To help refine our understanding of the role taxation plays in governance and 

sustainability the following tables outline a number of aspects of taxation.  Table 5.23 

represents the overall index of taxation used in a measure of sustainability.  This measure 

considers various tax rates along with other variables.  It is assumed that the more 

progressive a taxation system is and the higher taxes are on certain environmentally or 

socially problematic goods such as fuel, the more taxation policy will contribute to the 

promotion sustainable outcomes.  As the data show, egalitarian countries tend to score 

the highest on this measure followed by traditionalist countries and lastly the liberal 

countries bring up the rear in this area.   

Taxes 

Taxation Diesel  

Taxation Gasoline  

Marginal Taxation Rate 
682

 

Tax brackets
683

 

VAT and sales taxes 
684

 

Corporate Tax Rate 

  

 

                                                 
682

 National average marginal taxation rate. 
683

 Marginal taxation rates based upon bottom, middle and top third of income brackets 

expressed percentage rate.  
684

 Value Added Tax, and sales tax. 
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Table 5.23, Taxes,
685

 

Country Score Category 

Belgium 0.909339883 T 

Denmark 0.848408091 E 

Sweden 0.826935962 E 

Germany 0.812872140 T 

Italy 0.787374161 T 

Norway 0.781928526 E 

Finland 0.779382378 E 

France 0.771298617 T 

Netherlands 0.769534638 T 

UK 0.759866988 L 

Austria 0.757508572 T 

Portugal 0.687436686 T 

Spain 0.665951675 T 

Ireland 0.602510199 L 

Australia 0.573120776 L 

New 

Zealand 0.563593239 

L 

Japan 0.548528388 T 

Canada 0.503456317 L 

Switzerland 0.495459452 T 

Iceland 0.480129920 E 

US 0.441494504 L 

 

Table 5.24 displays the percent total income paid in taxes by various income 

groups and 5.25 presents data on the taxation rate of various social groups such as 

individuals and families. Table 5.24 can be seen as being both representative of the level 

of progressiveness in individual taxation along with implicitly indicating how much 

money is available for redistribution and general expenditures.  Along  a similar line, 

table 5.25 indicates whether or not taxation policy promotes certain social groups such as 

families, married couples, or single people.  It is interesting to note and generally in line 

with the greater analysis that liberal countries have a larger share of taxation from the 

lowest 30% of earners than do either traditionalist or egalitarian countries.  Additionally, 

                                                 
685

 Number represents score in greater index. 
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we should also consider the relative nature of inequality in the countries in question.  

Specifically, the lower share of taxes derived from the top 30% in more equal egalitarian 

and traditionalist societies can be seen as having a greater effect on economic equality 

than a comparatively higher rate of taxation in a highly unequal society.  Also, the data 

displayed in table 5.25 reveal that that egalitarian societies tend to have the most 

progressive rate of taxation while liberal countries have the least.  Additionally, it is also 

noteworthy that all countries tax families at a lower final rate than individuals.  This 

implicitly suggests that all nations attempt to promote a social structure that is conducive 

to some type of familial unit.  

Table 5.24, Percent Tax Burden by Income Group
686

 

Country 

Bottom 

30% 

Middle 

40% 

Top 

30% 

Australia 3.70 31.1 65.1 

Belgium 0.06 33.6 63.5 

Canada 6.30 33.4 60.4 

Denmark 14.1 37.2 52.2 

Finland 0.10 33.4 58.6 

France 0.07 23.5 67.9 

Germany 0.10 36.5 53.6 

Italy 0.09 31.0 62.3 

Netherlands  0.12 36.1 48.7 

Norway 0.10 36.1 53.8 

Sweden     0.11 35.8 53.3 

UK 3.90 32.0 62.0 

US 6.20 28.4 65.3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
686

 OECD (2006). Retrieved: July, 12, 2007. Website: http://stats.oecd.org/index.aspx 
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Table 5.25, Tax rate for income bracket and tax wedge
687

 for individuals and 

families 

Country 

0.67% 

Median  

100% 

Median 

133% 

Median 

167% 

Median  

Tax 

Wedge 

Families 

Tax 

Wedge 

Individuals 

Australia 0.35 0.35 0.47 0.47 0.13 0.23 

Austria 0.57 0.57 0.60 0.42 0.29 0.45 

Belgium 0.71 0.66 0.68 0.68 0.40 0.55 

Canada 0.35 0.41 0.34 0.37 0.21 0.30 

Denmark 0.43 0.49 0.63 0.63 0.31 0.44 

Finland 0.54 0.55 0.59 0.59 0.39 0.46 

France 0.67 0.56 0.56 0.60 0.39 0.48 

Germany 0.60 0.66 0.62 0.44 0.33 0.50 

Iceland 0.39 0.39 0.39 0.39 0.03 0.26 

Ireland 0.31 0.33 0.53 0.50 0.13 0.26 

Italy 0.52 0.52 0.61 0.59 0.36 0.46 

Japan 0.29 0.33 0.42 0.33 0.20 0.24 

Netherlands 0.55 0.51 0.42 0.52 0.32 0.42 

New 

Zealand 0.21 0.33 0.33 0.39 0.17 0.20 

Norway 0.43 0.51 0.51 0.51 0.27 0.37 

Portugal 0.39 0.47 0.47 0.56 0.24 0.33 

Spain 0.46 0.46 0.48 0.37 0.31 0.38 

Sweden 0.51 0.63 0.63 0.67 0.41 0.49 

Switzerland 0.34 0.36 0.41 0.43 0.18 0.30 

UK 0.41 0.41 0.48 0.48 0.18 0.30 

US 0.34 0.34 0.43 0.43 0.19 0.30 

 

 Finally, tables 5.26 and 5.27 represent the percent of gross domestic product paid 

in total taxes and individual taxes, along with per capita GDP and purchasing power 

parity, an adjusted figure that represents the average amount paid by an individual citizen 

in the country in question.  By using these measures it is possible to gain an idea of how 

much taxation people pay, both relative to how much a country produces per capita and 

                                                 
687

 1. The difference between before-tax and after-tax wages. The tax wedge measures 

how much the government receives as a result of taxing the labor force. Essentially it is a 

representation of percent of income paid in taxes. Data from OECD (2004). Retrieved: 

July, 16, 207. Website:  http://stats.oecd.org/index.aspx 

2. A measure of the market inefficiency that is created when a tax is imposed on a 

product or service. The tax causes the supply and demand equilibrium to shift, creating a 

wedge of dead weight losses. 
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what it costs to live in a certain country.  By doing this, it is possible to gain a more 

realistic idea of what people actually pay to their government in taxes.  What is 

interesting about the calculation presented in that table 5.27 is that it suggests that the 

much commented on differential between countries in terms of tax burden is not as great 

as might be thought
688

.  Although this is an average figure and rates are obviously higher 

or lower depending upon individual income, these aggregate figures suggest that a 

country‟s performance in terms of social management and policy is more of an issue of 

structure and priority than it is of per capita funding.  As the following section on social 

expenditures will note, the primary issue in delivering social services to a population is 

more one of ideology than funding.  Also, we must consider the relative trade-off 

between paying for services through universal taxation or via personal expenditures.  For 

instance, the rate and amount of taxation in the United States is lower than that in other 

countries, but many individuals must pay for their healthcare, their higher education, and 

their retirement; in some instances these costs may be substantially higher than the 

average amount of taxation paid in other countries which provide for healthcare, higher 

education and retirement.   
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 Korpi, W., (1980). Social policy and distributional conflict in the capitalist 

democracies. A preliminary comparative framework. West European Politics, 3(3), 296-

316. 
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Table 5.26, Total Taxation as percent of GDP and Individual Taxes as Percent of 

GDP
689

 

Country 

Total 

Tax % 

GDP Country 

Individual Tax 

% GDP 

Sweden  52.4 Denmark  43.7 

Denmark  48.8 Sweden  31.5 

Finland  46.9 Finland  29.9 

Belgium  45.6 Iceland  29.4 

France  45.3 New Zealand  29.0 

Austria  43.7 UK  27.8 

Italy  42.0 Belgium  27.1 

Netherlands  41.4 Portugal  25.7 

Norway  40.3 Canada  25.4 

Germany  37.9 Australia  24.4 

UK  37.4 Italy  23.5 

Canada  35.8 Norway  23.5 

Spain  35.2 Austria  22.8 

New 

Zealand  35.1 Netherlands  22.7 

Iceland  34.8 Switzerland  22.5 

Switzerland  34.7 France  22.4 

Portugal  34.5 Ireland  22.1 

Australia  31.5 Germany  21.4 

Ireland  31.1 US 19.3 

US 29.6 Spain  18.9 

Japan  27.1 Japan  13.2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
689

 Figures are derived from OECD (2008).  Revenue Statistics 1965-2008.  Data for 

2004. 
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Table 5.27, GDP Adjusted Average Tax, PPP/GDP Adjusted Average Tax in USD
690

 

Country 

GDP 

Adjusted  Country 

GDP/PPP 

Adjusted 

Denmark  13114.00 Denmark  11208.5 

Switzerland  8282.76 Sweden  7176.34 

Norway  8187.61 Iceland  7106.02 

Iceland  7958.74 Finland  6967.12 

Sweden  7893.98 Belgium  6889.46 

Finland  7036.79 Norway  6656.59 

UK  6775.98 UK  6332.69 

Belgium  6407.20 Canada  6255.03 

US 6286.95 Switzerland  6135.38 

Austria  5435.19 Austria  5782.12 

Netherlands  5402.58 Australia  5779.25 

Canada  5191.67 US 5767.84 

France  5101.57 Netherlands  5747.43 

Germany  5050.38 Italy  5458.13 

Ireland  4734.57 France  5427.20 

Japan  4690.76 Germany  5153.45 

Australia  4623.40 

New 

Zealand  4939.22 

Italy  4530.25 Ireland  4509.11 

New 

Zealand  3605.63 Portugal  3707.54 

Spain  2752.98 Japan  3693.51 

Portugal  2632.35 Spain  3484.78 

 

Social Expenditures 

Social expenditures manifest themselves in a variety of ways and can been seen as 

contributing towards sustainable outcomes on both a social and individual level.  Much 

like other areas surveyed there appear to be two separate explanations at work in this 

area.  On the one hand, most countries‟ social expenditures occur through redistributive 

taxation and are relatively efficient in terms of beauracracies and do not require value-

                                                 
690

 These calculations are based upon either an extrapolation of actual amount paid in 

taxes based upon GDP and average tax burden, or, GDP, average tax and Purchasing 

power parity. To derive these figures the per capita GDP, represented in USD, is 

multiplied by a decimal representation of the average individual tax, then for the PPP 

adjusted the figure is multiplied by a decimal representation of the Purchasing Power 

Parity.  
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added profits.  On the other hand, liberal countries (the United States in particular) have 

social service systems which are funded directly by individuals, operated mostly by the 

private sector and are often for profit.  Thus, as many have been noted
691

, the cost of 

delivering social services such as health care, education and child care in liberal countries 

is elevated due to bureaucratic redundancy and profit seeking by private parties.  

 

As that set forth in table 5.28 indicates the expenditures for both public and 

private social services tend to be highest in egalitarian countries and lowest in liberal 

countries with traditionalist nations being in the middle.  However, the United States-

which tends to be mostly fee for service and delivered by the for-profit private sector- is 

the exception to this trend.  Most notably the cost of healthcare places the total social 

expenditures at a level that is on par with the most egalitarian nations.  When important 

characteristics such as health outcomes and educational proficiency are considered, not 

only does the American situation contribute to a relatively economically inefficient 

system of delivering social services but it also can be seen as having negative 

consequences for time use since people must allocate more resources to finance such 

benefits and hence work longer hours. 

 

 Aside from independently wealthy individuals, this way of doing business in 

America usually means that the people using these services have either less money or are 

working longer hours to be able to afford these services.  What this amounts to is that 

individuals in this situation are punished either relative to time use or monetarily for 

                                                 
691

Gwatkin , A., Bhuiya , C., Victora, D.,  (2002). Making health systems more equitable. 

The Lancet, 364(9441), 1273-1280. 
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using services that are a necessary part of existence.  In a country that socializes the cost 

of such services through taxes, the individual burden is mitigated so that no one 

individual is excessively hindered through his or her use of social services which the 

average cost of things such as taxes might be higher in these countries, the private 

expenditures for social services are much lower.   As data from other countries indicate 

this produces a two-fold benefit.  First, there is no adverse financial incentive for 

pursuing social services; second, by making services readily available to people, they will 

tend to be more healthy, better educated, etc, and hence more productive in both an 

economic and social sense.  

Social Expenditures 

Net social expenditures
692

 

Education as % of total government expenditures (figure out why not in education) 

Municipal waste expenditures 

Public health care funding per capita 

Health care funding
693

 

Total healthcare expenditure as percentage of GDP 

Education Expenditure as percent of GDP (figure out why not in education_ 

Childcare Expenditures 

Expenditures Per Child
694

  

Expenditure on Childcare Support  

Childcare Expenditure As percent of GDP 

Family Benefits
695

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
692

 Social expenditures per capita USD.  
693

 Per capita USD. 
694

 PPP adjust USD. 
695

 Total percent of income or value of child care, family social services, cash benefits. 

OECD (2004). Retrieved: July, 17, 2007. Website:  http://stats.oecd.org/index.aspx 
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Table 5.28, Social Expenditures 

Country Score Category 

Iceland 0.812025 E 

Denmark 0.741114 E 

France 0.720800 T 

US 0.696222 L 

Norway 0.674750 E 

Sweden 0.671448 E 

Belgium 0.660774 T 

Germany 0.646819 T 

Switzerland 0.610156 T 

UK 0.603322 L 

Finland 0.591314 E 

Australia 0.586150 L 

Italy 0.581955 T 

Netherlands 0.533023 T 

Portugal 0.527735 T 

Austria 0.513972 T 

Canada 0.501234 L 

New 

Zealand 0.484777 

L 

Spain 0.482055 T 

Ireland 0.461726 T 

Japan 0.445306 T 
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Table 5.29, Social expenditures as percent of government expenditures, total GDP 

and PPP adjusted in USD
696

 

Country %Gov

. 

Exp.
697

 

Country % 

GDP
698

 

Country PPP 

Adjusted 

GDP
699

 

France  33.1 France  32.2 Denmark  8251.75 

Denmark  32.2 Sweden  30.9 France  8000.59 

Germany  30.5 Germany  30.8 Norway  7977.73 

Belgium  30.0 Belgium  29.5 Belgium  7600.81 

Austria  29.3 UK  28.2 Austria  7424.46 

Norway  28.2 US 27.0 Germany  7316.68 

Italy  27.7 Netherlands  26.0 Italy  6439.37 

Portugal  25.8 Italy  25.6 Finland  5963.04 

Finland  25.7 Denmark  25.2 Netherlands  5873.75 

UK  23.7 Austria  25.0 Switzerland  5573.25 

Netherlands  23.2 Norway  24.4 UK  5385.15 

Sweden  22.6 Portugal  24.3 Japan  5346.35 

Iceland  21.7 Canada  24.0 Iceland  5238.49 

New 

Zealand  

20.6 Finland  23.6 US 5185.59 

Switzerland  20.5 Australia  23.4 Sweden  5137.05 

Australia  20.3 Iceland  23.2 Canada  4814.80 

Canada       19.6 Japan  22.2 Australia  4793.37 

Japan      19.1 Spain  19.7 Portugal  3716.78 

Spain    19.0 New 

Zealand  

17.7 Ireland  3628.49 

Ireland      17.8 Ireland  16.0 New 

Zealand  

3497.44 

US 17.4 Switzerland      NA Spain  3492.56 

 

Health 

Health outcomes represent the last major category of indicators used evaluate 

social sustainability.  Through analyzing health-related data it is possible to ascertain how 

                                                 
696

 OECD (2004). Social expenditures.  Retrieved: January, 12, 2008. Website: 

http://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?datasetcode=SOCX_AGG. 
697

 This figure does not consider private expenditures or pensions.  
698

 Total public private expenditure. 
699

 Dollar amount of total social expenditure adjusted for per capita GDP and purchasing 

power parity. 
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effective the health care system is along with how various social and environmental 

factors affect people‟s health.  Ultimately, the status of people‟s health dictates their 

ability to be involved in society along with reflecting society‟s ability to create social 

structures and patterns of activity that facilitate a healthy existence.  

 

In addition to this, it is interesting to note that there are number of specific 

indicators and trends that contribute to the overall analysis of this work.  In particular, 

various aspects of the performance of the United Sates reflect both the general influence 

of American society and policy on health outcomes along with time-related social 

structures affecting the well being of people.  For instance, the rate of psychological and 

psychiatric-related illness in the United States is by far the highest in the industrialized 

world.  Aside from presuming there is something innately dysfunctional about 

Americans, this statistic appears indicative of a society that places a high level of stress 

on its citizens
700

.  Although overwork and time pressure obviously are not the sole factor 

in setting this level of psychological dysfunction, considering the low level of time equity 

present in the United States it appears likely that time use patterns are a significant 

contributing factor
701

. 

 

 Additionally, statistics relating to obesity tell a similar sad tale.  In the instance of 

obesity and other chronic illness we find that time use, specifically having the 

                                                 
700

Sweikert, S. (2008). An Hour a Day Could Keep The Doctor Away.  In: De Graaff, J., 

Take Back Your Time. Berret Koehler.  
701

 Michie, S., Cockcroft, A., (1996). Overwork Can Kill. British Journal of Medicine, 

312, 921-922. See also: Sweikert, S., (2008). An Hour a Day Could Keep The Doctor 

Away, In: De Graaff, J., Take Back Your Time, Berret Koehler. 
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opportunity to exercise or partake in some type of preventative activity, is significantly 

correlated to an individual‟s health outcomes.  Although it is also possible to attribute 

chronic diseases such as obesity or hypertension to other structural factors such as lack of 

exercise or poor dietary habits, it appears likely that even secondary factors such as 

dependence on automobiles can be seen as indirectly influencing time use and hence 

contributing to the relationship between physical and mental health and time equity. 

Health 
Private health care funding per capita 

Life expectancy total 

Infant mortality rate, total 

Obesity rate 

Percentage of life lived in ill health women  

Percentage of life living in ill health men 

Percentage of not reaching 65 females 

Percentage of not reaching 65 males 

Standard Non-Disability Active Life Years rate 
702

  

Standard Death Rates  
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 Years of non-disability life, World Health Organization (2004).  Retrieved: June 16, 

2007. Website: www.WHO.org 
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Table 5.30, Obesity rate % total adult population
703

  

Country Rate  Category 

US 30.6 L 

UK 23.0 L 

Australia 21.7 L 

New 

Zealand 20.9 

L 

Canada 14.3 L 

Spain 13.1 T 

Ireland 13.0 L 

Germany 12.9 T 

Finland 12.8 E 

Portugal 12.8 T 

Iceland 12.4 E 

Belgium 11.7 T 

Sweden 9.7 E 

Denmark 9.5 E 

France 9.4 T 

Austria 9.1 T 

Italy 8.5 T 

Norway 8.3 E 

Switzerland 7.7 E 

Japan 3.2 E 
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 World Health Organization (2004).  Retrieved: June 16, 2007. Website: 

www.WHO.org 
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Table 5.31, Psychological problems rate per 100,000
704

 

Country Rate Category 

US          4,208  L 

Canada          3,756  L 

France          3,617  T 

Finland          3,587  E 

Denmark          3,498  E 

Switzerland          3,477  T 

Belgium          3,464  T 

Ireland          3,377  L 

Austria          3,376  T 

UK          3,338  L 

Germany          3,325  T 

Norway          3,198  E 

Portugal          3,116  T 

Sweden          3,108  E 

Spain          3,038  T 

Netherlands          3,023  T 

Australia          2,954  L 

Iceland          2,952  E 

Italy          2,919  T 

New Zealand          2,915  L 

Japan          2,233  T 
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 World Health Organization (2004). Retrieved: June 16, 2007. Website: 

www.WHO.org 
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Table 5.32, Infant mortality per 1,000
705

 

Country Rate Category 

Sweden 2.76 E 

Japan 2.80 T 

Iceland 3.27 E 

France 3.41 T 

Finland 3.52 E 

Norway 3.64 E 

Germany 4.08 T 

Switzerland 4.28 T 

Spain 4.31 T 

Denmark 4.45 E 

Austria 4.54 T 

Belgium 4.56 T 

Australia 4.57 L 

Canada 4.63 L 

Portugal 4.92 T 

UK 5.01 L 

Ireland 5.22 L 

New 

Zealand 

        

5.67 

L 

Italy 5.72 T 

US 6.37 L 
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 World Health Organization (2004). Retrieved: June, 16, 2007. Website: 
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Table 5.33, Private healthcare funding per capita USD 
706

 

Country Funding 

Per 

Capita 

Category 

US 2,580 L 

Switzerland 1,429 T 

Canada 709 L 

Germany 685 T 

Austria 655 T 

Belgium 652 T 

Australia 611 L 

France 564 T 

Italy 535 T 

Ireland 473 L 

Japan 469 T 

Spain 468 T 

Denmark 434 E 

Finland 415 E 

Portugal 414 T 

Iceland 406 E 

Norway 391 E 

New 

Zealand 357 

L 

UK 335 L 
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Table 5.34, Health
707

  

Country Score Category 

Japan 0.464 T 

Switzerland 0.429 T 

Canada 0.403 L 

Sweden 0.390 E 

Iceland 0.370 E 

Norway 0.362 E 

France 0.351 T 

Austria 0.346 T 

Italy 0.344 T 

Spain 0.341 T 

Netherlands 0.332 T 

Germany 0.328 T 

Finland 0.320 E 

Belgium 0.314 T 

Denmark 0.284 E 

Ireland 0.276 L 

UK 0.261 L 

New 

Zealand 0.254 

L 

Portugal 0.215 
T 

US 0.209 L 

 

 

 

Economic Indicators 

Topics relating to economics form the second major aspect of sustainability.  

Although there are many economic topics that are relevant to a discussion of nation-level 

sustainability, information relating to the level of equality and productivity of a nation‟s 

economy are particularly useful pertain they allude to both the social structure and 

productivity of a country.  Additionally, to accurately assess the level of sustainability in 

                                                 
707

 Scale item, for further description see Chapter 2. 
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an economy it is necessary to assess economic performance relative to individuals, to 

various sectors of the economy, and to the nation as a whole.   

 

Traditional Economic Indicators 

Economic indicators such as comparative price parities
708

, capital stock
709

, gross 

national savings, and industrial production, amongst others are mainstays of economic 

analysis.  When these indicators are combined into a single index (Table 5.35) the 

resulting scale reveals some interesting patterns amongst industrialized nations.  In 

particular, Scandinavian countries tend to fair the best with all of them scoring in the top 

half of the index; in contrast liberal and traditionalist countries are evenly distributed in 

the lower half of the scale.  

 

In addition to this general index there are also specific economic indicators, such 

as imports, which note much about a nation‟s economy that is relevant to a discussion of 

time use and sustainability.  
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 Generally, defined at the comparative cost of buying basic goods in two separate 

markets. 
709

 The amount of capital funds available for investment expressed as a percent of GPD. 



 343 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Traditional Economic Indicators 

Scale items: 

Average potential GDP 

Capital stock, per capita 

Real GDP Growth 1980-2004 

Overall Annual productivity, GDP per capita
710

 

Gross national savings 

Business sector investment per capita 

Retail sales 

Aggregated demand 

Table 5.35, Traditional Economic Indicators 

Country Score Category 

Iceland 0.829608 E 

Ireland 0.827451 L 

Norway 0.636937 E 

Spain 0.624712 T 

Canada 0.616287 L 

Denmark 0.604726 E 

Sweden 0.602348 E 

Australia 0.587292 L 

New 

Zealand 0.586662 

L 

Finland 0.582477 E 

US 0.573151 L 

Belgium 0.558096 T 

Austria 0.536866 T 

UK 0.534876 L 

France 0.511091 T 

Italy 0.448778 T 

Netherlands 0.434627 T 

Germany 0.432830 T 

Japan 0.419253 T 

Switzerland 0.411207 T 

Portugal 0.406174 T 

 
Imports/exports 

                                                 
710

 USD, PPP adjusted. 
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The amount a nation imports relative to items it exports can help us infer a 

number of things about the nature of a nation‟s economy.  Relative to a discussion of 

sustainability, a high ratio of imports to exports suggests that an economy is not self-

sufficient since it is dependent upon outside support.  In certain instances this ratio 

appears to be explained by circumstances that are inherent to the structure of a nation‟s 

economy such as size and lack of economic diversity.  For instance, as the chart below 

notes Iceland, which is a relatively small country of three hundred thousand people, 

imports far more merchandise than it exports.  However, other relatively small countries 

such as Norway or Sweden do not appear to have this problem.  Additionally, the United 

States remains consistent with its exceptionalist ways since it possesses the highest ratio 

of imports to exports.  What is interesting about the United States is, regardless of its 

status as a large industrialized nation, it displays import/export characteristics in line with 

smaller and much less developed countries (see Table 5.36).  Regarding a discussion of 

time use, let alone economic sustainability, what test data ultimately suggest is that 

countries which cannot reasonably be typified as having small peripheral economies are 

most likely under-utilizing their economic infrastructure and, in doing so they are 

marginalizing large segments of the population through structural unemployment.  

Additionally, such underutilization can be seen as further hindering equitable time use 

patterns since it leads to structural unemployment which then in turn leads to a number of 

inequities relative to time use. Oddly enough, one of best forms of evidence for this is 

found in the Aguiar and Hurst (2002) survey which found that less educated individuals, 

typically those that have worked in exported industries such as manufacturing, were the 

most likely to have more “free time”-that is, being unemployed.  In contrast, for other 
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groups of more educated people they are working longer hours than they did in the 

1960‟s.  One could infer from this that people with jobs are motivated to work longer 

hours and pursue more training since they may fear being laid off due to either lack of 

skill or the discontinuation of their employment.   

 

Table 5.36, Imports and Exports
711

 

Country Exports Imports Country Imports/Exports 

Australia  123,269 139,252 US 1.84866 

Austria  140,397 140,258 Iceland  1.73945 

Belgium  369,166 353,720 Spain  1.54023 

Canada  389,538 357,652 Portugal  1.53771 

Denmark  92,752 86,273 UK  1.38166 

Finland  77,032 68,873 New Zealand  1.17841 

France  490,368 534,894 Australia  1.12966 

Germany  1,111,969.0 908,630 France  1.09080 

Iceland  3,458 6,015 Italy  1.06531 

Ireland  111,066 72,806 Austria  0.99901 

Italy  410,572 437,386 Switzerland  0.95875 

Japan  649,931 579,574 Belgium  0.95816 

New 

Zealand  22,432 26,434 Denmark  0.93015 

Norway  121,505 64,120 Canada  0.91814 

Portugal  43,323 66,618 Finland  0.89408 

Spain  205,455 316,448 Japan  0.89175 

Sweden  147,377 126,738 Sweden  0.85996 

Switzerland  147,457 141,374 Germany  0.81714 

UK  448,291 619,385 Ireland  0.65552 

US 1,038,278 1,919,427.0 Norway  0.52772 

 
Along similar lines, we can infer that the United States is engaged in the under 

utilization of its industrial infrastructure when the ratio of the percentage gross domestic 

product from industry and services is calculated.  As the date displayed in table 5.37 
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indicates the amount of economic activity derived from industry relative to services is the 

lowest in the United States.    

 

 

Table 5.37, Ratio of industrial activity to services
712

 

Country Ratio Category 

US 0.34 L 

Denmark 0.36 E 

France 0.37 T 

Switzerland 0.38 T 

Australia 0.39 L 

New 

Zealand 0.39 L 

Netherlands 0.40 T 

Belgium 0.41 T 

UK 0.44 L 

Iceland 0.44 E 

Sweden 0.44 E 

Italy 0.45 T 

Spain 0.46 T 

Portugal 0.46 T 

Canada 0.47 L 

Germany 0.48 T 

Austria 0.49 T 

Japan       0.50 T 

Finland       0.59             E 

Norway       0.59 E 

Ireland       0.70 L 

 

Non-Traditional Economic Indicators 

Although traditional economic indicators note many fundamental aspects of a 

nation‟s economy, non-traditional indicators such as energy consumption per GDP dollar 

reflect the efficiency of economic activity relative to standards not traditionally explored.  

Also, by using such indicators it is possible to contextualize the performance of an 

economy relative to environmental and social standards.  The idea of assessing economic 

                                                 
712
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performance relative to environmental standards is highly relevant to a discussion of 

sustainability since it is commonly observed
713

 that traditional economic indicators often 

neglect the environmental and social impact of such activities.  Thus, an index that 

assesses the environmental cost of economic progress is useful to any systematic 

discussion of sustainability.   

Non-Traditional Economic Indicators 

Coal consumption per GDP$ 

Commercial Energy use (per GDP$) 

R&D as percentage of GDP 

Macro economic environment index
714

 

Carbon efficiency kg carbon per GDP $ 

Electricity Generation, per capita 

Industrial Production, per capita 
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 Barbier, E., (1987). The concept of sustainable economic development.  
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 The macroeconomic environment index indicates the quality of the macroeconomic 

environment of a country. World Economic Forum (2005). Global Competitiveness 

Report 2004-2005. 



 348 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 5.38, Non-Traditional Economic Indicators
715

 

Country Score Category 

Finland  0.72498 E 

Sweden  0.71634 E 

Australia  0.68345 L 

Japan  0.68169 T 

Germany  0.67488 T 

Switzerland  0.67237 T 

Ireland  0.66072 L 

Denmark  0.65442 E 

UK  0.62549 T 

Austria  0.60193 T 

France  0.58398 T 

Italy  0.57571 T 

Canada  0.57508 L 

New 

Zealand  0.57479 

L 

Portugal  0.56418 T 

Norway  0.55061 E 

Spain  0.54108 T 

Belgium  0.51732 T 

Netherlands  0.50000 T 

US 0.46796 L 

Iceland  0.34366 E 

 

Agriculture 

Agriculture represents an activity that is both a fundamental aspect of most 

economies and also provides a necessary product.  Thus, when agriculture is assessed in 

terms of its productivity, efficiency and environmental impact it can contribute to both 

discussions of sustainable economics and sustainability as a whole.  Additionally, it is 

                                                 
715

 For scale see Chapter 3. 
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possible to make the case that agriculture is a necessary part of a sustainable economy in 

a fashion that is similar to the prior discussion of industrial infrastructure, since both can 

be seen as providing necessary goods to promote the self-sufficiency of an economy.  

Also, the status of agriculture reflects to many aspects of a nation‟s environment such as 

levels of pollution, and patterns of land utilization. 

 

To achieve some understanding of how agriculture fits into the bigger picture 

relative to sustainability, agricultural production, energy use, pesticide use and land 

use/availability are all considered relevant indicators.  As the data displayed in the next 

set of tables indicate, below note there is an interesting dynamic present amongst these 

variables.  Specifically, rural countries with more agricultural land per capita tend to be 

less energy-intensive and use fewer pesticides and herbicides than more urban countries 

with lower per capita amounts of land.  This would suggest that rural countries tend to be 

inherently more sustainable since they are able to produce agricultural products with 

fewer chemical inputs than densely populated countries.  However, at the same time it 

suggests that countries can produce more food if they use chemicals and energy-intensive 

methods of farming.  Ultimately, either approach has both its advantages and 

disadvantages.  Although relative to a greater discussion of sustainability, this finding 

suggests that many urban countries are overpopulated relative to the ability to produce 

food without energy-intensive technological intervention.  

 

Table 5.39 notes the average status of agriculture and various agriculture-related 

topics.  Generally speaking, we can conclude that the variables used have somewhat of an 
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averaging effect on one another in that land availability tends to diminish the need for 

energy and chemicals whereas chemical use will lead to similar levels of productivity in 

reduced land area.  

Table 5.39 Agricultural production Per capita
716

  

Country Score 

Population 

Density
717

 

Category 

Spain  1.00 80.23 T 

Australia  0.88 1.05 L 

Iceland  0.83 2.79 E 

New 

Zealand  0.82 14.56 

L 

US 0.81 29.99 L 

Canada  0.80 3.15 L 

Germany  0.80 231.03 T 

Austria  0.78 234.45 L 

Ireland  0.76 55.46 L 

Denmark  0.75 124.72 E 

Italy  0.75 192.65 T 

Belgium  0.74 336.36 T 

Finland  0.74 15.38 E 

Sweden  0.74 19.82 E 

France  0.73 107.85 T 

Portugal  0.73 11.27 T 

Switzerland  0.71 176.62 T 

Japan  0.68 337.21 T 

Norway            0.67          14.01                E 

Netherlands  0.66 387.79 T 

UK  0.63 247.29 L 
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 Defined as non seed, non-feed, production, OECD (2004). Retrieved: July, 15, 2007. 

Website:  http://stats.oecd.org/index.aspx,  Expressed originally in KG per capita, 

however the noted figures are decimal representation of highest producing country. 
717

 Density is express as people per square kilometer. 
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Table 5.40 Energy use in agriculture per capita
718

 

Country Score Density Category 

UK  1.00000 247.29 L 

Germany  0.96646 231.03 T 

Switzerland  0.96267 176.62 T 

Sweden  0.94883 19.82 E 

Japan  0.94681 337.21 T 

France  0.94621 107.85 T 

US 0.94457 29.99 L 

Italy  0.94041 192.65 T 

Spain  0.93908 80.23 T 

Belgium  0.93002 336.36 T 

Ireland  0.92807 55.46 L 

Portugal  0.92546 11.27 T 

Australia  0.91514 1.05 L 

Austria  0.91433 234.45 T 

New 

Zealand  0.91175 14.56 

L 

Canada  0.87465 3.15 L 

Finland  0.83125 15.38 E 

Norway  0.82052 14.01 E 

Denmark  0.81259 124.72 E 

Netherlands  0.73378 387.79 T 

Iceland  0.00048 2.79 E 
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 OECD (2004). Retrieved: July, 15, 2007. Website:  http://stats.oecd.org/index.aspx 

Expressed as decimal of highest consuming country, when considered in the greater 

index it is a negative scale item . 
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Table 5.41 Cropland 
719

  

Country Score Density Category 

Australia  1 1.05 L 

Canada  0.508 3.15 L 

US 0.239 29.99 L 

Finland  0.193 15.38 E 

Iceland  0.174 2.79 E 

Spain  0.172 80.23 T 

Denmark  0.165 124.72 E 

France  0.121 107.85 T 

Sweden  0.117 19.82 E 

Ireland  0.108 55.46 L 

Portugal  0.093 11.27 T 

Norway  0.076 14.01 E 

Austria  0.070 234.45 T 

Italy  0.065 192.65 T 

Germany  0.057 231.03 T 

New 

Zealand  0.053 14.56 

L 

UK  0.037 247.29 L 

Belgium  0.032 336.36 T 

Netherlands  0.025 387.79 T 

Switzerland  0.023 176.62 T 

Japan  0.015 337.21 T 
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 OECD (2004). Retrieved: July, 15, 2007. Website:  http://stats.oecd.org/index.aspx 

 Expressed as percent highest per capita amount, original units in hectors. 
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Table 5.42 Grassland
720

 

Country Score Density Category 

Australia  1.00000 1.05 L 

Iceland  0.29760 2.79 E 

New Zealand  0.17009 14.56 L 

Ireland  0.04141 55.46 L 

US 0.03918 29.99 L 

Canada  0.03107 3.15 L 

Spain  0.01365 80.23 T 

Austria  0.01138 234.45 T 

France  0.00964 107.85 T 

UK  0.00883 247.29 L 

Switzerland  0.00720 176.62 T 

Portugal  0.00647 11.27 T 

Denmark  0.00322 124.72 E 

Germany  0.00294 231.03 T 

Italy  0.00285 192.65 T 

Netherlands  0.00271 387.79 T 

Belgium  0.00252 336.36 T 

Sweden  0.00242 19.82 E 

Norway  0.00171 14.01 E 

Finland  0.00106 15.38 E 

Japan  0.00016 337.21 T 
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 OECD (2001). Retrieved: July, 15, 2007. Website:  http://stats.oecd.org/index.aspx 

 Expressed as percent highest per capita amount, original units in hectors. 
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Table 5.43 Total Pesticide Use
721

  

Country Score Density Category 

Iceland  1.00000 2.79 E 

Norway  0.89568 14.01 E 

Sweden  0.88919 19.82 E 

Switzerland  0.87902 176.62 T 

Finland  0.81984 15.38 E 

Germany  0.79305 231.03 T 

Austria  0.77755 234.45 T 

Netherlands  0.71183 387.79 T 

Japan  0.70313 337.21 T 

Denmark  0.69151 124.72 E 

UK  0.68513 247.29 L 

Ireland  0.67240 55.46 L 

New 

Zealand  0.50570 14.56 

L 

Belgium  0.46278 336.36 T 

Spain  0.41939 80.23 T 

US 0.35860 29.99 L 

Canada  0.27011 3.15 L 

Italy  0.23984 192.65 T 

France  0.19871 107.85 T 

Portugal  0.13679 11.27 T 
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 OECD (2004). Retrieved: July, 7, 2007., Website: http://stats.oecd.org/index.aspx. 

Expressed as percent highest amount, negative scale item when considered in greater 

scale. Originally expressed as metric tons per capita. 
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Agriculture
722

 

Scale items: 

Agricultural production  

Energy use in agriculture  

Farmers 

Cropland   

Total pesticide use  

 

Table 5.44, Agriculture
723

 

Country Score Density Category 

Australia  0.75891 1.05 L 

Sweden  0.54050 19.82 E 

Germany  0.52453 231.03 T 

Finland  0.51826 15.38 E 

Switzerland  0.51710 176.62 T 

Austria  0.51207 234.45 T 

Spain  0.50847 80.23 T 

Ireland  0.50212 55.46 L 

Canada  0.49747 3.15 L 

Norway  0.49347 14.01 E 

New 

Zealand  0.49223 14.56 

L 

Denmark  0.48633 124.72 E 

US 0.47997 29.99 L 

Japan  0.46986 337.21 T 

UK  0.46982 247.29 L 

Iceland  0.45898 2.79 E 

Belgium  0.43431 336.36 T 

Netherlands  0.42818 387.79 T 

France  0.40264 107.85 T 

Italy  0.39970 192.65 T 

Portugal  0.37977 11.27 T 

 

Individual Economic Indicators 

     Individual economic indicators reflect to the general economic well being and 

standard of living of individuals.  Also, these indicators can tell us much about the 

                                                 
722

 All agriculture figures as adjusted per capita. 
723

 See Chapter 3 for scale. 
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structure of society along with various specific aspects of the lives of individuals‟ and 

families.  Typically, an analysis of standardized absolute values
724

 reveals a trend that is 

generally consistent with other observations –namely, that egalitarian countries tend to 

fair the best and liberal ones the worst.  Also, various patterns observed within the scale 

items and additional individual economic indicators depict to patterns that are relevant to 

a discussion of time use and sustainability. 

 

Income inequality is one of the more prominent and most frequently commented 

upon aspects of economic sustainability, both relative to individuals and society as a 

whole.   As a wide body of research notes, societies that exhibit high levels of inequality 

in incomes or wealth tend to exhibit various adverse individual and social patterns 

ranging from physical and mental health problems to limited social mobility
725

.  

Although there is some debate about the merits of using the Gini coefficient as a measure 

of income inequality, it is the most widely accepted measure of inequality
726

.   A number 

                                                 
724

 The index use converted all relative scales to absolute scales to correct for any item 

bias since there was a significant amount of missing data. 
725

A few articles on this topic:  

 Wilkinson R., Bezruchka, S., (2002). Income inequality and population health.  British 

Journal of Medicine, 324(7343), 978. 

Hemingway, H., Nicholson, A., Stafford, M., Roberts, R., Marmot, M., (1997). The 

impact of socioeconomic status on health functioning as assessed by the SF-36 

questionnaire: the Whitehall II Study. American Journal of Public Health, 87(9), 1484-

1490.  

Dodge, K. A., Pettit, G. S., Bates, J. E., (1994). Socialization Mediators of the Relation 

between Socioeconomic Status and Child Conduct Problems, Child Development, 65(2) 

Children and Poverty, 649-66. 

 McLeod, J. D., Kessler, R. C., (1990). Socioeconomic Status Differences in 

Vulnerability to Undesirable Life Events. Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 

31(2),162-172. 
726

 Atkinson, A., (1970). On the Measurement of Inequality. Journal of Economic 

Theory, 2(1), 244-263. 
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of other specific relationships can be inferred from this general relationship. High levels 

of inequality can be seen as having a negative impact on both sustainability and time use. 

Table 5.45, Relative income inequality
727

 

Country Score
728

 Category 

Sweden 1.00 E 

Denmark 0.95 E 

Iceland 0.90 E 

Finland 0.86 E 

Norway 0.86 E 

Austria 0.85 T 

Switzerland 0.81 T 

Belgium 0.77 T 

France 0.77 T 

Germany 0.77 T 

Netherlands 0.64 T 

Ireland 0.59 L 

Spain 0.59 T 

Canada 0.58 L 

Italy 0.54 T 

UK 0.50 L 

Australia 0.45 L 

New 

Zealand 0.40 

L 

Portugal 0.31 T 

US 0.00 L 

 

 In the instance of social and economic issues, inequality creates situations in 

which disadvantaged groups are effectively marginalized from having even modest 

opportunities to improve their standard of living
729

.  An example of this would be higher 

education in the United States which is based upon a fee for use system that places lower 

income students at a severe disadvantage.  The example of higher education also 

                                                 
727

 United Nations (2006). Human Development Report 2006. Retrieved: February, 1, 

2008. Website: http://hdr.undp.org/en/media/HDR06-complete.pdf.  
728

 Relative score, 1 denotes most equal society while zero denotes least, decimal in 

between represent relative position. 
729

 Solon, G., (1992). Intergeneration Income Mobility in the United States.  American 

Economic Review, 83(3), 398-408. 
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demonstrates the self-complicating nature of inequality.  For instance, a low income 

person who does not go to college limits his or her earning potential
730

.  However, if he 

or she does go to college the debt incurred will then result in less discretionary income 

and will require longer periods of work to achieve the same position as someone from an 

advantaged group.  

 

Health care represents a similar situation.  Someone who is seriously ill cannot 

work; however, someone who seeks medical attention incurs a bill that subsequently 

burdens them in other ways.  In either instance disadvantaged groups cannot afford 

services that may improve their position and even if such groups find a method of 

financing such services they are either burdened with debt or must compromise some 

other aspect of their lives.  In this way, they often enter a cycle of poverty in which the 

lack of opportunity they experience effectively ensures that their position will continue in 

one form or another unless some system to provide health care for the needy is present.
731

  

 

Aside from issues of opportunity there is also the effect of differential economics 

on disadvantaged groups.  As various studies have shown, when inequality is high the 

group with the most resources tends to set standards regarding the prices of certain goods 

such as housing and other basic necessities
732

.  Thus, the poor and even middle income 

families are left to participate in a market in which the price of goods is dictated by the 

                                                 
730

 Bosquet, M,. (2008). How the University Works: Higher Education and the Low-Wage 

Nation. NYU Press. 
731

 Payne, R., (2005).  A Framework for Understanding Poverty. Aha! Process, Inc. 
732

 Smith, N., (1996). The New Urban Frontier: Gentrification and the Revanchist City. 

Routledge. 
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upper levels of society.  In either the instance of opportunity or equity it is reasonable to 

make the case that high levels of inequality contribute to low levels of time equity for 

these groups.  In both instances we are confronted with a situation in which those at the 

lower end of the economic spectrum must work longer to be able to afford the same 

services that more advantaged groups have readily available to them.  Additionally, these 

long hours result in a higher need for certain services such as childcare, which in turn 

require more resources.  

 

Long hours also contribute to stress and other health-related problems which then 

result in lower productivity and higher health care costs.  In addition, by not providing 

basic social services or subsidizing the cost of living for these groups it effectively 

ensures that members of these groups will be forced to use all of their income to meet 

their basic needs while having little income left over to advance to a higher standard of 

living.  Finally, various aspects of poverty in the United States have taken this dynamic to 

an even higher level.  As many observers have noted
733

, an entire industry has developed 

around providing high interest or high premium services to low income individuals in the 

U.S.  Specifically, this poverty industry is based upon the idea that since the poor do not 

have the economic resources buy goods and services outright it is possible to sell them 

goods through financing at a very high interest rate.  Thus, things such as payday loans, 

rental furniture, and low income automobile financing represents the only viable 

opportunities for the poor to obtain certain goods.  However, through providing these 

                                                 
733

 Michaels, H., (1993). Merchants of Misery. Common Courage Press. 

See also: Epstien, K,. (May, 21, 2007). The Poverty Industry.  Business Week, Retrieved: 

June, 16, 2007. Website: 

http://www.businessweek.com/magazine/content/07_21/b4035001.htm?chan=search 
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services, these ventures effectively insure that low income people will have little 

opportunity to save money and hence break the cycle of poverty.   Related research 

shows that many firms charge higher prices in poor neighborhoods, partly because poorer 

people are less mobile and so less able to engage in comparison shopping
734

. 

 

In addition to issues of income inequality and poverty, high levels of inequality 

raise questions relating to the systematic efficiency of society.  Specifically, a high level 

of inequality raises the question as to whether or not resources are being used in the most 

productive and efficient manner.  Thus, we are confronted with questions like whether it 

is more useful for one wealthy person to own seven houses and have seven low income 

families with no place to live, or whether one wealthy student‟s education at an Ivy 

League university is worth the education of six poor people at a state university.  

Although there definitely is a normative element to any discussion of equality, there are 

also strong empirical elements to such discussions.  As the data developed here indicate, 

it appears likely that societies with a higher level of equality along with proactive 

governmental policies are likely to fare better in any number of ways, such as public 

health and the coproduction of public goods than those who do not.  

 

 

Other individual economic indicators 

In addition to items that are used in a scale of individual economic indicators 

various other statistics reflect to the nature of individual economic activity in the 

countries studied.   For example, the average number of incomes per household pertains 

                                                 
734

 Schiller, B., (2003). The Economics of Poverty and Discrimination. Pretice-Hall. 
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to the pervasiveness of dual or more income households. As prior discussions have noted, 

there are various models of formal and informal labor in families.  The literature on the 

number of workers in a family presents two prominent models.  The first group 

emphasizes the bread winner model, which traditionally has meant that the man of the 

house worked full time while the women stayed home, raised children and performed 

domestic tasks.  The second model consists of the dual income or egalitarian model.  In 

this model both adults in a nuclear family work.  However, the number of hours worked 

tends to be limited by the state imposed labor policy, and the  number of social services 

such as child care, and subsidies provided tend to be high. 

 

 As the data reported below indicate these models only partially explain the 

patterns observed. Although traditionalist states such as France and Belgium and 

egalitarian states such as Denmark appear to adhere to their respective models, a number 

of countries do not.  The countries that do not adhere to such models tend to either exhibit 

higher or lower levels of employment than expected.  For instance, in Finland there are 

only .94 workers per household despite its extensive welfare state and strong egalitarian 

leanings.  In this instance it most likely is the case that specific government policies 

facilitate parents staying home to raise their children
735

.  However, in other instances 

such as Austria and the United States the number of earners per household is particularly 

high.  What this finding appears to suggest is that liberal countries have endorsed a dual 

worker model without developing the necessary social policy to maintain time equity and 

                                                 
735

 Goodin, R, Rice, J. M., Parpo A., Ericksson, L., (2008). Discretionary Time. 
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See Also: Frossen, K., Jaakola, A., Ritalkaalio, (2008). Family Policies in the Context of 

Family Change. Springer. 
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other aspects of social well being.  As a number of commentators have noted, the United 

States has traditionally endorsed a single breadwinner model
736

.  However, recent 

developments in American society have facilitated the mass entry of women in to the job 

market in virtually all areas of the employment.  Thus, such a model no longer applies; 

however much of the social policy in the U.S. is still geared towards this largely 

displaced model.  

 

Also, if we consider Purchasing Power Parity per capita (Table 5.48) incomes it is 

interesting to note that individual incomes seem to be relatively unrelated to other 

variables such as the number of workers per household, and more broadly other 

indicators of individual social and economic welfare. 
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Table 5.46 PPP Adjusted Per Capita Income 
737

  

Country USD Category 

Norway $58,500 E 

US $46,970 L 

Switzerland $46,460 T 

Netherlands $41,670 T 

Sweden $38,180 E 

Austria $37,680 T 

Ireland $37,350 L 

Denmark $37,280 E 

Canada $36,220 L 

UK $36,130 L 

Germany $35,940 T 

Finland $35,660 E 

Japan $35,220 T 

Belgium $34,740 T 

France $34,400 T 

Australia $34,040 L 

Italy $32,250 T 

Spain $31,130 T 

Iceland $25,220 E 

New 

Zealand $25,090 

L 

Portugal $22,080 T 
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 World Bank (2008). Retrieved: August, 14, 2009. Website: 
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Table 5.47, Average number of earners per household
738

 

Country Earners Category 

Spain  1.80 T 

Australia  1.60 L 

US 1.30 L 

Denmark  1.30 E 

Switzerland  1.22 T 

Japan  1.19 T 

UK  1.10 L 

Netherlands  1.09 T 

Norway  1.00 E 

France  0.95 T 

Belgium  0.95 T 

Finland  0.94 E 

 

One method of gauging the economic standing of a household is through an 

analysis of expenditures, and income from both wages and government transfers.  As the 

data displayed below indicates, the ratio of expenses to wages tends to be relatively 

consistent. With the exception of France, the ratio of expenses to income tends to be 

around .8 or .9.  However, when the amount of transfer income is factored into this ratio, 

the dynamic changes significantly.   As data displayed in table 5.48 reveals with the 

exception of the United States most residents of industrialized countries receive a 

significant amount of their income via transfers from their government.  When such 

transfers are considered the average ratio of expenditures to income tends to be around .4 

or .5, however, in the United States this figure is .7.  What this most likely implies for 

families in these countries is that the higher the ratio of expenditures to income the less 

money it is possible to save.  In the instance of the United States, its relatively high 

expenditure/income ratio is particularly troublesome since it is generally accepted that 

Americans should have to privately fund their health care, higher education, and 

retirement.  

                                                 
738
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Table 5.48, Ratio of average monthly expenditures to income 

Country Ratio Category 

France  1.11287 T 

Denmark  0.92404 E 

US 0.92341 L 

Sweden  0.90536 E 

Iceland  0.88479 E 

Switzerland  0.88275 T 

Belgium  0.87417 T 

Finland  0.86172 E 

Netherlands  0.62908 T 

 

Table 5.49, Paid Income, Transfer income as percentages of total income
739

   

Country Paid Income 

Country Transfer 

Income 

US 80.6 France  39.8 

Australia  73.0 Sweden  32.8 

Netherlands  70.7 Belgium  27.6 

UK  65.0 Spain  26.8 

Denmark  64.5 Netherlands  25.3 

Norway  64.0 Germany  24.6 

Switzerland  62.8 Denmark  24.3 

Sweden  58.1 Switzerland  23.6 

Finland  57.8 Finland  23.0 

Spain  56.7 Norway  21.1 

France  53.0 UK  21.0 

Belgium  45.9 Australia  15.3 

Germany  42.1 US 13.0 
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Table 5.50, Ratio of expenditures to the sum of paid and transfer  

Country Ratio Category 

 Belgium 0.40124373 T 

Denmark 0.59600599 E 

Finland 0.49807663 E 

France 0.59059762 T 

Netherlands 0.44526546 T 

Sweden 0.52637636 E 

Switzerland 0.55516323 T 

US 0.74426464 L 

 

 

 

Consumer Goods, Real Estate and Rent 

Another method of assessing the cost of living in the countries in question is to 

look at the cost of goods and services along with dynamics related to home ownership 

and renting.  The most prominent method of doing that is to look at the Purchasing Power 

Parity of various countries.   As the data set forth in the table below suggests, goods tend 

to be more expensive in countries with more extensive welfare states.  However, in the 

instance of the liberal countries the opposite observation is true.  Additionally, the price 

of real estate and rent appears to vary based upon criteria outside of the typical cost of 

goods as judged by the purchasing power parity (Tables 5.51 and 5.52).  Most notable in 

this regard is the cost of housing in extensive welfare states and certain other countries 

such as Japan and Switzerland.  Despite their high cost of living housing is relatively 

affordable there.  This would suggest that government policy, along with possibly certain 
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cultural norms, has contained the price of real estate or renting to affordable levels 

despite the high population density in the countries in question.
740

   

 

This, observation is particularly relevant to a discussion of sustainability when we 

consider the massive fluctuations in the value of real estate in countries such as the 

United States since 2004.  Arguably such fluctuations have negative social and economic 

consequences, ranging from issues of housing affordability, to gentrification, and to 

limiting discretionary consumer spending
741

.  

 

 To fully comprehend the impact of these economic data it is useful to view them 

in the context of various social structures and government policies.  In particular, we 

must pay attention to the true impact of the cost of goods in the countries in question.  

Although goods are more expensive, mostly due to sales taxes, in extensive welfare states 

it is necessary to weigh that cost relative to the services that are funded via those taxes.   

As the prior discussion of income suggest transfer income plays a significant role in 

defining the actual income of individuals and families.  Additionally, data relating to real 

estate must be judged in the context of the level of urbanization and population density of 

each country.  Countries such as the United States, Canada and Australia are mostly rural 

and hence are more disposed to single family dwellings than are more urban countries 

such as Japan or Germany.  Finally, we must also take into consideration the cultural 

norms relating to renting and home ownership that exist in each country.  

                                                 
740
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For instance, American culture places emphasis on home ownership while other 

countries such Germany tends to prefer a renter-based model.  Despite these cultural 

norms relative to things such as home ownership, data set forth in the tables below 

document the fact that although some variation can be explained by these factors, there 

are likely other economic and social conditions contributing to a given dynamic.  For 

instance, rural countries such as the United States tend to have more affordable housing 

when judged by house price to income or rent.  However, other countries such as 

Australia or Canada exhibit higher ratios while being of a similar density.  Additionally, 

as mentioned above, it is also useful to consider the fact that what defines the typical 

dwelling in each country varies substantially. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 369 

Table 5.51, Purchasing Power Parities
742

  

Country PPP 

Switzerland  135 

Japan  127 

Norway    123 

Denmark 117 

Iceland  112 

Sweden  110 

Netherlands  110 

US 109 

UK  107 

Ireland  105 

Finland  101 

Germany  98 

Austria  94 

France  94 

Belgium   93 

Italy  83 

Canada  83 

Australia  80 

Spain  79 

New 

Zealand  73 

Portugal  71 
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Table 5.52, House price to rent ratio
743

 

Country Ratio 

Spain  200.2 

Canada  189.2 

Australia  176.2 

UK  172.0 

Denmark  169.8 

Norway  168.8 

New 

Zealand  165.7 

Sweden  164.5 

Netherlands  161.4 

France  160.4 

Finland  153.2 

Ireland  144.8 

US 133.9 

Italy  126.9 

Switzerland  84.6 

Japan  69.1 

 

Table 5.53, Income/house price ratio
744

 

Country Ratio 

Netherlands  169.0 

New 

Zealand  159.4 

Spain  157.7 

Denmark  153.4 

UK  150.1 

Ireland  147.2 

Australia  146.9 

France  143.0 

Norway  135.6 

Canada  132.3 

Sweden  123.7 

Italy  117.4 

US 114.2 

Finland  107.7 

Switzerland  77.3 

Japan  66.9 
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Individual Economic Indicators 

Average per capita income 

Financial satisfaction
745

 

Home ownership, percent residences 

Pension investment  

Household savings rate, percent of disposable income 

Hourly wages 

Income distribution Gini Coefficient  

 

Table 5.54, Individual Economic Indicators
746

 

Country Score Category 

Switzerland 0.881125039 T 

Norway 0.743128365 E 

Ireland 0.736115183 L 

Netherlands 0.674456716 T 

Austria 0.667199071 T 

Japan 0.664748116 T 

Iceland 0.661416836 E 

Belgium 0.657633528 T 

Finland 0.630448208 E 

Sweden 0.627223028 E 

UK 0.620144658 L 

France 0.614623397 
T 

Australia 0.585335781 
L 

Denmark 0.580815250 
E 

Canada 0.577497321 L 

Spain 0.572996536 T 

Italy 0.569114387 T 

Germany 0.566682337 T 

US 0.542130420 
L 

Portugal 0.495412571 T 

New 

Zealand 0.419351198 

L 

 

 

 

                                                 
745

 Mean of self-ratings on ten-point scale relating to issues of personal financial 

satisfaction, Surveys in 1990s, World Values Survey (2007). Retreived: August, 16, 

2007. Website: www.Worldvaluessurvey.org  
746

 See chapter 3 for scale. 
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Business Climate 

The climate in which business operates represents the final element of economic 

sustainability.   Although some would argue against the inclusion of a measure of the 

health of the business community in a discussion of sustainability, from the perspective 

of the author inclusion is necessary for two principal reasons.  First, commerce can be 

seen as an essential aspect of any modern industrialized society.  Second, it is useful to 

determine whether there is a positive or negative relationship between business climate 

and other indicators of sustainability.  The latter is necessary since there has been much 

discussion about the alleged negative impact of sustainability-related policies on 

business.  

 

On a conceptual level, the business climate can be seen as either hindering or 

facilitating economic activity.  Traditionally, discussions of the business climate have 

focused on burdens of regulation and taxation
747

.  Additionally, much of the common 

rhetoric relating to the business environment has suggested that the liberal countries tend 

to provide the most conducive environment for business.  Considering the parameters and 

questions, it is useful to explore this situation through creating an index that combines 

most relevant factors associated with the concept.  A measure of the business climate 

combines individual measures of regulation impact, taxes and indices of economic 

freedom.  Relative to these measures, the data summarized in table 5.57 reveal that, 

contrary to popular belief, the climate in which business occurs is mostly independent of 

the overall structure a nation‟s welfare state.  For instance, the top five countries in the 

                                                 
747

 Fisher, P., (2005). Grading Places, What Do the Business Climate Rankings Really 

Tell Us? Economic Policy Institute. 
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scale come from all types of countries –from liberal, traditionalist and egalitarian welfare 

states alike.  These findings raise a number of questions relative to both economic 

sustainability and other policies.  Most prominently are those that relate to the 

relationship between policy and the productivity of industry, along with how such 

production is then translated into the overall well being of the countries in question.  

Business Climate 

Index of economic freedom
748

  

Rigidity of hours index
749

 

Retail regulation
750

 

Regulation Impact
751
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 Is an index that considers economic freedom from a variety of perspectives such as 

business, trade, regulation, taxation and investment. Heritage Foundation (2005). Index of 

Economic Freedom. Retrieved: July, 5, 2007. Website: 

http://www.heritage.org/Index/pdf/Index09_Methodology.pdf  
749

 Rigidity of hours index: Scheduling of nonstandard work hours and annual paid leave. 
750

 Expressed as percentage of total cost.  For instance, a good might cost  $1 without 

regulation and $1.10 with thus the regulation impact is .1 
751

 Same as retail regulation, except for all other sectors of the economy. 
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Table 5.55, Business Climate 

Country Score Category 

New 

Zealand  0.652609 

L 

Switzerland  0.652141 T 

Italy  0.632044 T 

Ireland  0.612619 L 

Norway  0.612255 E 

Canada  0.595217 L 

US 0.591952 L 

UK  0.578005 L 

Austria  0.575601 T 

Portugal  0.561831 T 

Australia  0.559038 L 

Japan  0.555491 T 

France  0.546494 T 

Iceland  0.543701 E 

Belgium  0.526456 T 

Sweden  0.525505 E 

Finland  0.518249 E 

Spain  0.499554 T 

Germany  0.489384 T 

Denmark  0.476177 T 

Netherlands  0.400001 T 

 

 

 

Infrastructure 

Infrastructure possesses a unique position in a discussion of sustainability since it 

can be seen as having an impact on social and economic structures, along with 

environmental performance.  Also, the proper infrastructure helps facilitate the 

development of social networks and communities.  The scale used here to assess 

infrastructure primarily considers transportation infrastructure due to the lack of 

availability of other types of data.  However, ideally it would be useful to consider the 

physical infrastructure investment, quality and efficiency of services and capital projects.  



 375 

Thus, things such as municipal services, hard infrastructure such as buildings and sewer 

systems, and the physical conditions of homes would factor into the equation.  Regardless 

of this deficiency, an analysis of the available data reveals a pattern that is relatively 

consistent with other indicators of sustainability. 

 

 In particular, it is interesting to note the extreme deviance of the United States 

relative to other countries in such data.  Although some of this variation can be attributed 

to the predominantly rural character and large size of the United States, a significant 

portion of this find of exceptionalism can be attributed to a transportation infrastructure 

that is not efficient combined with community planning that does not greatly emphasize 

either conservation or mass transit.  To highlight this point, if we consider Canada, 

Australia, Norway, and Sweden, -all of which are significantly more rural than the United 

States, -we find that overall population density is not the sole factor dictating the 

efficiency of infrastructure and transportation.  Even in a country that is mostly rural, if 

the population is centered in urban centers with public transit and has less of a need to 

drive, the efficiency of the system is  much higher than a country with a broadly 

dispersed or suburb dwelling population.   

Infrastructure 

Total energy consumption by mode of transport, per capita. 

Freight by mode of transport, per capita 

Road traffic, km per capita  

Road fuel consumption, per capita 
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Table 5.56, Infrastructure
752

 

Country Score Category 

New 

Zealand 0.563262 

L 

Japan  0.559555 T 

Portugal  0.555987 T 

Italy   0.555172 T 

Finland  0.548279 E 

Spain    0.547988 T 

Germany  0.541134 T 

France      0.517977 T 

Norway  0.515817 E 

Australia  0.510333 L 

Sweden  0.509632 E 

Belgium  0.501775 T 

UK  0.498133 L 

Austria  0.481882 T 

Netherlands  0.480952 T 

Denmark  0.477470 E 

Iceland  0.466926 E 

Ireland  0.454325 L 

Switzerland  0.453184 T 

Canada  0.431891 L 

US 0.265481 L 

 

The population density of areas tell us much about the infrastructure of a country 

in terms of its level of rural, urban and uninhabited land.  Specifically, the higher the 

urban land density the more likely a country is able to support a mass transit system along 

with being able to use land and organize communities efficiently.  To obtain this statistic 

the population density is divided by a decimal representation of non-wilderness area.  The 

resulting number reflects to the average population density of inhabited areas.  Although 

this number does not capture to the balance between the rural and urban population, it 

does give a general idea of the level of sprawl in inhabited areas. 
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 See chapter 3 for scale items. 
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Table 5.57, Urban Density 

Country  Density 

Austria 614.51 

Japan 490.19 

Italy 354.85 

Spain 341.19 

UK 338.95 

Germany 309.04 

Greece 288.88 

Switzerland 283.80 

US 199.92 

France 195.30 

New 

Zealand 186.48 

Finland 182.62 

Norway 158.27 

Denmark 138.88 

Ireland 135.72 

Canada 134.19 

Sweden 116.41 

Australia 96.22 

Portugal 45.62 

Iceland 8.16 

 

Environment 

Environmental sustainability comprises the last major aspect of sustainability. 

Measures of environmental sustainability can include measures of energy efficiency, 

pollution, natural resources and environmental impact.  Traditionally, sustainability has 

dealt with environmental topics and thus there is a more extensive understanding of 

various aspects of environmental sustainability.  Also, there exist a number of indices of 

environmental sustainability that can be considered. 

 

Energy usage helps define many aspects of a country.  On the one hand, energy 

resource consumption can demonstrate how efficient and environmentally conscious a 

society is on the other hand, it can depict its inefficiencies and symbolizes the scale of 
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adverse effects on the environment.  Additionally, resource usage depicts various relevant 

aspects of individual, social and economic behaviors.   As the data displayed in the table 

below illustrates, a few things about these countries appear to determine the amount of 

energy used there.   In particular, the geographic latitude and the level of urbanization 

appear to be the major determinants of energy use.  Countries that are more rural and 

colder consistently use more energy than those that are not.  However, even with these 

constraints display certain countries such as the Scandinavian countries have structured 

themselves in a manner that partially mitigates these factors.   For example, they tend to 

build and maintain smaller, more energy-efficient structures. 

 

 

 

 

 

Resource Usage 

Coal consumption per capita  

Electricity per capita  

Natural gas consumption per capita  

Nuclear consumption per capita  

Oil consumption per capita  

Primary energy consumption total  

Primary energy consumption share of total 

Energy usage, per capita  

Wind energy usage, per capita 
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Table 5.58, Energy Consumption/Efficiency
753

 

Country Score Category 

Spain  0.79829 T 

Denmark  0.70059 E 

Switzerland  0.48310 T 

Germany  0.46359 T 

UK  0.45939 L 

Austria  0.45618 T 

Japan  0.45237 T 

Italy  0.44529 T 

Ireland  0.41954 L 

New 

Zealand  0.39792 

L 

Portugal  0.38641 T 

Finland  0.35291 E 

Norway  0.33311 E 

France  0.30231 T 

Sweden  0.24213 E 

Belgium  0.21390 T 

Australia  0.21267 L 

Canada  0.20919 L 

US 0.20612 L 

 

Land Use/Natural Resources 

Although a country‟s amount of natural resources and geography are mostly the 

consequence of features outside of human control, how a country manages its land can be 

seen as being indicative of a country‟s level of environmental sustainability along with a 

number of other relevant dynamics such as it‟s ability to plan infrastructure.  To gauge 

the nature of a country‟s land use relative to other factors, three variables were 

considered: agricultural land, forest levels and wilderness areas.  These variables are used 

to gauge the land use aspect of natural resources since they are relatively ubiquitous in 

the sample studied and can be considered renewable resources.  Other natural resources 

such as coal or iron ore were omitted from the analysis since they are non-renewable 

                                                 
753

 A high score denotes a high level of efficiency or a low level of consumption. 
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resources and do not occur in all countries studied.  In general, as the data displayed in 

the table below suggest, countries with lower population densities that are more recently 

settled tend to have the highest levels of wilderness and working agricultural land.  

Obviously, when these factors are dominant, the volume of wilderness and non-urban 

land is high.  However, if individual variables are considered separately, and weighted 

relative to population and level of urbanization, other patterns of association become 

evident. 

Natural Resources 

Scale items: 

Non-wilderness
754

, negative scale item 

Crop land,  

Pasture, 

Forest,  
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 Expressed as percent total land area. 
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Table 5.59, Land use/natural resources 

Country Score Category 

New 

Zealand 0.4519 

L 

Australia 0.4490 L 

Finland 0.4400 E 

Spain 0.4217 T 

Sweden 0.4103 E 

US 0.4061 L 

Portugal 0.3861 T 

Canada 0.3740 L 

Austria 0.3616 T 

Norway 0.3344 E 

Ireland 0.3318 L 

France 0.3313 T 

Japan 0.2864 T 

Italy 0.2836 T 

UK 0.2700 L 

Switzerland 0.2638 T 

Germany 0.2606 T 

Belgium 0.2276 T 

Netherlands 0.2230 T 

Iceland 0.2151 E 

Denmark 0.2133 T 

 

The first possible manipulation to use relative to land use data is to control for the 

amount of urbanized land since some countries, by virtue of their age, geographic 

constitution or social development, have significantly different levels of urbanization 

than other countries.  If urbanization is not accounted for countries with lower population 

densities will automatically fare better than those with higher levels of urbanization.  

Relative to a discussion of sustainability, we can use this manipulation along with one 

that considers population as a way of judging how well societies deal with their open 

space and natural resources regardless of their population and amount of urbanization.  

When percentages relating to pasture, forest and crop land are summed and divided by 

the percent wilderness, a ratio that is produced that effectively notes the utilizing of a 
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country‟s non-urban land regardless of its proportion to the urban area.  As table 5.60 

notes, various extensively urbanized countries such as Japan and Germany have a high 

rate of land utilization despite being highly urbanized.  One potential explanation for this 

pattern is that there is an intended application of policy geared towards self-sufficiency 

and maintaining viable natural resources industries. 

 

Table 5.60, Productive Land Urban Land Adjusted 

Country Score 

Denmark 7.3653 

Germany 3.1290 

UK 2.9935 

Japan 2.6701 

France 1.9598 

Switzerland 1.7944 

Italy 1.4817 

Austria 1.3383 

Ireland 1.2439 

Spain 1.2052 

Portugal 1.0507 

Sweden 0.9780 

New 

Zealand 0.9607 

Finland 0.9217 

US 0.9112 

Australia 0.8156 

Canada     0.5321 

Norway 0.4674 

Iceland 0.3065 

 

If the total percent area of forest, pasture and crop land are multiplied by the 

population density, then we are able to compute the relative amount of open land in terms 

of population density.  What a high score from this calculation reflects to is that countries 

with high population densities that can still manage some amount of open space or 

agricultural land will score highly.  In contrast, a country with a low population density 

and extensive resources possess less of a challenge in terms of resource management and 
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will have a lower score.  Finally, a country that is both urbanized and does not possess 

much in the way of open space or agricultural land will also possess a low score.  Along 

lines similar to the prior calculation, highly industrialized countries that have protected 

and managed their natural resources through planning and protecting industries such as 

agricultural tend to score highest.  Although there is still some variation unaccounted for 

in terms of barren or inarrible lands, this index reflects the ability of countries to posses 

and manage productive land despite the pressures of land and population constraints. 
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Table 5.61, Land use, urban land and population adjusted 

Country Land 

Japan 281.008 

Netherlands 259.443 

Belgium 229.672 

UK 200.189 

Austria 194.058 

Germany 182.489 

Italy 130.485 

Switzerland 119.689 

France 94.6455 

Denmark 93.6765 

Spain 73.9573 

Ireland 40.7981 

US 23.2287 

Sweden 16.0844 

Finland 12.9826 

New 

Zealand 12.8971 

Portugal 8.9158 

Norway 5.9706 

Canada 1.6348 

Australia 0.8482 

Iceland 0.5621 

 

Finally, if the percent wilderness is divided by the population density we can infer 

both the relative amount of open space (i.e., wilderness per person) and also the level of 

urban density for a country.  
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Table 5.62, Wilderness Space Relative to Population Density     

Country Wilderness 

Australia 0.940734 

Canada 0.310389 

Iceland 0.236343 

Portugal 0.066828 

Norway 0.065035 

New 

Zealand 0.063317 

Finland 0.059540 

Sweden 0.041862 

US 0.028342 

Ireland 0.010664 

Spain 0.009533 

France 0.004151 

Austria 0.002638 

Italy 0.002373 

Switzerland 0.002138 

UK 0.001094 

Germany 0.001093 

Japan 0.000925 

Denmark 0.000818 

 

Pollution 

Pollution represents one of the primary aspects of environmental sustainability. 

Also, it helps describe the ability of governments and economies to properly manage the 

byproducts of society.  In a vein similar to resource consumption, pollution can be seen 

as having consequences for various social and economic conditions.  As the data 

displayed in table 5.57 indicate the amount of pollution a country produces appears to be 

highly dependant upon its level of urbanization and its latitude.  More urban and more 

southern countries tend to produce fewer emissions of green house gases since there is 

less demand for transportation modes that generate more pollution and for heating.  

However, despite these structural influences the effect of pollution mitigation is still 
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evident in certain instances such as Sweden, Portugal and Switzerland -all of which are 

either rural, cold or both.  

 

Pollution
755

 

Scale items: 

Municipal waste generation  

Green house gasses  

Total green house gases  

Volatile organic compounds 

Particulate emissions 

Nitrous oxide Emissions 

Sulfur dioxide Emissions 

Waste  

 

Table 5.63, Pollution  

Country Score 

Netherlands 0.8413 

Portugal 0.8184 

Japan 0.8021 

Sweden 0.7893 

Spain 0.7836 

Switzerland 0.7709 

Italy 0.7659 

France 0.7567 

Germany 0.7564 

UK 0.7497 

Austria 0.7492 

Finland 0.7266 

Ireland 0.7002 

Belgium 0.6880 

New 

Zealand 0.6750 

Norway 0.6567 

Denmark 0.6533 

Iceland 0.5736 

US 0.4125 

Australia 0.4104 

Canada 0.2910 

 

Additionally, when we look at emissions of carbon dioxide mostly from the 

burning of fossil fuels, for specific activities such transportation, industry and housing, 

                                                 
755

 All figures expressed per capita. 
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we find that countries exhibit a wide range of consumption patterns. Table 5.64 sets forth 

findings which summarize the rank comparison.  It is interesting that there are a number 

of exceptions to the general rule that countries that are in higher latitudes and are more 

rural tend to consume more energy. 

 

Table 5.64, CO2 Emissions Residential and Industrial Per Capita
756

 

Country Industry Country Residential 

Australia  5.20826 Belgium  1.99533 

Canada  2.89393 Ireland  1.72697 

Iceland  2.71777 Switzerland  1.66644 

Netherlands  2.50481 Germany  1.46733 

Belgium  2.48125 UK  1.32698 

Finland  2.36493 Canada  1.26791 

US   2.20367 US   1.20350 

Japan  2.10421 Netherlands  1.10587 

Norway  1.59982 France     1.10185 

Spain   1.59103 Italy  1.06384 

Italy  1.44951 Australia  0.96818 

Germany  1.43642 Denmark  0.66617 

Ireland  1.32410 Japan  0.53172 

Sweden  1.31877 Spain   0.51028 

France     1.31435 Austria  0.46585 

New 

Zealand  1.23128 Finland  0.40569 

UK  1.05408 Portugal  0.22158 

Denmark  0.94343 Sweden  0.16359 

Portugal  0.91233 Norway  0.16086 

Switzerland  0.89288 

New 

Zealand  0.13709 

Austria  0.79591 Iceland  0.06969 
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 OECD (2005). Retrieved: July 14, 2007. Website:  http://stats.oecd.org/index.aspx  In 

metric tons per capita. 
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Table 5.65, Co2 Emissions Transport and Structures Per Capita, Total CO2 

emissions per capita
757

 

Country Transport Country Structures Country Total  

Australia  9.78867 Netherlands  4.01677 Australia  17.2895 

US   6.28320 Belgium  2.77242 US   10.1552 

Canada  5.10059 Iceland  2.12544 Belgium  9.80231 

New 

Zealand  3.56943 Australia  1.32449 Netherlands  9.77833 

Ireland  3.27175 Denmark  0.9750 Canada  9.40345 

Norway  3.04539 Sweden  0.9064 Iceland  7.28223 

Spain   2.72974 Spain   0.8553 Ireland  7.03361 

Sweden  2.56359 

New 

Zealand  0.8123 Finland  5.87387 

Belgium  2.55332 UK  0.7219 

New 

Zealand  5.75019 

Finland  2.54951 Ireland  0.7108 Spain   5.68638 

Denmark  2.48046 Norway  0.6654 Norway  5.47157 

Iceland  2.36934 Finland  0.5537 Switzerland  5.34768 

Switzerland  2.28775 Switzerland  0.5006 UK  5.24617 

France     2.26052 US   0.4649 Germany  5.16894 

Netherlands  2.15089 France     0.4366 France     5.11331 

UK  2.14319 Portugal  0.3892 Denmark  5.06512 

Italy  2.05171 Italy  0.3803 Sweden  4.95238 

Japan  1.95566 Germany  0.3431 Italy  4.94539 

Germany  1.92209 Japan  0.3160 Japan  4.90767 

Portugal  1.86320 Canada  0.1410 Portugal  3.38631 

Austria  1.13920 Austria  0.0879 Austria  2.48893 

 

Environmental Impact 

Another method of assessing human‟s impact on their environment is through 

calculating the amount of land needed to support one person.  The World Wide Fund for 

Nature‟s Ecological Foot Print scale is an example of such a measure.  The Ecological 

Footprint is a measure of environmental impact that considers that amount of resources 

needed to support an average citizen of a given country.  As table 5.66 notes, the United 

States by far has the highest impact in this regard.  Additionally, industrialized, rural, 

liberal and northern countries appear to also have a similar high level of impact which 
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 OECD (2005).  Retrieved: May 26, 2007. Website: http://stats.oecd.org/index.aspx In 

metric tons per capita, structures refer to non residential buildings. 
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most likely can be attributed to either climate, and hence the need for heating, the need 

for greater transportation (rural countries), manufacturing (industrialized countries) 

countries or ideological variables such as consumerism (liberal countries).  The 

exceptionally prominent position of the United States appears to be the product of a 

combination of all the afore-mentioned variables. 

 

Table 5.66, Ecological Foot Print 

Country Footprint Category 

US 12.22 L 

Denmark 9.88 E 

New 

Zealand 9.54 

L 

Ireland 9.43 L 

Australia 8.49 L 

Finland 8.45 E 

Canada 7.66 L 

Sweden 7.53 E 

France 7.27 T 

Switzerland 6.63 T 

Germany 6.31 T 

UK 6.29 L 

Norway 6.13 E 

Iceland 6.02 E 

Japan 5.94 T 

Belgium 5.88 T 

Italy 5.51 T 

Spain 5.50 T 

Austria 5.45 T 

Portugal 4.99 T 

 

It is also useful to explore some of the existing work that has been done on 

sustainability.  In particular, the Environmental Performance Index (EPI) was developed 

through a joint venture by Yale and Columbia Universities.
758

  This measure aims to 
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 Redefining Progress (1999). "Gross production vs genuine progress". Excerpt from 

the Genuine Progress Indicator: Summary of Data and Methodology. Redefining 
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assess a broad range of sustainability related indicators.  The EPI has been one of the 

most widely acknowledged standards for assessing environmental sustainability on a 

national level.  Although a consideration of the EPI contributes to an overall analysis of 

time use and sustainability, it also reflects to the limitations of conventional measures of 

sustainability since it fails to consider environmental performance‟s relationship to social 

and economic factors.  

 

Table 5.67, Environmental Performance Index
759

 

Country Score Category 

Switzerland 95.5 T 

Norway 93.1 E 

Sweden 93.1 E 

Austria 91.4 T 

Finland 91.1 E 

New 

Zealand 88.9 

L 

France 87.8 T 

Iceland 87.6 E 

Canada 86.6 L 

Germany 86.3 T 

UK 86.3 L 

Portugal 85.8 T 

Japan 84.5 T 

Italy 84.2 T 

Denmark 84.0 E 

Spain 83.1 T 

Ireland 82.7 L 

US 81.0 L 

Australia 79.8 L 

Netherlands 78.7 T 

Belgium 78.4 T 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                 

Progress. Retrieved: July 16, 2007. Website: 

http://www.rprogress.org/publications/index.htm 
759

 A high score alludes to a more environmental status, that is less pollution and 

resources consumption along with more recycling and renewable energy usage. 
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An Overview of the Relationship of Sustainability, Time Use and Other Factors 

Finally, and most prominently, is that when indicators of various aspects of 

sustainability are combined into a conceptually balanced index, the resulting scores are 

highly correlated to a similar index of time equity.  Countries that tend to exhibit 

inequitable time use patterns also tend to be less sustainable, on average.  The tables 

below summarize the relationship between time use and sustainability. It is apparent, both 

in the number of highly correlated variables found within and outside of the index and 

relative to the general directionality and significance of other variables, that this is a 

robust connection.  Overall, these relationships confirm the general propositions of this 

work along with confirming various specific hypotheses about the relationship between 

various aspects of sustainability and time use.  

Table 5.68 Sustainability 

Rank Country Score Category 

1 Finland 0.561476 E 

 2 Sweden 0.547161 E 

3 Spain 0.544540 T 

4 Norway 0.541152 E 

5 Denmark 0.528981 E 

6 Netherlands 0.523816 T 

7 Austria 0.521152 T 

8 Switzerland 0.519381 T 

9 Japan 0.517679 T 

10 Germany 0.510990 T 

11 Australia 0.507103 L 

12 Italy 0.501041 T 

13 France 0.498092 T 

14 UK 0.497828 L 

15 Ireland 0.491471 L 

16 Belgium 0.491217 T 

17 Iceland 0.489892 E 

18 

New 

Zealand 0.486823 

L 

19 Portugal 0.479373 T 

20 Canada 0.444976 L 

21 US 0.391284 L 
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Table 5.69 Time Use
760

 

Ranks Country Score Category 

1 Norway 0.669096 E 

2 Netherlands 0.607270 T 

3 Denmark 0.580754 T 

4 Germany 0.580563 T 

5 Finland 0.577935 E 

6 Ireland 0.566806 L 

7 France 0.566513 T 

8 UK 0.549765 L 

9 Sweden 0.548971 E 

10 Switzerland 0.530458 T 

11 Austria 0.524624 T 

12 Australia 0.524451 L 

13 Iceland 0.504240 E 

14 Spain 0.470586 T 

15 Italy 0.467561 T 

16 Canada 0.466098 L 

17 Belgium 0.463126 T 

18 Japan 0.460899 T 

19 

New 

Zealand 0.450721 

L 

20 Portugal 0.432482 T 

21 US 0.413762 L 
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 A high score alludes to a higher level of equity in time use, that is a more reasonable 

balance between formal employment, informal and leisure related time use. 
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Table 5.70, Correlations and Significance, 
761

 

Indicator Sustainability 

Time 

Use  

  sig.  sig. 

Time Use .612 .003   

Sustainability  .612 .003 

Society* .889 .000 .575 .006 

Economy* .964 .000 .530 .014 

Environment* .861 .000 .665 .001 

Infrastructure* .916 .000  .649 .001 

     

Individual economic indicators* .997 .000 .587 .000 

Education* .997 .000 .610 .003 

Educational Proficiency -.074 .749 .374 .169 

Government*
762

 .874 .000 .320 .158 

Taxes*
763

 .995 .000 .591 .005 

Social Expenditures* .996 .000 .584 .005 

Social Capital/Efficacy* .998 .000 .668 .003 

Group Social Indicators*
764

 .991 .000 .668 .003 

Social Attitudes*
765

 .996 .000 .579 .000 

Health* .999 .000 .615 .004 

Traditional Economic Indicators* .992 .000 .585 .005 

Non-Traditional Economic Indicators* .995 .000 .609 .003 

Agriculture* .996 .000 .599 .003 

Business Climate* .998 .000 .618 .000 

Energy*
766

 .940 .000 .634 .003 

Pollution* .951 .000 .631 .002 

Natural Resources* .996 .000 .619 .003 

Consumer Goods*
767

 .998 .000 .611 .003 

Urban Density -.085 .731 .109 .656 

Density .065 .780 .140 .545 

Hours -.745 .001 -.312 .169 

Women, 20<hrs/week  .445 .043 .007 .976 

Men 20<hrs/week -.498 .022 .046 .842 

Women, 39>hrs/week -.803 .001 -.394 .077 

Men 39>hrs/week -.733 .001 -.313 .167 

Unionization  .459 .064 .609 .009 

Road Travel Per Capita -.282 .228  -.590 .006 

Train Travel Per Capita -.264 .291 .085 .737 
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 * Denotes scale item, correlations to sustainability are full. For partial correlations 

contact author.  
762

 Refers to an index of public institutions. 
763

 A high score is indicative of a progressive taxation system and a high level of taxation 

geared towards limiting certain kinds of consumption. 
764

 Indicators of group social welfare. 
765

 Attitudes relating to social and civic engagement along with other attitudes relating to 

perception of safety. 
766

 Energy consumption and Production. 
767

 Mostly comprised of the Consumer Price Index. 
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Bus Travel Per Capita -.368 .134 .196 .436 

Prisoners per capita -.398 .102 -.688 .001 

Abortions  .241 .475 -.244 .508 

Divorce -.333 .466 -.782 .038 

Lone Parent Families -.073 .756 -.518 .023 

Per capita GDP adjusted tax rate  .472 .031 .259 .257 

GDP and Purchasing Power Parity Adjusted tax rate  .398 .074 .232 .311 

Social Expenditures as % Government Expenditures .410 .065 .450 .041 

Social Expenditures as % GDP .192 .416 .219 .354 

Social Expenditures adjusted for PPP and GDP .510 .018 .37 .099 

Obesity -.323 .165 -.601 .005 

Psychological Illness .040 .865 -0.386 .084 

Infant Mortality -.465 .043 -.746 .002 

Imports/Exports -.637 .003 -.477 .034 

Industry/Services, GDP .317 .161 .184 .426 

Income Inequality -.320 .003 -.801 .001 

Natural Resources Adjusted for population and urban 

areas .065 .780 .14 .545 

CO2 Industry -.089 .701 -.086 .711 

CO2 Residential -.014 .954 -.354 .116 

CO2 Transportation -.191 .406 -.407 .067 

CO2 Structures .178 .447 .110 .636 

Environmental Progress Index .301 .185 .411 .065 

 

The find set forth in the foregoing that show that there is a strong relationship 

between a number of individual factors and both sustainability and time use. With respect 

to these findings, the conclusions that are particularly prominent and noteworthy are the 

following: 

 

 

 

 There is a strong positive relationship between indices of sustainability and time 

equity. 

 

 The average number of hours worked per week is consistently higher in less 

sustainable countries.  

 

 There is a high correlation between the level of unionization and both time equity 

and sustainability. With the sole exception of France,
768

 countries that exhibit 

high levels of unionization also exhibit high levels of equity in time use. 
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 395 

 

                  Table 5.71, Percent of Unionization in the Work force
769

 

Country Percent 

Unionization 

Category 

Sweden 82 E 

Denmark 76 E 

Finland 76 E 

Norway 57 E 

Belgium 53 T 

Ireland 45 L 

Austria 37 T 

Italy 35 T 

Canada 30 L 

UK 29 L 

Germany 26 T 

Australia 25 T 

Japan 22 T 

New 

Zealand 22 

L 

Switzerland 22 L 

US 13 L 

France 9 T 

 

 There is a very strong relationship between indicators of social welfare
770

 and 

both equity in time use and various measures of sustainability. 

 

 Levels of civic engagement along with people‟s confidence in various social 

institutions reveal a pattern that is not consistent with the overall index of 

sustainability. Certain countries such as the United States tend to score highly 

relative to citizen‟s attitudes while not performing very well relative to other 

indices though associated with sustainability. 

 

 The patterns observed both relative to individual social indicators and an index of 

social indicators are generally compatible with both indices of sustainability and 

time equity. That is generally true save for certain deviations such as the United 

States, most countries that score highly in indices of sustainability and time use 

will also score highly on indices of social indicators 

 

 Education, when broadly defined, is mostly positively correlated to a nation‟s 

level of sustainability and time equity. 

 

 When taken as a whole, countries with high rates of individual, corporate and 

goods taxes tend to exhibit greater levels of overall sustainability Considering 

                                                 
769

 OECD (2000). Retrieved: June, 27, 2007. Website: http://stats.oecd.org/index.aspx 
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  See table 4.18 for more details. 
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these findings it is reasonable for one to conclude that taxation is both a corollary 

of and directly contributes to sustainable behaviors. 

 

 The more countries spend on social services the more they tend to display 

sustainable patterns; however, the United States provides the exception to the rule 

since its partially private system of healthcare and child care are more expensive 

than other countries despite the nation‟s poor performance on sustainability. 

 

 There is a strong inverse relationship between the level of economic inequality 

exhibited in a country, and its overall sustainability and time equity. 

 

 Established measures of environmental sustainability such as the EPI are 

correlated both to the other measures of sustainability used here and time use. 

 

 An ANOVA of major indicators, subcategories and individual variables revealed 

that all major indicators (sustainability and time use) along with subcategories 

such as (social, economic and environmental indicators) differed significantly on 

the basis of country categorization (liberal, traditionalist, egalitarian). 

Additionally, the ANOVA analysis revealed that most individual indicators also 

differed significantly based upon this categorization.
771

 

 

 A factor analysis of all major indicators, subcategories noted that most indicators 

and categories were comprised of one or two major factors
772

. This finding 

substantiates the general organization of the indicator categories and also furthers 

the hypothesis that sustainability tends to lean towards being a univariete 

phenomenon.
773

  

 

 Aside from the influence of time use and other structural factors on health 

outcomes, there is also the issue of healthcare and how health status affects time 

use.   From viewing the data on a general level it is possible to infer that countries 

which maintain a healthy population also tend to exhibit equity relative to time 

use.  It is reasonable to assert that healthy people whose healthcare needs are met 

are more capable of working and participating in non-work related activities.  In 

doing such they also help to create a system in which they are not dependant upon 

others to support them and in doing such conserve the time resources of society as 

a whole.  In addition to the basic relationship between health and time use we can 

also infer that how healthcare systems are structured also has an influence on time 

use.  As noted before, relative to social services when necessary and pervasive 

social needs are not provided in a mandatory and comprehensive fashion the cost 

for such services tends to be high.  This increased cost mandates more overall 

work time being spent to pay for such services while disproportionately affecting 

those who require them the most.  As the data demonstrate, especially relative to 
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 Data available from author upon request. 
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the United States, such systems are both costly and for a number of reasons 

ineffective. Ultimately, health outcomes demonstrate the interrelated and self 

complicating nature of sustainability and time use.  In general we can conclude 

that health both facilitates equitable patterns of time use while equity in time and 

high levels of sustainability facilitate healthy lives.  

 

 

Conclusions 

Judging from the aforegoing analysis we can conclude, with a relatively high 

level of certainty, that there is a strong relationship between time use and various 

manifestations of sustainability.  There are strong theoretical explanations for all of the 

patterns and correlations discussed above.  Although further structural analysis and more 

specific research is definitely in order, the basic hypothesis of this work has been 

confirmed. Specifically, we can conclude a number of things about time use and 

sustainability from this analysis. 

 

  First, is it likely that the social, economic and environmental factors that dictate 

whether a society is sustainable or not are highly related one another, and to time use in a 

structural fashion.  This observation leads us to conclude that “true” or lasting 

sustainability or time equity can only be achieved when there is relative equity exhibited 

in all related factors.  From a conceptual standpoint this makes sense.  If all aspects of a 

system are required to function, then if one area is not functional it will likely create 

situations that compromise other aspects of the system.  Second, relative to the causal 

relationship of time equity to sustainability, considering the dynamics observed it is 

likely that structural factors- including a nation‟s infrastructure, government policy and 

economy- are mostly causal in terms of creating situations that then result in certain time 

use patterns.  Despite this, it also appears theoretically probable that certain patterns of 
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time use contribute to various manifestations of sustainability.  In particular, outcomes 

relating to health and levels of consumption appear to be particularly influenced by time 

use.  

 

Ultimately, time use can be seen as being both a proxy for a society‟s level of 

sustainability and also a component of it.  In addition to the dynamic between time use 

and sustainability the measures of both phenomena also reflect the influence of 

government, policy and structural factors such as geography on social patterns.   

Specifically, the findings reported here appear to substantiate Goodin et al.‟s
774

 findings 

that egalitarian welfare states fare the best in terms of time use, while traditionalist states 

maintain a middling position, and liberal states fare the worst.  Additionally, the findings 

appear to be applicable to sustainability since indicators used strongly parallel this 

observation.  Although, various structural aspects such as level of urbanization, natural 

resources and climate influence sustainability related behaviors, a nation‟s overall 

performance appears to be highly contingent on the structure of its government, policy 

and culture.      

 

Finally, it is noteworthy to mention the exceptionalism of the American 

experience relative to sustainability and time use.  Even when compared to other liberal 

countries such as Australia, or Canada, or countries of similar geographic and social 

composition (i.e. Canada), the United States occupies a position that is deviant in almost 

all major ways.  With the exception of social attitudes and level of education, the United 
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States consistently performs poorly on both measures of time use and sustainability.  In a 

fashion similar to what dictates success in other countries we can attribute these patterns 

aberrant to Americas‟ lack of meaningful policy relating to sustainability and time use; 

meaningful comprehensive planning, sufficiently funded social programs and legally 

mandated vacation time are all lacking in the United States.  Also, we can partially 

attribute America‟s unique position to its highly individualist political culture and 

consumerist popular culture.  Specifically, we can link these cultural norms to various 

behaviors such as material consumption and social policy, both of which directly impact 

sustainability.  Additionally, it appears likely that American‟s attitudes about the status of 

their country help conceal the ill effects of policies and cultural values that have 

contributed to their situation. 
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Chapter 6 

Conclusion 
There are a number of conclusions that can be derived from the preceding 

analysis of work, time use and sustainability.  Most prominently, as mentioned before, is 

that there appears to be a strong structural relationship between levels of sustainability, 

equity in time use and polices geared towards addressing these issues.  The analysis lends 

itself to a number of commentaries about the art of assessing sustainability.  Specifically, 

measures of sustainability require a systematic analysis that considers a wider variety of 

factors than have usually been examined in sustainability-related research.  Also, 

assessing sustainability is intrinsically related to the ability to forecast future conditions 

and deal with issues of shifting public tastes, technological developments and changes in 

our understanding of relevant factors.  Moreover, sustainability assessment, especially on 

a societal level, is a developing field that possesses much potential but faces many 

challenges.  In addition to conclusions relating to the primary analysis of this work, there 

are a number of conclusions we can infer about how this analysis relates to theoretical 

considerations and discussions of the role of sustainability in public policy and applied 

research settings. 

 

The measures examined in this study tend to confirm the idea that there is a 

systematic relationship among groups, individuals and structural factors in society and 

represents an import step in advancing our understanding of how behaviors, policies and 

environments interact in important areas of life.  As the prior discussions note, there is a 

large body of research that addresses specific relationships such as that between health 
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outcomes and hours worked
775

, or the relationship between sprawl and resource 

consumption
776

.  Although this type of research is highly useful and required to maintain 

methodological accuracy, its utility relative to a broader understanding of the forces that 

shape society is somewhat limited.  As widely accepted theories of sustainability 

correctly note,
777

 one of the goals of understanding sustainability is to discern the 

interrelationships between various aspects of society and the natural environment.  The 

approach used here is an attempt to operationalize such an idea.  Thus, the methodology 

used here endeavors to integrate a broad range of existing research on various topics and 

forge a broader theory related to sustainability.  

 

There are a number of specific things that can be gained from this research in 

terms of research methodology and deepening our understanding of sustainability.  First, 

the index developed here integrates topics not conventionally used in measures of 

sustainability. Similarly, the measure of time use falls into this category of enhanced 

measure development.  The combination of these measures with other indicators such as 

business climate, social capital and various other factors can also be seen as also falling 

into this category of research boundary expansion.  It is often the case that on some of 

these factors particular nations are divergent from the overall pattern observed.  Through 

noting this deviance it is possible to further explore how these conflicts arise and theorize 

as to how they might be resolved.    
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On a broader scale, the methodology used for the construction of the index of 

sustainability and time equity attempts to create conceptual and methodological balance 

amongst social, economic and environmental factors.  This approach represents a 

departure from established cross-national measures such as the Environmental Progress 

Index or the World Progress Index since they rely primarily on environmental measures 

as conventionally understood.  Although this process represented a substantial 

methodological challenge, it is ultimately necessary to consider multiple measures since 

there exists a perceivable relationship amongst these variables and because they tap 

various aspect of a society‟s ability to survive over the long run. 

 

 A few noteworthy lessons can be taken away from the methodology used here. 

First, there is a strong is need to balance and integrate large quantities of data in this area 

of research.  This is particularly difficult when the number of cases analyzed is relatively 

limited while the number of variables at play is large.  Although the methodology used 

here employs a qualitative/quantitative hybrid to achieve this end, data methodologies 

such as factor analysis appear to be highly applicable to the situation at hand.  However, 

regardless of the level of sophistication of statistical measures, there is ultimately a 

certain level of methodological subjectivity and art relative to structuring and presenting 

the findings of such an analysis. 

 

 Second, unless the prevailing currents of research and data collection change 

substantially, it is likely that a cross-national analysis of sustainability will have to deal 



 403 

with certain deficiencies in the availability of and quality of data.  This represents both a 

challenge to developing improved measures of sustainability and to the greater practice of 

social science research.  One area in particular relates to the collection and 

standardization of data.  Although several organizations such as the United Nations, the 

World Bank and other international bodies add importantly to the amount of uniform and 

extensive data on topics that would be useful to an analysis of sustainability such data 

remain relatively limited in scope at this time.  Although by the standards of conventional 

research, creating an organization or expanding the scope of existing organization to 

collect and standardize both new and existing data on a variety of topics would be 

expensive, the net gain for both society and researchers would make such an investment 

comparatively small. 

 

 Fourth, the measures of sustainability and time used here on a cross-national 

level represent a theoretical framework which can be applied to a variety of analyses that 

vary in both scope and topic.  As appendices B and C note, analysis that relates to 

sustainability can be conducted on specific objects such as consumer goods or smaller 

social units such as regions or towns.  Regardless of these variations, a theoretical and 

methodological framework which attempts to assess the interrelationship between diverse 

social, environmental and economic factors is applicable in many situations.  Along these 

lines, it is highly desirable for future research to contain a broad perspective since it 

makes conducting an analysis such as the one presented here more approachable in terms 

of integrating data and findings.   
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Finally, it is useful to consider the role that forecasting plays in sustainability 

research.  Although this research focuses on ascertaining the existing relationship among 

variables, it is ultimately desirable to be able to use both our empirical and theoretical 

understanding of time use and sustainability to forecast future trends and develop policies 

based upon existing research.  Specifically, it is necessary to develop accurate forecasts 

to determine which trends are least sustainable as well as to monitor whether policy 

changes to promote sustainability are having the desired impact. 

 

Theoretical implications 

Both the theoretical discussion and empirical analysis that this work has presented 

lend themselves well to a number of conclusions about the role that time use and 

sustainability play in policy, in politics, and in empirical and normative theory 

development.  Relative to policy, the analysis presented here depicts how various 

policies, such as those relating to the length of the work week, have influenced various 

aspects of sustainability such as health outcomes and social welfare.  We can also gain 

from this analysis some understanding of how policy can be used to address issues related 

to time use and sustainability.  In the prior instance of policies geared towards 

establishing a work week of a certain length, it is relatively self evident that some policies 

tend to result in certain outcomes relative to sustainability.  Specifically of interest are 

policies that are directed at addressing past flaws in policy or issues that have not been 

traditionally recognized as being problems such as pollution or work-related stress.  For 

instance, returning to the work week example conventional time use and labor policy 
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might not consider the social and economic cost of stress or stress-related illness created 

by overwork. 

 

 In addition to this, the prior analysis of time use and sustainability lends itself 

well to an analysis through various sociological and normative theories.  Specifically, 

much of what has been observed can be viewed and explained through the theories of 

Weber, Marx, Durkheim, Taylor and Plato.  Also, it is possible to apply these approaches 

to the development of future research and policy, either applying theory to the 

development of policy or providing a normative framework for policy.  In addition to 

analyzing time use and sustainability in terms of policy and formal sociological and 

normative theories, the perspectives developed here contribute to the greater dialogue 

about the study of time use and sustainability, both in terms of the methodologies used 

and the potential topics for future research identified.  Considering the breadth of this 

work it may be relevant for work on numerous topics.  Although an exhaustive discussion 

of these issues is prohibitive, the following discussion outlines some of the major 

theoretical themes, specific conclusions, and potential for future research both in terms of 

general theories and areas of specific interest.   

 

Marxist thought, especially discussions relating to theories of material distribution 

and class conflict, is highly relevant to a discussion of sustainability and time use.  In 

either the instance of the distribution of resources or the manifestation of tensions 

between classes we find that Marx‟s description of the inequities and tensions that arise 

from the operation of capitalist systems are very applicable to the situations observed.    
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For instance, national levels of sustainability suggest that the amount of resources used in 

certain countries, the United States in particular, as well as the distribution of resources 

seems consistent with capitalist exploitation by some group either within or outside of the 

nation in question.  On the domestic side, economic progress which is accomplished at 

the expense of welfare of the majority of people seems consistent with Marx‟s view of 

exploitation.  For instance, growing income inequality in developed countries such as the 

United States can be seen as being indicative of this type of exploitation.  Additionally, 

the ubiquitous reliance on developing nations‟ resources and labor may represent a 

related form of exploitation.  However, in other instances such as petroleum production, 

if organized properly such production can result in much income both nationally and 

individually for the producing nation this is the case with Norway and how it uses the 

nation‟s share of North Sea oil to enhance the quality of life all Norwegians.  Overall, 

many of the dynamics that Marx describes appear to explain at least in part why some 

countries exhibit higher levels of social and economic sustainability than others.  

 

 Although an analysis of time use and sustainability in the developing world was 

not included in this work for reasons of lack of access to reliable data, it is interesting to 

consider the place of the developing world in such a discussion of sustainability and time 

equity.  From what is generally known,
778

 much of the developing world exhibits 

significantly lower levels of sustainability and less time equity than even the least 

sustainable developed countries.  Considering that much of this inequity is the 

consequence of the developed world‟s desire for material resources and cheap labor, 
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Marx‟s observations about class exploitation appear to be particularly salient on a global 

and cross-national level.  However, despite a good amount of consistency in terms of 

global economic dynamics, certain developing countries have been exceptions to this 

trend either by virtue of state-level economic planning, as is the case in South Korea or 

Singapore, or via some type of non-democratic state control as would be the case in 

places such Iran or Venezuela.  

 

In addition to the various Marxist analyses of the exploitive nature of resource 

consumption in the developed world, similar models can be extended to time use.  For 

instance, it is commonly observed that the exportation of manufacturing jobs to the 

developing world, combined with these countries‟ lack of meaningful labor protections, 

has resulted in highly inequitable working hours for those who labor in those countries
779

.  

Although some have argued that workers in such situations are paid a relatively high 

wage compared to their peers, such levels of compensation are still significantly lower 

than those present in the developed world
780

.  

 

A similar situation exists relative to environmental standards in the developing 

world.  As many have noted lax environmental policies have resulted in high levels of 

pollution in and emanating from these countries.  Thus, the gains experienced in the 

developed world in terms of material goods are purchased at the expense of not only the 

material well being of those in the developing world but also in terms of  their time use 
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since being employed becomes geared towards creating goods for the international 

market rather than for domestic consumption.  A similar situation occurs in domestic 

situations within the countries studied.  As the data indicate, countries that exhibit higher 

levels of inequality combined with neo-liberal economic policies tend to exhibit the 

lowest levels of equity in time use and achieve the lowest levels of sustainability.  In 

either instance, if we look at the structural factors underlying these situations it becomes 

evident that much of the wealth, well being and potential leisure of the prosperous of 

these countries is derived at the expense of the exploitation of the lower classes.  

 

The United States is by far the most prominent example of this pattern since it 

exhibits high levels of inequality and lacks much substantive policy geared towards 

addressing issues of standard of living or time equity.  This exploitation appears in both 

various aspects of sustainability and in the area of equity in time use.  Regarding 

sustainability, when limited resources are allocated in highly unequal ways it is inevitable 

that certain groups will maintain a substantial advantage over others.  Additionally, such 

differential economies are conducive to further problems relating to the cost of living and 

maintaining a stable economic position in society.  As noted before, when there are high 

levels of inequality those with the most resources tend to set standards (for example, in 

housing) which are then applied to those of lower status, which in turn puts more 

economic stress on those lower status families.   

 

In addition to the differential economics of these situations, we should also 

consider the cultural division created in such systems.  Regardless of the rhetoric of 
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meritocracy in liberal capitalist countries, it appears that other factors such as 

socioeconomic status have the most prominent position in determining who advances in 

society.  As research relating to the social, economic and physical status of individuals 

notes, there is a strong propensity for individuals to be confined by their social status
781

.  

This situation is apparent in a number of ways, including economic status, health, 

occupation and education
782

.  On a general level it is possible that such inequalities 

represent a failure to consider the social sustainability of middle and lower income people 

relative to their economic and individual quality of life needs.  Although none of the 

countries studied manifests an extremely rigid caste system such as those observed in 

India, the countries which do exhibit relatively higher levels of inequality do appear to 

significantly limit the mobility of their members. 

 

 In both the instances of social or economic sustainability we find that Marx‟s 

analysis relating to the inevitable tension that arises from the exploitation of the lower 

classes by the capitalist class appears to be true in some of the instances studied.  The 

instances where Marx‟s model of class appears to be most applicable are in countries that 

maintain high levels of inequality and ideologies that endorse an unfettered capitalist or 

libertarian ideology.   Specially, countries that are more unequal tend to have more 
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conflict in terms of economic and social tensions than those that do not
783

.  Also, we can 

conclude that by-and-large much of the developed world represents an exploitive class 

when its relationship to the developing world is considered.  

 

Along these lines, we can extend this discussion of the negative aspects of 

inequality and class-based conflict to time use.  In a fashion similar to economics, 

societies that exhibit high levels of social inequality will likely also exhibit highly 

unequal levels of time equity.  To substantiate this point one need only consider the 

relationship between time use and economic resources.  Clearly, those who possess the 

most resources in an inegalitarian system have the most free time since they are 

independently wealthy
784

, do not need to work, and have nearly all of their needs met; in 

contrast, the poorest individuals will exhibit the least time equity since their labor is 

undervalued and they have little flexibility in terms of managing their limited free 

time
785

.  In a society such as the United States lower income jobs are often scheduled in 

ways that interfere with other aspects of an individual‟s lives.  For instance, it is common 

for lower wage jobs to include shifts including late at night hours or on work weekends.  

In addition to this, time equity can be further compromised when individuals are forced 
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to work longer hours to maintain their jobs, or take second and third jobs
786

.  In either 

instance these compromises in time equity exist mostly to serve the needs of those in 

higher social strata.  These phenomena along with other observations made in the study 

appear to substantiate Goodin et al.‟s
787

 claim that ultimately time use is interchangeable 

with money, and when applied to a Marxist way of thinking time use achieves a status 

similar to any other scarce resource of value to people. 

 

In addition, Marx‟s observations about the critical mass of social change appear to 

be applicable to a discussion of sustainability.  Traditionally a Marxist revolution occurs, 

or was supposed to occur, when the capitalist class reaches a point where the exploitation 

of the proletariat can no longer be tolerated.  In the instance of sustainability a strong 

parallel can be drawn in terms of the organization of society and the distribution of 

resources.  Specifically, the countries studied appear to depict a situation in which they 

either choose values and policies that promote egalitarianism and sustainability or permit 

inequality and tolerate degradation.  In many senses the movement of certain societies 

away from an exploitive and unsustainable organization represents a paradigm shift that 

is similar to Marx‟s theory of social action.  Although these changes are often gradual 

and often occur within the context of an established social order, in a fashion similar to 

Fabian socialism, fundamentally social movements and policies geared towards 

sustainability represent an effort to address, in part, the inequities and waste that form the 

foundation of Marx‟s description of class-based capitalist societies.  
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The second aspect of Marxist thought that is applicable to a discussion of time use 

and sustainability involves ideas related to the utilitarian distribution of resources.  The 

famous statement of “from each according to his ability, to each according to his need”
788

 

appears to describe many of the issues related to time use and sustainability.  Both on an 

individual and group level we are confronted with situations in which certain individuals 

or groups produce different and varying amounts of resources.  Also, it is apparent that 

people on average require certain things in terms of their standard of living, social needs 

and time use.  Despite the rhetoric of some that high levels of inequality in income are 

justified
789

, it appears more likely that people are more or less the same in terms of their 

needs and their capacity to work
790

.  

 

Although much has been made of the economic value of a CEO of a large 

company relative to his or her lower paid coworkers, the reality of the situation, although 

it does differ in terms of its nature and the skills required, is that such individuals are only 

capable of doing about the same amount of work as an individual earning minimum 

wage.  This observation, combined with the observation that more equitable societies 

tend to be more productive, lends credence to Marx‟s notion of  a “rational” distribution 

of resources.  Granted, neither perfect equality nor total rationality in the allocation of 
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resources will ever be achieved; however, considering the information available it is 

reasonable to argue that the most productive society, at least relative to the variables 

examined here, is one in which limited resources are allocated to people who have the 

most use for resources in terms of marginal utility 
791

and that societies which practice 

such allocations are likely to be more productive in the long run. 

 

Although Marx‟s commentaries do much to address issues of social division and 

the distribution of resources throughout society, they contribute relatively little to our 

understanding of the role organizations play relative to time use and sustainability other 

than being tools of class-driven conflict.  In particular, we can frame some of the 

discussion about organizations in terms of Max Weber‟s theories of organizational 

structure and function.  At the heart of these discussions are two primary considerations.  

First, there is the premise that hierarchical and rational organizations are needed since 

they can be highly effective at developing and implementing sophisticated policies.  

 

Along these lines classical Weberian organizations can also be seen as trend 

setters for  public opinion and other forms of mass consensus since they provide both an 

apparatus to create an organizational culture and implement polices that effect the general 

public.  This becomes particularly apparent if we consider the role that contemporary and 

historical organizations have played in major economic and social developments.  For 

instance, large corporations and militaries can both be described as closely resembling 
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the organizations featured in Weber‟s model.  In either instance these groups, along with  

others, have been able to purvey a certain ideology that is consumed both by their 

members and by the general public.  Additionally, through their extensive and large 

structures such formidable formal organizations have been able to implement policies 

that have strongly impacted those subjected to them.  

 

Although the philosophy and agendas of some of these organizations are in 

obvious conflict with the goals of sustainability, their ability to influence situations is of 

significant interest.  This observation leads to the second premise –namely, which is that 

hierarchical and rationally structured organizations have a strong role to play in 

facilitating sustainability and equity in time use through the inculcation of management 

and organizational values.  

 

Generally speaking, the development of unsustainable or inequitable systems may 

arise from the behaviors of individuals or groups of individuals who possess either little 

or no technical knowledge or who possess some type of interest that is adverse relative to 

the rest of society.  In either of these instances ignorance or adverse incentives motivate 

individuals to endorse practices that are not ultimately productive in terms of the broader 

society. Thus, it is necessary for professionals or rational organizations to develop 

strategies that are able to thoughtfully solve problems, convey a certain consensus, and 

circumvent individual agendas so as to further the greater goals of sustainability.  Also, it 

is noteworthy to mention that such organizations are not necessarily at odds with 

individual interests.  Obviously, any organization that operates without satisfying some 
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element of individual interests will obviously be either corrupt or very short-lived.  What 

is argued here is similar in many respects to Rawls‟ theory of justice in that so long as 

individual‟s interests fall within a reasonable parameter of need they are rational, and 

ethical for that matter, and deserve to be met.  

 

It should be noted that there are certain areas such as individually-directed 

behaviors or small informal groups wherein rational organizations cannot address issues 

related to sustainability and time use. Such ways appear to have a pervasive presence 

relative to the topics at hand.  To highlight this point we should consider the observation 

that countries with extensive welfare states and policies geared towards managing various 

deficits that have developed tend to be more sustainable and tend to manifest equity in 

time use.  In the instance of welfare states we can consider a welfare state as representing 

an organization that attempts to achieve a rational or justified end.  Clearly culture plays 

an important role in creating mass consensus relating to certain behaviors: however, the 

role of some specific institutions appears to be primary in facilitating many outcomes of 

interest to this study.  In the absence of formal institutions that can manage social 

functions on a societal level, it appears unlikely that many of the sustainable outcomes 

and time use equities observed in some countries would occur.  

 

Additionally, the structure and methods that these organizations use represents a 

fundamental evolutionary step in terms of basis for the operation of society.  Prior to the 

application of the scientific method to the activities in question we find that politics, 

religion, ideology and individual interest formed most of the basis for social policy and 
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other forms of governance.  History teaches that these motives often resulted in 

tremendous amounts of discontent, inefficiency and suffering.  Despite the fact that 

Weber‟s original ideal bureaucracy was intended to reflect value neutral understandably, 

it appears more reasonable to conclude that bureaucracies do exhibit inherent sets of 

values regardless of whether their existence is or is not explicit.  Additionally, one could 

argue that if we recognize this as being true than it would be useful to discern how certain 

values should be actualized via organizational activity.  Although it is impossible to ever 

eliminate politics and petty interests from the actions of organizations, the ascension of 

the rational organization with its ability to implement ideas through a hierarchy of 

authority and action is fundamental to advancing the needs of sustainability since rational 

organizations can counter many of the forces that lead a society to be less sustainable.   

 

Durkheim‟s theory of the division of labor represents the third theoretical 

perspective that is highly relevant to a discussion of time use and sustainability.  In 

particular, we must question how the division of labor manifests itself in the countries 

that have been studied.  When all the cases are considered it is possible to typify 

countries as manifesting two distinct forms of the division of labor.  The first is what one 

could call a traditional or monetarially-based division of labor.  As Durkheim‟s initial 

theory states, a formal economy exists in which individuals who specialize in a certain 

activity sell their labor and wares in exchange for money which is then used to procure 

other goods and services outside of their area of expertise.  This approach to the division 

of labor is most apparent in the liberal countries where individuals earn an income which 

then is used to directly procure goods and services.  
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The second manifestation of the division of labor is what could be called the 

social or the collective system.  In this system individuals occupy a similar position in 

that they specialize in a specific activity which forms their livelihood.  However, unlike 

traditional systems, government often acts as an intermediary in the provision of certain 

services or in the redistribution of economic resources.  Relative to a discussion of 

sustainability and time use, this system possesses a number of advantages over the 

traditionalist one.  First, it allows for universality and economies of scale relative to 

social services.  Second, the redistribution of resources allows for work that is either 

under valued or that is informal to be compensated in a monetary fashion.  Thus, such a 

system allows for labor which is effectively marginalized in a traditional system to be 

formally recognized.  Although all countries studied depict elements of both models, 

countries that lean more heavily towards the collectivized model tend to manifest higher 

levels of sustainability and time equity.  What is interesting about this observation is that 

it suggests the traditional model of the division of labor does not represent the most 

efficient form of social organization since it neglects entire sectors of  important work 

such as child rearing or household chores
792

 and does not note the effect of economies of 

scale on these activities. 

 

Fredrick Taylor‟s Scientific Management
793

 represents yet another classic 

approach to understanding behavior that is applicable to this discussion.  As noted before, 

                                                 
792

 As mentioned in prior discussion, these activities are often typified as being economic 

externalities. 
793

 Taylor, F. W., (1998). The Principles of Scientific Management. Dover Publications. 



 418 

Taylor‟s Scientific Management relies heavily on the idea of increasing efficiency 

through reducing behavior to simple actions which are then analyzed in a time motion 

study.  Although Taylor‟s approach was originally designed to increase efficiency in 

manufacturing and work-related settings, the basic idea of increasing efficiency or 

promoting some type outcome through an analysis of how people act and use their time is 

quite applicable to a discussion of time use and sustainability.  The key distinction that 

must be made between traditional Scientific Management and what could be deemed 

Neo-Taylorism is that the newer approach analyzes behavior relative to meeting the 

needs of sustainability and enhancing people‟s welfare whereas the older model focused 

on enhancing productivity and profits.  

 

 Using the basic idea of Scientific Management and the time-motion study one 

could make the case that such approaches could be applied to individuals and 

communities in such a way as to enhance their level of sustainability and time equity.  

For instance, one area where a time-motion study of behavior would be quite applicable 

would be to an analysis of commuting behavior in large urban areas.  Through 

understanding how individuals commute and how much time they use doing such, it 

would be possible to then develop transportation systems and infrastructure that optimize 

time use and resource usage.  Along these lines, it would also be useful to understand 

how individuals use their time both at home and work in an effort to discern the optimal 

balance between various activities.  Ultimately, the ideas behind Taylor‟s Scientific 

Management appear to be applicable, at least in a vague theoretical and methodological 
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sense, to both an understanding of time use patterns and in developing polices that can 

influence people‟s behaviors towards productive ends. 

 

Finally, we can view the situation relating to time use and sustainability from a 

classical normative perspective.  Although it is possible to incorporate a number of 

normative perspectives into the discussions, arguably one of the most relevant is relating 

this issue to Plato‟s theory of the good society and his theories of the ideal state and its 

leadership.  

 

The concept of the good or just society as described by Plato, amongst others, is 

highly applicable to a discussion of time use and sustainability.  At the root of this 

discussion is the idea that sustainability or equity in time use represents an aspect of a 

good society.  As the prior discussions of have noted, impartial and rational rulers are 

most desirable in terms of their ability to develop and establish policies that promote the 

common good.  Although it is often difficult to assess what represents a good leader, or 

for that matter then common good in terms of specific behaviors, these concepts still 

remain highly usable.  In many senses Plato‟s notion of the philosopher king is analogous 

to the preconditions of a society that achieves sustainability.  Granted the philosopher 

kings in modern governments are represented through educated and enlightened policy 

makers; however, the notion that an educated and enlightened leadership is necessary 

remains.    
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In many ways sustainability embodies many of the classic dilemmas of what is 

good in that to achieve a sustainable society one must balance the present and future 

interests of individuals with those of society while simultaneously promoting both. In 

expanding this concept to include the environment we are confronted with even more 

questions of value.  For instance, an inclusive view of sustainability raises the question: 

what is the equitable balance between humanity‟s present existence, the environment and 

their ability to maintain a standard of living in the future?  Inevitably, such questions lead 

us to reevaluate what traditionally has been acceptable as the standard view of what is a 

good life.  For instance, is possessing a high level of material consumption for one‟s 

present life worthwhile if one‟s children must eventually do without?  Also, along these 

lines the perspective of sustainability calls for dialogues regarding various aspects of 

society that are often viewed separately.  One of the more prominent discussions relates 

to the notion of economic progress.  

 

Traditionally, such progress has only been assessed by indicators such as profit or 

GDP.  However, when one incorporates other aspects of economic systems such as the 

well being of individuals, the distribution of income, or the protection of the 

environment, then a discussion of what constitutes an economic benefit must also 

consider social and environmental externalities as well.  When taken to its logical 

conclusion, this theoretical inclusiveness promotes a rendition of the good as being 

something that is both individually positive and yet strives to seek balance amongst 

competing interests.  Although there is an intellectual propensity to pit various factors 

against one other, sustainability on many levels depicts a situation in which good begets 



 421 

good and evil begets evil.  As the numerous prior discussions have noted, it is difficult to 

have a society that is sustainable in one area while not in others.  This observation leads 

to the conclusion that individuals and governments must promote the good (i.e., 

sustainability) wherever it is possible to do so. 

 

 Ultimately, this conclusion provides one of the more fundamental theoretical 

foundations for both the organizational and normative nature of a sustainable society.  

This concept can be summarized through the following: It is impossible to achieve the 

good in a piecemeal fashion through acting wisely in some instances and not in others, 

and that ultimately the good or sustainable society is something that is a product of 

widespread education and understanding on both the part of individuals and society as a 

whole.  

 

In addition to general discussions of the normative aspects of time use and 

sustainability, there are various specific aspects of time use that warrant noting.  One area 

of prominence is how time use relates to the well being of  individuals, communities and 

the state.  In all of these instances it is possible to argue that if individuals do not possess 

adequate free time and stable arrangements relative to time use they will be unable to 

participate in their community or politics or have an opportunity for reflection and 

educating themselves on relevant issues.  As a number of philosophers ranging from 

Thoreau to Plato and Aristotle have argued, productive leisure is a necessary component 

of any functioning society.  
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 In light of this premise, one could make the case that countries that do not allow 

for all citizens to have time to engage in such activities ultimately move these societies 

towards greater inequality in one form or another.  Oddly enough, this idea parallels 

many commentaries on the nature of modern consumerism; since consumer culture over 

values the acquisition of material goods it creates a system in which things outside these 

activities are less valued.  We can view these situations as representing a form of 

servitude in which individuals become enslaved to adhering to a narrow definition of 

existence that does not provide room for thought or expression outside a set of predefined 

norms
794

.  

 

One can see numerous political and social consequences for such arrangements. 

First, the average person in such a situation is effectively discouraged from participating 

in politics or contributing to the community.  However, elites and other factions that can 

afford the luxury of leisure become disproportionately represented in social and political 

discourse.
795

  With their over-representation these groups redefine society in terms that 

are congruent with their social status.   Ultimately, this leads to a system that does not 

serve the average individual and often creates stereotypes of lower status people that are 

reflective of their manufactured ignorance and lack of engagement.  If we view the state 

of countries such the United States we find that, at least in part, this description of the 
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prevailing social order applies in good measure.  To substantiate this point we need only 

consider the amount of time the average American works, either in formal or informal 

labor, along with the pervasive lack of civic engagement that most Americans exhibit
796

. 

 

 The issue of lack of free time is also applicable to the moral composition of the 

individual.  When people lack time to think they have little opportunity to form their own 

opinions and often adhere to ideologies that they have not critically evaluated.  As noted 

before, this situation is closely tied to the consumerist/materialist mentality prevalent in 

some countries.  Under such circumstances people‟s lives are consumed by work to 

accumulate money which is then spent to buy goods which define an individual‟s 

existence.  In its extreme manifestations the consumerist mentality breaks traditional 

bonds and values in favor of relationships defined by the exchange of money or material 

items.  

 

This situation can be viewed in two ways.  First, it represents the triumph of a 

version of capitalism in which reality is centered solely upon material resources.  Second, 

through de-emphasizing an individual‟s ability to develop their own intellect, society 

essentially endorses a type of nihilism in which individuals are defined solely by things 

outside of their own minds.  It is interesting to note the psychology behind this 

observation.  As researchers who study cults and other high maintenance organizations 
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have noted
797

, one method of creating subservience and zealotry in cult members is to 

create a situation in which individuals are never alone or are perpetually occupied with 

work or other activities.  In many ways modern consumerist societies have adapted this 

approach to the everyday existence of most people.   

 

Those who benefit most from the mentality of modern consumerism have 

developed an elegant method of sequestering objections to its core beliefs.  As many 

commentators have observed
798

 the media and other authorities in countries such as the 

United States have pervasively endorsed the ideology of consumerism and capitalism.  

Individuals are bombarded with images of the desired existence and ideology while 

simultaneously having little opportunity to question let alone formally evaluate, such 

premises and underlying beliefs.   For most people this situation amounts to one in which 

individuals must blindly accept the dictates of the status quo and the lifestyle and values 

it entails.  Ultimately, such arrangements represent a strong deviation relative to classical 

renditions of the ideal state and the ideal individual.  Additionally, if experience provides 

any basis for judgment it is likely that a society which does not promote conditions for 

individuals and groups to participate and develop risk deterioration of various 

arrangements which are conducive to productive politics and individual well being. 

 

Policy Implications 
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There are a number of general themes that we can derive from this analysis about 

policy, society and the structure of government relative to time use and sustainability.  As 

noted before, one of the primary features of developing sustainable societies is the need 

to consider the comprehensive and interrelated nature of all aspects of society, 

individuals and the environment.  Although difficult to operationalize in terms of a 

specific study or methodology, this observation does create a mandate for unconventional 

and innovative thinking relative to assessing various aspects of sustainability.  On the 

level of comprehensive theory, we can view sustainability as being composed of a set of 

distinctive areas such as economics, sociology or environmentalism that exist within 

interrelated networks.  With this idea in mind we are then left to discern which aspects of 

a situation are most relevant to a specific analysis.  Arguably, many of the shortcomings 

of various analyses are rooted in their failure to consider thoughtfully some relevant 

factors in a situation. For instance, an analysis of employment may only consider 

compensation without noting the cost of living or the number of hours or incomes 

required to earn that sum.  In any instance it is necessary for a researcher to be able to 

appropriately contextualize their inquiries into the broader frame work of sustainability. 

 

Aside from the notion that sustainability and time use entail a complex and 

ubiquitous set of issues, questions relating to sustainability raise a number of issues about 

the ideal structure of society.  Considering the analysis presented here along with other 

discussions of both time use and sustainability, two concepts- resiliency and efficiency- 

appear to be particularly prominent in a discussion of what types of structures a 

successful society should endorse.  First, efficiency refers to the ability of a society to 
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perform well at achieving a number of tasks while simultaneously integrating and 

balancing the needs of different aspects of a situation.  As mentioned before, a 

sustainable system must both balance competing interests while managing multiple 

different things, to mutually enhance the productivity of all factors involved in a system.  

It can be argued that, efficiency relative to sustainability is composed of two distinct 

elements; there is basic efficiency, which relates to how productive or efficient a given 

item is, and integrated efficiency, which deals with how systems are managed to bring 

about mutual benefit. 

 

 Second, it appears likely that a successful or sustainable society is one that is 

resilient in terms of its economy, technology and infrastructure and culture.  Specifically, 

we can make the case that societies which grow excessively reliant on a single strategy 

ultimately are more vulnerable to failure than those which are able to adopt more than 

one strategy when faced with changes in the challenges to be managed.  For instance, 

infrastructure in the United States has developed to be almost wholly reliant upon 

personal automobiles.  Although there is not a problem, save for pollution, with this 

arrangement when fuel is abundant and population densities are low, when either 

condition changes such societies are left with few useful options in terms of managing 

themselves.  This assertion holds true for almost any aspect of sustainability.  

 

On a certain level resiliency is an inherent part of sustainability since un-resilient 

systems will also tend to lack the networks and efficiency that are necessary to maintain 

sustainable arrangements.  Although no society can ever be perfectly resilient, that is to 



 427 

be able to modify its behaviors transparently without any transition hardships, societies 

that maintain a diverse and resilient structure will most likely have the resources to 

manage themselves more efficiently and be able to respond to change in a less traumatic 

manner.  Additionally, resiliency goes hand-in-hand with efficiency, since an ideally 

resilient system will maintain multiple efficiency-related structures that it can call upon 

depending upon the situation.  

 

For instance, getting back to the example of the American transportation 

infrastructure, if petroleum fuel were suddenly in short supply or much more expensive 

(as occurred in 2008) many people would be left with no other recourse in terms of 

transit. However, in a more resilient system such those found in Europe people could still 

use public transportation or walk within their communities since communities are denser 

and hence walkable.  The latter instance provides an example of the nature of resiliency.  

Specifically, resiliency relative to large systems and sustainability are intentional since 

systems are unlikely to develop multiple alternatives and fail safes if only one activity is 

superficially profitable in the short run.  Ultimately, both efficiency and resiliency 

highlight the need for intentional system designs relative to sustainability.  Although 

sustainable systems practice forms of efficiency that once established are economically 

and socially justifiable it appears unlikely that certain forms of efficiency would develop 

without deliberate efforts.  

  

It is interesting to note that the concepts of resiliency and efficiency relate rather 

well to certain theories of decision making in public policy.  Specifically, at issue is the 
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idea of consciously uncoordinated policy decisions versus systematic and theory-driven 

decision making.  As embodied the classic article The Science of Muddling Through,
799

  

Charles Lindblom takes the position that policy decisions are often the result of various 

types of policy making.  One particularly common type of policy making is the result of 

practitioners experimenting with various situations and constraints in a hands-on 

incremental effort to reach a policy solution.  In contrast, another type of policy entails an 

individual or group focusing on “big picture” decision making that considers the greater 

context of a situation.  This notion of policy making and other forms of social progress 

appears to be quite applicable to actions related to sustainability since progress relative to 

issues of sustainability requires both technical adjustment and broad theoretical 

understanding. 

 

In addition to issues relating to efficiency and resiliency we can also consider 

stability to be a crucial aspect of sustainability.  In general, systems that are not stable 

provide too many opportunities for efficiency to be compromised and planning and 

investment in infrastructure to not occur, or for existing plans to be inaccurate and 

therefore not very useful.  If we extend the scope of our analysis to include third world 

countries it is possible to see the long term effects of instability on a society.  In places 

that have been ravaged by war, social unrest, economic instability, or environmental 

problems structures that are necessary for the proper development and management of 

sustainable systems are not in place.  Extending this concept to less extreme situations 

such as those in the developed world it is possible to make the case that systematic 
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neglect in developing comprehensive sustainable systems creates a situation in which 

societies are vulnerable to instability and, that if allowed to progress, such neglect will 

ultimately prove to be self destructive.  

 

A good discussion of this phenomenon is found in Aaron Wildavsky‟s and 

Caiden‟s work on comparative budgeting in the developed and developing world
800

.  One 

concept in particular is the idea of the budgetary “claw back” in which a government 

withdraws money allocated to certain agencies or projects and hence effectively stalls the 

implementation of a necessary item.  This concept can be applied readily to the 

development of policy in both the developed and developing world.  Although more 

extreme in developing countries where the disturbances that causes budgetary issues are 

more dire in nature, such disruptions ultimately hinder social function and sustainability 

in both instances.   For instance, a major recession may cause a poor country to reverse 

an environmental policy and allow clear cutting of a tropical forest or permit some other 

unbridled access to local resources which will result in irreversible damage to the 

resource. 

 

Also at issue are matters relating to the certainty of whether a given policy is 

needed or will be effective.  The issue of certainty is particularly problematic relative to 

policy dilemmas in developed nations since many issues are ambiguous in terms of the 

nature of the problem and potential solution.  An analogy to this situation in the world of 

engineering would be that of a complex machine such as a train or automobile that is 
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neglected for a long period of time.  Although such machines are likely less efficient than 

ones in good repair they are still relatively functional.  However, since the machine is 

already compromised through neglect when the machine fails it is likely to be difficult 

and expensive to repair and likely to malfunction again.  Ultimately when systems are 

unstable in this way it is often beyond the faculties of governments or individuals to 

address the multiple self-complicating factors that arise.  Thus, an ideal system is one that 

is under constant supervision, both in terms of maintaining existing systems and 

developing newer, more efficient ones. 

 

Aside from these broad themes it is also useful to consider the relationship 

between time use and sustainability on a theoretical level.  It is reasonable to conclude 

that equity in time use forms a necessary and fundamental part of sustainability.  There 

are two primary reasons for this: first, equity in time use appears to be a necessary aspect 

of achieving sustainable outcomes.  When people do not have adequate time to live 

healthy lives, participate in their community or act in an economic and environmentally 

efficient manner, sustainability suffers.  Second, when systems, either economic or 

infrastructure-related, are not sustainable they lead to problems with time use.  For 

instance, when transportation infrastructure is not logically structured people spend far 

more time commuting than they would otherwise.  In either instance equity in time use is 

reflective of sustainability.  Considering both the empirical and theoretical discussion, we 

can conclude that time use represents a close theoretical corollary of sustainability.  
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What this implies, both for theory and research in sustainability, is that for the 

most part it is possible to use many measures of time use, such as commuting, to assess 

some aspect of sustainability such as sprawl or resource consumption.  Additionally, 

those researchers and theorists who work to develop sustainable systems and policies 

need to consider time use in the development of theory and policy relating to 

sustainability. 

 

In addition to theories that are applied directly to sustainability, it is also useful to 

consider how theory can be applied to future methodologies that measure sustainability.  

In particular, there is the notion of relative versus absolute indicators.  As discussed in the 

methodology section, the index developed here uses mostly relative comparisons of 

various aspects of sustainability.  Although useful, it would be even more useful to 

develop absolutes measures of performance that gauge the total range of potential 

performance of a certain variable rather than what has been observed to date.  The utility 

of such measures is that they allow for forecasting future trends and the assessment of the 

implementation policies that reflect those forecasts.  Contemporary forecasting relies 

principally upon archival measures that may or may not consider the full potential of 

relevant factors at play.  For instance, a relative measure of efficiency in transportation in 

two cities might compare their current performance; however, an absolute measure would 

consider the maximum hypothetical potential for greater than presently observed 

efficiency.  Relative to such an instance we might consider the potential role of 

infrastructure planning and new technologies in improving performance.  Although 

measures of sustainability must be grounded in a firm empirical reality, progress 
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ultimately mandates the development and application of models that can both anticipate 

new developments and forecast future conditions. 

 

Theoretical considerations aside, there are also a number of specific observations 

about policy, institutions, individuals and some of the cases that have been studied. 

Relative to policy, we can conclude a number of things.  First, sustainability-directed 

policy must be comprehensive and integrated in terms of its considerations.  Although it 

is always good to improve vis-à-vis established standards, when certain things are 

improved and the structures they exist in are not, the net gains may be minimal.  Two 

examples of this situation are education in the United States and personal incomes in 

general.  Relative to education in the U.S., as the analysis shows, the average American 

has more years of schooling than in any other country, but this comparative advantage is 

negated when one considers the relative poor literacy of the average American in both 

science and math along with the relatively high unemployment rate for people with a 

college education
801

.  Additionally, we might consider how this plays out on a cross-

national level.  One of the key features of the scale used here is that it allows for 

variability in factors while contextualizing them in to a greater index of sustainability.   

 

For instance, two countries might have a similar average score relative to 

sustainability.  However, one might be the result of consistently mediocre policy and 

behavior relative to sustainability, while the other might be the result of above average 

performance in one area and sub-par performance in other.  An example of this might be 
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considering a country such as the United States which most likely is of average 

performance when considered relative to all other countries
802

 and a resource-rich 

country such as Dubai.  In the latter instance, such countries often fund extensive social 

welfare programs from the revenue generated by their natural resource extraction.  

Despite showing a high level of performance relative to social indicators, such advances 

are effectively offset by the fact that their economy is based upon non-renewable 

resources.  

 

 In the instance of income, universally a high income is an attractive thing; 

however, the value of a high income may be offset if the cost of living is proportionately 

high.   Ultimately, this observation leads to an interesting inference about developing 

policy related to sustainability.  Although there are exceptions, it appears likely that it is 

better to have a number of policies with modest, achievable goals that are well integrated 

than one policy that performs wonderfully while others are largely neglected.  The logic 

behind this assertion is that policy is more likely to be successful if most or all factors in 

a situation point towards the success of a policy rather than a situation where the 

advances of one effective policy are offset by a number of bad ones. 

 

Another aspect of policy that relates to time use is that policies have a number 

nuances to them that highlight the importance of understanding issues of scope and 

interpretation.  Specifically, time use occurs within a number of different frames of 

reference ranging from a day‟s activities to those that occur over the course of a lifetime.    

                                                 
802

 Rather than just the developed one considered for this analysis. 



 434 

Merely judging time use, or any other number of variables, by themselves can lead to a 

number of issues with ambiguity.  Relative to the analysis performed here, we must 

consider the role a number of contextual other factors play in the time use situation.  

Although there is a strong relationship between work time, vacation time and 

sustainability, the greater issue is one of compounding factors which make even a small 

variation in work time have significant impacts.  For instance, working forty hours a 

week in a suburban middle class setting with sprawl and no public transit, and therefore 

requiring long commute times, is significantly different than working forty hours a week 

in an urban setting with short commutes and other structural efficiencies.  In a similar 

vein, a forty-hour work week might not seem as burdensome in a country that guarantees 

six weeks paid vacation a year as in one that does not.  

 

In any of these situations one must be careful to consider both the scope and 

context of data relating to time use.  As mentioned before, certain research relating to 

time use has neglected such considerations, with arguably serious adverse 

consequences
803

.   As discussed before the research of Aguiar and Hurst analyzed time 

use patterns of American workers between the 1960‟s and the 1990‟s.  These researchers 

concluded that American workers had on average substantially more free time than in the 

past.  However, their research systematically neglected the effects of unemployment and 

under employment in certain groups, such as those with less than a high school education.  

Thus, the claim that American workers have more free time is somewhat dubious when 
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the employment status of certain groups is considered along with other evidence on 

leisure time.  

 

Considering the prior discussion of methodological and theoretical aspects of 

sustainability, these ideas can help us develop more effective methods for assessing 

sustainability.  Although there is a strong motivation in the sciences towards universality, 

the situation relating to time use and sustainability is inherently diverse.  Thus, policy that 

is applicable to one society might not be applicable to another.  However, if we carefully 

consider the context of a situation it appears likely that policy can be developed to 

enhance both sustainability and time use in an “absolute” or performance-maximizing 

manner as discussed above. 

 

One final issue that is extremely prominent in the prior discussion of context, 

theory and empirical data is the issue of American exceptionalism.  Although the United 

States is quite deviant in terms of its time equity and sustainability, the structures 

underlying its low performance are ultimately similar to those of other countries.  

However, how these factors operate and influence certain things such as policy in the 

United States is markedly different than elsewhere.  Specifically, America‟s high level of 

cultural individualism, limited scope of social policy, high level of material consumption, 

and sprawling infrastructure appear to have the most negative impact on both time use 

and  societal sustainability.  With the possible exception of individualism, none of these 

factors can be seen as having a positive effect on sustainability or time use.  
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However, in the instance of the other countries studied, they for the most part only 

exhibit one or two of these inhibitory traits rather than all of them.  For instance, Canada 

and Australia are mostly rural and not densely populated; however, they possess more 

extensive social policy and organize their physical infrastructure more efficiently when 

compared to the U.S.
804

.   Also, how the United States expends its material and economic 

resources appears to contribute to its exceptional position.  Specifically, American‟s high 

level of material consumption does not appear to enhance its standard of living relative to 

providing basic services or extending services to those that need them since material 

resources are often used for functions that do not require such large material inputs.  To 

substantiate this point we need only consider the size of American houses and the fuel 

efficiency of the average American car which, in the aggregate, consumes enormous 

amounts of resources.  In either instance one can imagine much more modest 

arrangements that ultimately achieve the same outcome.   

 

Along these same lines, Americans‟ expenditure in terms of money appears to 

undercut both time equity and sustainability through its relative inefficiency.  At the root 

of much of this inefficiency is the American model of the liberal welfare state and of 

personal finance.  Although there are compelling economic reasons for Americans to 

collectively pay for things such as healthcare and college education, Americans have 

endorsed a system where individuals are primarily responsible for paying for these 

necessary services.  The net effect of this is to increase the cost of delivering these goods 

along with placing the proportionally heaviest burden of cost on individuals who are least 
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able to afford such (the sick and young).  Ultimately, this method of financing these 

activities, combined with America‟s high levels of personal debt, amounts to a situation 

in which many people are under a large financial burden that compromises their ability to 

exist and make progress.  

 

We can view America‟s material and economic situation as negatively correlating 

to both time use and sustainability.  In the case of the average American, arguably one 

could conceive of an economic and social system in which material and economic 

efficiency were enhanced such that the average person would not need to work as much 

while still maintaining the same, if not higher standard of living.  Although this idea can 

be applied to all of the cases studied, it appears to be the most applicable to the United 

States.  The United States provides an example of a society facing extensive social and 

economic challenges when judged relative to values and concepts that form the basis of 

thinking about sustainability.  Regardless of this categorization, America provides an 

excellent example of a system whose structure is both inherently inefficient and is largely 

neglected.  Although the United States is not inherently different than any other country 

studied, its experiences and how it has managed itself have created a status that is 

relatively unique amongst industrialized nations.  

 

Finally, it is useful to discuss the future course of research in both time use and 

sustainability.  In addition to the empirical findings of this work, the true utility of this 

analysis lies in the fact that it establishes a framework for future, more specific research 

in time use and sustainability.  Arguably, the most prominent amongst these focused 
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inquiries is the study of various topics relative to their place in a greater system that 

considers sustainability. 

 

 For instance, one area of great potential is the application of Geographic 

Information Systems (GIS) to the field.  As the instance of gentrification discussed in 

appendix C notes, many of the factors relating to sustainability and time use occur in a 

spatial fashion.  Using GIS it is possible to conceive of any number of studies relating to 

various aspects of time use and sustainability such as the relationship between 

infrastructure and commuting patterns.  Relative to the progression of future research, 

some research should attempt to analyze existing structures and policies and document 

their impact on sustainability before developing new policies.  However, eventually it is 

necessary to aggregate the results of such analyses so that they can be used to develop 

empirically-based and effective policy.  

 

Relative to specific policy areas, there are any number of categories that can be 

studied.  Policy geared towards either sustainability or time use must address issues on an 

individual level, group level, either in terms of communities, economic sectors, or 

relative ecosystems and resources of specific physical objects.  In particular, time use 

policy appears to be mostly studied at the individual level.  Thus, we are faced with the 

task of developing first an accurate picture of individual behaviors and needs relative to 

time use, and then, ideally, take on the task of developing equitable policies. 
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 In addition to this, developing comprehensive policy for communities plays an 

important role in achieving sustainable outcomes.  In the instance of community planning 

planners and analysts need to integrate academic studies with politics and public 

management in areas such transportation, building codes, and work schedules.  To date 

there have been some efforts at implementing sustainability strategies in government.  

For instance, the International County Managers Association has conducted much 

research in these areas along with coordinating various local efforts such as those in 

Sarasota County, Florida
805

.  

 

In addition to these areas, if sustainability is to be seriously considered 

appropriate methodologies and policies must be developed to properly evaluate the 

efficiency and impact of various products and behaviors.
806

  Any of the aforementioned 

instances represents a tremendous opportunity.  At present the study and application of 

sustainability is in its relative infancy, and the situation presents us with a setting within 

which any of the prior instances represents a tremendous opportunity in terms of future 

research and application.  Although empirical questions represent the majority of research 

relating to sustainability and time use, it is also useful to study the cultural and normative 

aspects of these topics as well.  Much of what influences various societies‟ sustainability 

is normative and cultural in nature. Additionally, the empirical work done relative to both 

time use and sustainability raises a number of normative questions as to what is ethical 
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and how, ideally, society should arrange itself both relative to individual actions and the 

overall structure of society.  

 

The work done here confirms the basic hypothesis that time use and sustainability 

are interrelated in a number of ways.  It also attempts to advance the role of theory in 

understanding the relationship among policy, sustainability and time use.  In terms of 

important conclusions and themes that should be taken away from this analysis, the role 

of structural factors such the economy,  the environment and the role of policy in 

influencing  sustainability and equity in time use are of  prime significance.  This work 

highlights the universality and holistic nature of issues relating to sustainability and time 

use.  Also, the analysis makes a relatively convincing case that policy and governance 

play important roles in achieving a sustainable society.  Thus, we can conclude that 

societies success or failure at achieving sustainable outcomes is largely a result of a 

societies desire to achieve such a willingness to be pragmatic.   Ultimately, this work has 

established the ground work for further academic and applied inquires while 

demonstrating the structural complexity of issues relating to time use and sustainability. 
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This paper explores how planned obsolescence has developed from an explicit aspect of product 

design to implicit function of design, marketing and product economics. This “new” planned 

obsolescence represents an intriguing example of the political economy, of design, marketing and the 

integration of technology into society. Specifically, this new theory of planned obsolescence relies 

upon the assumption that products are designed within narrow parameters both with respect to the 

technical design of the product and its intended market.  Although the economic reasoning associated 

with this behavior possess a degree of validity, especially relative to the economic interests of the 

manufacturer, this trend can be seen as directly contributing to sub-optimal level of economic, social 

and environmental functioning when the products in question are considered relative to their greater 

impact on society. Also, the new planned obsolescence can be seen as representing a challenge to 

policy both in terms of policies related to the regulation of specific products and in policies directed 

towards addressing sustainability in various aspects of society. To further comprehend the impact of 

the new planned obsolescence it is first useful discuss its development relative to traditional theories 

of planned obsolescence. Once this task is accomplished it is then useful to contextualize the new 

planned obsolescence in to a greater framework that considers both policy and sustainability. To 

conclude this paper considers a number of hypothetical policies that might be developed to address 

problems with the new planned obsolescence. Also, the conclusion attempts to address the political 

dynamics associated with the social and economic interests involved in this situation. 

 

 

The development of Planned Obsolescence 

The idea of designing products to last a certain period of time and then be 

inoperable is mostly a product of 20
th

 century industrial marketing engineering. In his 

book The Waste Makers, Vance Packard observed that manufacturers of products have an 

expressed economic interest in designing a product that will be functional or attractive for 

only a given period of time.  The basic reasoning behind such assumptions is that 

consumers will come to rely upon a product and thus they will be in continuous need of 

such products. Therefore, if a product is designed only to last a certain period of time, 

then manufacturers can have a predictable demand for their goods.  Relative to its context 

in history, planned obsolescence stands in contrast to the production of goods prior to the 

twentieth century. Prior to the widespread implementation of planned obsolescence in 

manufacturing, products were designed and produced with both maintenance and 

durability in mind
807

. There are a few reasons for this. First, the time effort and resources 
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to produce a product by hand were so great that producing anything but the most durable 

and simple products was economically infeasible. Second, prior to the development of 

industrialized society, most people did not possess enough disposable income to justify a 

perpetual market for goods that had limited life spans
808

. Third, prior to industrialization 

most goods were produced by craftsman whose reputation was directly related to the 

quality of their wares.
809

 

 

However, with the advent of industrialization these dynamics changed. Incomes for the 

average individual rose. The complexity of products increased along with the ability to 

mass produce such products. Also, and most importantly, industrialization created an 

economic system in which the means of producing products shifted to a more centralized 

and formalized economy. Thus, the businesses that produced manufactured goods 

became more removed from the communities that consumed such goods. Also, there 

developed a strong incentive to maximize profits through the rationalization of 

production both in terms of product design and labor
810

. Although this process can be 

seen as creating a certain type of efficiency relative to production, industrialization when 

coupled specific types of incentives can develop in ways that ultimately prove to be 

counter productive for most of society. Planned obsolescence in many ways represents 

such a development. 
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In its purest theoretical form, planned obsolescence is merely designing a product 

with certain expectations as to its durability. For instance, it may be only cost effective 

for both the manufacturer and consumer to produce a light bulb that lasts a certain period 

of time. However, in its more nefarious manifestation planned obsolescence is the 

intentional design of a product to be less durable that it can reasonably be for the purpose 

of maintaining a market for said product.  

 

As most descriptions of planned obsolescence note, there a number of general 

approaches that can be applied to limit a product‟s useful life.  

The most commonly applied method is to produce a product that has physical features 

that wear out after a certain period of time
811

.  In addition to this, there is also functional 

obsolesce and style obsolescence. In the instance of functional obsolesce a product might 

still be operational however it ceases to be compatible with context it operates in and thus 

useless. An excellent example of this is computer operating systems. Even though an 

older operating system might continue to function the introduction of a newer 

incompatible system effectively renders the older one useless. Relative to style and 

planned obsolesce, manufacturers routinely change the styles of their product in an 

attempt to make the older products appear outdated.  

 

As many instances have demonstrated these approaches to planned obsolescence 

have been applied throughout the world of consumer goods. Nearly every product 

ranging from razors to houses has been designed with some intentional limitation in 
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durability in mind. However, these traditional approaches to planned obsolescence fail to 

address the more systematic influence of both explicit efforts at planned obsolescence 

along with more nuanced aspects of product design and marketing. With this in mind it is 

proposed that the “new planned obsolescence” represents a series of intentional moves on 

the part of manufacturers to design products that lack both durability and flexibility 

relative to society as a whole. Thus, the new planned obsolescence can be viewed as 

being both the intentional design of sub-par products but also the design of products for 

consumption in relatively controlled circumstances where the manufacture continues to 

effectively control the product‟s use even after the consumer has purchased the product. 

 

There are a number of specific methods that manufacturers have used to maintain 

an element of control over the products they produce. Relative to the notion of the new 

planned obsolescence, proprietorization of maintenance and design holds a position of 

prominence. Proprietorization generally is defined as limiting some aspect of a product so 

that it can only be maintained or is compatible with other produced by the same 

manufacturer. This limiting of compatibility and maintenance effectively makes it 

possible for a manufacturer to control their product even after it has been sold to the 

consumer. In the in instance of the proprietorization of maintenance manufactures design 

products to be inaccessible by the general public and even by most trained technicians. 

Two prominent examples of this would be consumer electronics and automobiles. In the 

instance of electronics devices such as the iPhone have been designed to be inaccessible 

both in a mechanical capacity (the case requires a special proprietary tool to open it), and 

the computer program that runs the iPhone are mostly static and cannot be manipulated 
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with out proprietary access information
812

. Finally, the programs that run many electronic 

devices are often copy writhed such that they can not legally be manipulated. Relative to 

automobiles a different approach to proprietorization is observable. Most car 

manufactures intentionally design certain aspects of their vehicles to be accessible only to 

service personal that possess specially designed tools that can fix specific problems. 

Although a certain amount of this specialization is the result of the increasing complexity 

of cars, another element of it can be attributed to the manufacture‟s desire to limit the 

maintenance of a vehicle to only manufacturer sanctioned repair facilities. One excellent 

example of this is the automatic transmission drain plug on Volkswagens built since 

1999. The plug which replaces a simple hexagonal head bolt is shaped to fit a special 

proprietary socket that is not generally available to the public and is relatively 

expensive
813

. In addition to this, many automobile manufacturers have impeded the ease 

of vehicle maintenance through doing such things as removing engine and transmission 

dipsticks, and designing certain aspects of a vehicle to be almost completely inaccessible 

with out major effort 
814

. Arguably these design features have a number of both explicit 

and implicit features. Most manufacturers would argue that such efforts to proprietary 

their products are done in an effort to ensure that such devices are only maintained by 

trained service professionals. However, considering that many products limit access to 

things traditionally have been maintainable, it appears likely that manufacturers also 
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desire to create a need for repair services along with systematically limiting the life spans 

of their product since it is assumed that proprietary maintenance is sold at a premium and 

second and third owners of such products are unwilling to invest in such services.  

 

Designing a product to adhere to certain use and life cycle expectations represents 

another prominent aspect of the new planned obsolescence. Although the intentional 

limiting of a product‟s life span an applicability has been an aspect of modern design for 

quite some time now, the level of specificity combined with the sophistication of modern 

engineering techniques has resulted in the production of hyper specific products that are 

intended only for very narrow markets and are designed to last only a specific period of 

time. For instance, consider the development of the market for power tools. Initially, 

most manufactures offered a single line of tools that were constructed to relatively high 

standards and were readily maintainable. However, as the market developed 

manufactures discovered they could produce lower quality goods for the average 

consumer while selling more durable products to the professional.  In addition to this, 

such devices were designed with a certain expected service life in mind. For instance a 

power drill intended for home use might be designed for 6 hours of use while the 

professional equivalent might last 20
815

. This segmentation of the market effectively 

insured that there would be a steady stream of demand for a manufactures product. 

Although many have made the argument that such specialization in design and 

functionality is a product of economic necessity combined with a manufacture‟s to build 
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cost effective product that meets a certain type of consumer‟s need, it is equally plausible 

to make the case that the durability and useful life of such products could be greatly 

improved for little or no cost. 

 

Another aspect of the hyper specialization of products is the use of materials and 

design techniques that make it difficult for a product to withstand a changing 

environment or to be reused. An excellent example of this can be found in modern 

American residential architecture. There are a number of reasons for this. First, modern 

houses are often constructed of materials such orientated strand board, and asphalt 

shingles that have limited lifespan
816

. Also, there is little ability to reuse most of the 

materials modern houses are constructed of when compared with the materials used in 

older structures (stone brick, lumber etc) finally, most modern residential structures 

require near constant up keep to prevent them from deteriorating rapidly.  When one 

considers the net effect of such methods of design and construction it becomes evident 

that the development of such approaches effectively limits the usefulness and lifespan of 

a product. 

 

Implications 

Now that some understanding of the state of contemporary planned obsolescence 

has been established, it is useful to explore the implications of the new planned 

obsolescence both relative to the economic theory that motivates such design trends, 
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along with the greater societal and environmental implications of such approaches to 

product design and marketing. 

 

The basic economic logic of planned obsolescence is rooted in a manufacturer, or 

seller orientated model of economic utility. As most theories of planned obsolescence 

state it is in the manufacturer‟s interest to produce a product that maximizes profit while 

being only of a minimum of quality both relative to performance of the product and its 

expected lifespan
817

. Thus manufacturers are motivated to create the lowest quality 

product with the shortest life span that the public is willing to accept. In addition to this, 

the new planned obsolescence has elaborated on this basic concept through the 

development of highly specialized goods, proprietorization and target consumer 

audiences.  

 

In many senses the basic assumptions of the economics of planned obsolescence 

represent a bastardization of economic theory. On a general level planned obsolescence 

makes no assumption of an equality of information or rationality between producers and 

consumers 
818

. Also, planned obsolescence makes no assumption about the long term 

consequences of producing sub-par products on profits. Relative to the first criticism 

there are two primary reasons why the implementation of planned obsolescence can not 

be considered to follow a feasible economic logic relative to the consumer. First, one can 
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make the case that if consumers were acting rationally in their consumption of such 

goods, it is reasonable to assume that the consumer is aware of the technical details of the 

product and thus making decisions about consumption based upon such information. In 

reality there is a significant body of research that suggests consumers mostly consider 

emotional motivations in purchasing goods
819

. Second, it is possible to make a similar 

case relative to consumer‟s use of a cost benefit analysis relative to their decision to 

consume such products. It appears unlikely that most consumers make any type of 

deliberate calculation as to the balance between product quality cost and durability
820

. 

Third, we must question weather consumers have a viable choice relative to consumer 

goods that are intentionally deficient versus ones that maximize durability. Considering 

the constraints placed upon consumers based upon the viability of products and the 

ubiquity of planned obsolescence, to call a contemporary consumer market one of true 

choice may be somewhat questionable. It is reasonable to assume that if most consumers 

exhibited such behavior that they would show a strong preference for goods that 

attempted to maximize durability while existing within certain price limits.   

 

Along these lines it is also possible to make the case that the economic logic of 

planned obsolescence often fails to provide the desired effects for the manufacturer of a 

product. Although consumers often buy goods that are limited by planned obsolescence, 
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either out of lack of other options or ignorance, it is commonly accepted
821

 that 

businesses that consistently produce goods only of the most minimal standards of 

acceptability often loss market share do to a loss in reputation.  An excellent example of 

this can be found in the decline of the American auto industry when higher quality 

imports where introduced into the American market. However, destructive this practice 

may prove to be, since consumer behavior is not perfectly rational relative to assessing 

product quality, manufactures have a perpetual incentive to endorse with such practices 

even though it may eventually lead to failure. 

 

In addition to questionable economic logic of planned obsolescence in consumers 

it is often argued
822

 that planned obsolescence is beneficial to society as a whole through 

providing a constraint demand for manufactured goods while ensuring obsolete or 

efficient older products are eliminated from the market. Although there is some element 

of truth to these statements one can also make the case that such positions are more of a 

form of economic pseudo logic which fails to consider the greater impact of such 

behaviors of society and the environment. With this general criticism in mind it would be 

useful to further discuss the effects of planned obsolescence, especially the 

conglomeration of factors that can be considered the new planned obsolescence, on 

various aspects of society.  However, before we can understand the impact of planned 

obsolescence of society its is first necessary to discuss some background relative to the 

assessment of sustainability. 
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There two prominent aspects of sustainability those are applicable to this 

discussion. The first is the idea that true sustainability occurs within the context of an 

entire system rather than relative to relative one aspect of a system. Although many 

things have primary or direct effects on one aspect of a social, economic, or 

environmental system, it is also the case that these activities inevitably have secondary 

repercussions through out the system.  In the instance of planned obsolescence the 

primary focus of analysis usually relates to the economic dimensions of the situation. 

However, planned obsolescence also has social and economic effects. The second aspect 

of sustainability theory we can use in an analysis of the impact of planned obsolescence 

on society, is the notion of total cost accounting. Total cost accounting is similar to the 

idea of incorporating the broad effects of a certain activity on the sustainability of a 

system
823

. More specifically, this idea of accounting for the total cost of an activity can 

be related both to the relative and absolute impact of that activity. Relative to an 

assessment of planned obsolescence we can concern ourselves both with the enumerable 

effects of such activities on the present system (that is relative effects) along with 

assessing the impact of planned obsolescence relative to a theoretical system that is 

designed to maximize sustainability and equity. The latter can be seen as representing an 

absolutist measure of impact since it compares the present reality to a plausible 

hypothetical situation.  
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One of the more direct negative effects of planned obsolescence is on the 

consumer of such goods.  We find that planned obsolescence and, in particular the multi 

layered new planned obsolescence has created a situation of significant economic and 

social consequences. In terms of the economic effects of planned obsolescence on the 

consumer, it is possible to hypothesize that planned obsolescence creates a situation of 

dependence and waste relative to the consumer. Considering that planned obsolescence 

entails creating products that are known to fail, it is reasonable to presume that such 

products mandate consumers rely on manufactures to periodically sell them products to 

replace the ones that have ceased functioning. Also, relative to the idea of new planned 

obsolescence consumers must depend on the manufacturer or related industries to 

maintain their products since they have either been proprietorized or designed to require 

constant maintenance. In addition to this, the stylistic or lifestyle specific aspect of 

product design effectively mandated that individuals be perpetually consuming goods to 

meet the social requirements of their group. In any of these three instances we find that 

the new planned obsolescence mandates perpetual inputs from the consumer either as a 

consequence of issues of style or mechanical functioning. In any of these instances the 

net effect of such patterns on the individual is that they are required to expend more 

economic resources than technically is necessary to exist at a certain standard of living. 

Although it is difficult to conceive of modern consumerist lifestyle with out planned 

obsolescence one could only speculate on the tremendous amount of money or time 

saved by consumers if goods were made more durable and standards of fashion more 

constant.  
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The social implications of the new planned obsolescence parallel this logic. One 

could make the case that planned obsolescence, especially relative to stylistic aspects of 

goods, has contributed to the creation of set of social values that rewards the conformist 

and perpetual consumption of good and little else. Relative to the idea of the new planned 

obsolescence, we can relate the hyper sophisticated and all encompassing nature of 

product design to Herbert Marcuse‟s
824

 theory of the one dimensional man. Marcuse in 

his existentialist critique of modern consumerist society makes the case that consumerism 

causes a narrowing in the definition of value to only predefined criteria such as 

manufactured products. This narrowing, especially relative to the idea of creating both 

economic and social dependence upon certain goods, can be seen as have extremely 

negative consequences for the individual. Specially, if we view the effects of the constant 

economic activity required to support the consumption patterns mandated by planned 

obsolesce the inequity of such systems becomes apparent. Thus, we can relate such things 

as over work, divorce, social isolation and various social-psychological problems 

experienced by individuals to the mandates of system which perpetuate planned 

obsolescence. In either the social or economic realms the effects of planned obsolesce on 

the individual can be seen as mostly negative. Although individuals do possess some 

choices relative their involvement in the economy the preponderance choices available to 

most people mandate that they are perpetually tied to the economic and social mandates 

of planned obsolescence. 
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On the societal level the new planned obsolescence has similar effect as it does 

with individuals. Specifically, the new planned obsolescence can be seen as contributing 

an inefficenceint economic system that also produces social, technological and 

environmental side effects.  Although the economics of the new planned obsolescence 

and individuals is more explicit in terms of its cost to individuals, the effects of planned 

obsolescence on society are less direct. In particular if we view the inputs necessary to 

maintain a consumption pattern that is based upon planned obsolescence, relative to the 

potential allocation of those resources else ware in the economy, it becomes evident that 

the cost of perpetuating a systems based upon planned obsolescence is quite significant. 

Although exact data relating to this proposition is difficult to come by the absolute 

economic cost of planned obsolescence can be demonstrated through the following 

thought experiment. Consider for a moment the resources required to the manufacture, 

distribute and purchase one item with a limited lifespan, then consider what would occur 

if such a product were  designed to be significantly more durable  or repairable.  Lets 

assume that this new product lasted three times as long, did not require proprietorized 

maintenance and was not subject to the whim of artificial style manipulation. In the 

instance in consideration the overall cost of such an item would be one third that of the 

item that was designed using the principals of planned obsolescence. In addition to the 

cost associated with the product itself it is also possible to assert that planned 

obsolescence has a net negative effect on the entire economy. Using the hypothetical 

example discussed above, the 66% savings gained through not having to replace a 

product that breaks prematurely could then be used to invest in some other type of 
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economic activity such as raising the standard of living, investing or having more 

discretionary time. In any instance one can conceive of a much more efficient economic 

system if planned obsolescence were eliminated. Also, if we weight the merits of this 

ideal system versus some aspect of the one American society is presently involved in, the 

inefficiencies of the present system become strikingly apparent. It appears likely that 

much of our economy is devoted to the rat race of continuously replacing and 

maintaining the same products rather than actually improving the standard of living and 

financial solvency of the populous.  

 

In addition to the economic deficiencies caused by planned obsolescence on 

society we must also consider the environmental repercussions of such activities. There 

has been much commentary about how products that incorporate planned obsolescence 

are wasteful and have a negative environmental impact because of their built in 

inefficiencies
825

.  Most of the environmental criticisms of planned obsolescence focus on 

the waste created by products that are prematurely obsolete along with the resources 

required to create such product. However, if we view planned obsolescence‟s impact in 

broader terms it becomes apparent that the environmental impact of planned 

obsolescence is most likely far greater than initially conceived. For instance, if we 

consider how the resources used to produce a product that fails prematurely could be 

saved and used towards other ends, one could make the case that negative effects of such 

practices are effectively multiplied when viewed relative to the entire system. Thus, a 

pound of coal burned to produce a product that last only half as long as it should equals 
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an additional pound of coal that must be expended in some other part of the economy. 

Also, on a more theoretical level no part of the new planned obsolescence makes any 

substantive attempt to create a sustainable balance between the production of goods and 

needs of the environment. Even when products are produced to be “efficient” or 

superficially environmental since their design is incorporates some element of planned 

obsolescence such products are inherently unenvironmental and inefficient. An excellent 

example of this would be hybrid automobiles. Although hybrids have certain advantages 

relative to fuel efficiency if one considers their environmental and social impact in 

broader terms their infeasibility becomes apparent.  Specifically, a hybrid embodies a 

number of prominent aspects of the new planned obsolescence. First, it is designed to last 

only a certain period of time with out expensive proprietary maintenance
826

. Second, it 

value at the time of such maintenance is less than the cost of repair. Thus, hybrids are not 

compatible with the secondary and tertiary markets that many low income Americans 

depend upon for personal transport. Third, the level of complexity of a hybrid makes it 

nearly impossible to maintain by any except a manufacturer trained technician.  Forth, the 

target audience of hybrids is general typified as being environmentally conscious 

individuals who are willing to pay a premium for an automobile with an environmentally 

friendly image
827

. When we consider how these four factors can contribute to a product 

that is resource intensive, socially incompatible, and relatively short lived when 

compared with conventional cars the net affect any claims of efficiency or 
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environmentalism is effectively negated. As this and other examples depict a product that 

adheres to the ideology of planned obsolescence can claim a narrow or limited amount of 

efficiency or environmentalism however such claims tend to neglect the forest for the 

trees. 

 

The new planned obsolescence can also been seen as contributing to a certain 

pattern of technological development. One can view the development and progress of 

technological innovation as being complementary and self complicating relative to 

planned obsolescence. As some of the examples given above depict design that 

emphasizes the goal of the new planned obsolescence effectively limit the performance of 

such products in terms of their functionality, maintainability or durability. Considering 

how these products will likely be integrated into the social structure, one could make the 

case that planned obsolescence effectively creates social structures which result in the 

development of similar technologies. Therefore, products designed to not to be 

maintained will result in a social structure that does not support repairing such goods. 

Alternatively a product designed to last only one year will result in an implicite 

expectation on the part of consumer that such good should only last one year. Under such 

conditions the development of technology becomes directed not at improving the product 

in a truly tangible way but instead designing products that will meet the adverse system 

of incentives mandated by planned obsolescence. Such a trend can be seen as being 

counter productive to true progress and efficiency. Much like planned obsolescence‟s 

effects on the economy, planned obsolescence can be seen as having a similar hindering 

effect on technological progress.  
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Finally, we should consider how the new planned obsolescence has affected our 

social norms. As noted above planned obsolescence artificially constrains individuals and 

societies economic and technological options. The general effect of this constraint can be 

viewed negatively when the broad implications of the situation are considered. The social 

consequences of the new planned obsolescence can be viewed in a similar negative light. 

However, the social effects of planned obsolescence are rooted a system of normative and 

economic values that neglect perspectives which value efficiency, sustainability and 

social consciousness. In general we can view the social ramifications of planned 

obsolescence as coinciding with the greater social forces of consumerism and 

materialism. As many social commentators have noted a materialist/consumerist society 

focuses primarily of monetary and status related considerations. Planned obsolescence in 

many senses represents a more specific manifestation of such thinking. Specifically, 

planned obsolescence places value only on the economics and the superficial qualities of 

many products while neglecting the more fundamental aspects of such things. Ultimately, 

the new planned obsolescence can be seen as helping to create a society that does not 

value pragmatism, efficiency or craftsman ship but rather places an emphasis on 

ignorance, superficialities and a self centered worldview.  

 

Aside from values we must also question how planned obsolescence affects 

society‟s ability to adapt to adverse situations. In particular is the issue of resiliency both 

in terms of social institutions and technological flexibility. Arguably, planned 

obsolescence contributes to neither. Relative to social institutions as noted above the 
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wide spread acceptance of planned obsolescence in products results in an willfully 

ignorant populace that is dependant upon complex social and economic systems for their 

day to day functioning. In terms of the technical aspects of this situation it is relatively 

easy to make the case that planned obsolescence in products makes society extremely 

vulnerable to environmental or social disturbance. To further understand what is implied 

by this statement, consider the following example. If American society were to slip into 

an economic situation similar to the great depression most people could not afford to 

replace or repair products that have failed due to some type of planned obsolescence. 

Thus, houses would disintegrate, computers fail and automobiles breakdown beyond the 

point of repair. In any of these instances most people would be left with little recourse to 

deal with such situations since the products in question were not designed with durability, 

maintenance or flexibility of use in mind. Although an extreme example it highlights 

precarious positions that planned obsolescence has place modern society in. As history 

teaches us
828

 societies that overspecialize and neglect to address common sense issues of 

planning and resilience often fail catastrophically as a result of their lack of foresight.  

 

 

Implications for Policy 

Now that some understanding of the contemporary dilemmas of the new planned 

obsolescence and its relationship to sustainability has been outlined, it would be useful to 

discuss the ramifications of this situation relative to public policy. An analysis of policy‟s 

role relative to these issues mostly consists of addressing two separate issues. First, is the 
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matter of how policy has systematically contributed to the development of an economic 

and social system that is dependant upon planned obsolescence. Second, is the issue of 

how policy can address the negative aspects of planned obsolescence while stile 

maintaining a degree of equity for all actors involved. 

 

The development of planned obsolescence relative to policy can be viewed as 

occurring either in a facilitative or restrictive context. Generally speaking, we find that 

policy related to the macro economic environments with in which planned obsolescence 

has developed has implicitly facilitated planned obsolescence while certain more direct 

polices such as consumer protection laws have hindered its progress. Aside from the 

differing scopes of these policies they can be seen as representing conflicting value 

systems. On one hand most economic policy is geared towards maximizing economic 

growth and a certain conceptualization of “productivity”. While on the other hand many 

consumer protection laws are geared towards assuring a certain minimum of quality in a 

product. Although quality standards for products along with other types of regulation 

have achieved a certain degree of success, it appears likely that the prevailing economic 

policies have created an environment that is fundamentally in conflict with producing 

truly durable products while maintaining a sustainable society.  To justify this ascertain 

we need only examine a few typical policies from the above mentioned areas. 

 

One method of documenting economic policy is to look at the indicators used to 

measure economic progress. Considering that GPD, GDP growth, income and consumer 

spending have been considered primary measures of economic progress for the past 60 
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years it becomes understandable how planned obsolescence has flourished in society. 

None of the above mentioned indicators gauge the overall efficiency of an economy or its 

impact or social or environmental conditions. So long as abstract economic progress is 

being made it is assumed that an economy is being functional. However, as proponents of 

the Genuine Progress Index have noted when one compares these indicators to more 

through measures such as the GPI index it is evident that traditional measures of 

economic progress do a woefully inadequate job of measuring tangible progress
829

. 

However, since these traditional measures are the ones used to evaluate the success of 

various policies, many policies that may not address the actual functioning of an 

economy get a free pass. Over time the perceivable effect of this relationship between 

indicators and policy that economies develop in ways to satisfy the measure of progress 

rather then develop in ways that address more systematic issues in an economy.  Thus, 

indicators such as consumer expenditures do not note weather a consumer is spending his 

money on high quality durable goods or spending money replacing or repairing 

prematurely dysfunctional products. The relationship between indicators of economic 

progress and subsequent policy is not only evident on the scale of an entire economy but 

is also evident in the system of incentives that govern business. Since net profits is 

considered the primary measure of business success, there is little incentive for 

businesses to maintain equity in other areas above the bare minimum required by the 
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market or via the law. Thus, as research on planned obsolescence has shown
830

 

businesses have strong incentive to incorporate various forms of planned obsolescence 

into products on a level that is beyond what can be socially justified.   

 

In addition to the questionable relationship that has developed between indicators 

of economic progress and various forms of policy we must also view the development of 

policy relative to the social and cultural values of contemporary society. It is reasonable 

to presume that most societies have a strong propensity to develop policy based upon 

prevailing values of the group in question. Policy related to planned obsolescence 

substantiates this assertion. In the instances in question social values such as materialism 

or consumerism can be seen as creating a certain set of norms that subsequently direct the 

development of policy. Neither contemporary consumerism nor materialism places a 

tremendous amount of value on efficiency, equity or quality
831

. Thus, policy is not 

developed to cater to these objectives. Even relative to the areas where policy has 

addressed some aspects of planned obsolescence, such as in product safety and 

advertizing regulation, one generally finds that these values are absent from these 

policies. One excellent example of this is the found in the regulation of automobile 

manufacturers. Starting in the late 1960‟s consumer advocates such a Ralph Nader began 

lobbying the federal government for greater safety and reliability in automobiles. Also, 

during this time various environmental groups advocated an increase in automotive fuel 

efficiency and reduced emissions. Although the policies that resulted from such 
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legislative activities have improved certain aspects of the quality of automobiles they 

have failed to systematically address many of the design related issues that ultimately 

lead to an efficient automobile. For instance, policy related to the safety or emissions of 

automobiles fails to mandate a certain level of reparability while limiting the ability of 

manufacturers to proprietorize the maintenance of their products. The perceivable effect 

of this inadequacy of policy has been to create products that are so difficult and 

expensive to maintain that they are neglected and fail prematurely. Ultimately, we can 

conclude that although consumer protections have provided a certain amount of 

protection from the most adverse aspects of planned obsolescence and other adversely 

motivated designs methods these policies have failed to address the ever increasingly 

sophisticated methodologies used by manufacturers to ensure their products are somehow 

suboptimal.  

 

Considering the pervasiveness and increasingly sophisticated nature of  planned 

obsolescence along with the systematic failure of policy‟s ability to meaningfully address 

the issues created by it, we are confronted with complex question of how can policy deal 

with such issues.  To accurately answer such questions we must address how the structure 

of policy on differing levels can address both general mentalities while also delving into 

the highly technical world of product design. 

 

On the level of specific policies geared towards limiting the adverse effects of the 

various aspects of the new planned obsolescence in products it is necessary to develop 

policy the limits the ability of manufacturers to produce goods that are some how 
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suboptimal in their design while simultaneously preventing adverse effects for 

manufacturers and consumers. To achieve this goal, policy must be developed to address 

each separate aspect how design has been used to achieve the goal of planned 

obsolescence. As mentioned before, the new planned obsolescence does not merely 

consist of designing products with a certain life span in mind, but also includes 

controlling the maintenance of a product through proprietorization of components, 

designing products to need constant maintenance, along with producing goods that are 

highly constrained in terms of their functionality. Although there are a diversity 

approaches to use for each of these instances, in general policy must deal with a specific 

aspect of product design while maintaining a certain level transparency. To help 

understand how effective policy might be developed to deal with these issues it useful to 

outline a few hypothetical policies.  

 

Relative to the matter of product quality and durability one possible approach to 

dealing with this issue is to establish a federal agency similar to the Consumer Products 

Safety Commission
832

 to assess the performance of good relative to one another and 

relative to other standards. Such an agency might set general guidelines as to the 

minimum quality standards for a product and the subsequently evaluate such goods. From 

a broader policy perspective one might take the position that such an organization is 

necessary since it brings technical knowledge and professional evaluation to a situation in 
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which does not inherently provide such. As many have noted 
833

one of the fundamental 

aspects of planned obsolescence is that consumers possess less information and technical 

understanding about products than manufacturers do. Since it is not reasonable to assume 

that consumers become experts in understanding the design and function of every product 

that they consume it seems reasonable that a government organization be developed to 

systematically evaluate products.   

 

Dealing with proprietorization of maintenance and construction require structures 

similar to that of addressing issues of product durability. Specifically, it is necessary for a 

third party to develop standards and evaluate products relative to their ability to be 

maintained. Thus, a policy geared towards addressing the issue of proprietorization 

would most likely entail the creation of a federal agency or department geared towards 

such work. On a technical level policy related to this topic must address the issue of what 

should be uniform in products and what should be left the manufacturers design 

requirements. Arguably, each product must be evaluated on a per instance basis. The 

need for standardization in engineering is something that is not new considering that such 

situations were faced relative to measurement systems and the features of common 

engineered objects such as the pitch and size of various fastener threads. In the instance 

of proprietorized goods the product must be evaluated relative to its likely environment 

after the product is sold. If it appear likely that a product is designed exclusive in terms of 

its routine maintenance and operation that some type of action on the part of a regulatory 

body would be necessary. For instance, as noted above many automobile manufactures 
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have removed the oil dipstick from the transmissions of their vehicles. Arguably such 

practices would be indicative of behavior requiring intervention since checking the 

transmission fluid level is a frequent and routine maintenance procedure. However, there 

are other instances where proprietorization is merely a logical consequence of design. For 

instance a complex machine such as tractor might require a special tool to repair a part 

that is not routinely maintained, and if such a part were not designed in such a manner it 

would be unreliable. Ultimately, a certain economic calculus is necessary to evaluate 

products relative to the needs of the public, their performance and requirements of the 

manufactures. In addition to this it appear likely that policy makers must develop new 

standards for consistency in design as the nature of products evolve and as manufacturers 

attempt to influence the functionality of their products.  

 

The third area that policy can address relative to the new planned obsolescence 

relates the broad issue of functionality in consumer products. As mentioned before 

functionality relates both to the intended use of a product, its target audience and 

potential uses outside of its intended use. Aside from this, functionality is dictated by two 

main factors one is the marketing of a product while the second relates to the actual 

design of the product. Relative to marketing, it is reasonable to assume that formal policy 

has little or no place dictating issues of taste and preference. However, it more likely that 

policy can be used to guide the design of product so that they are more versatile and can 

be used in a number of situations. Specially, policy geared towards addressing the issue 

of functionality might consider secondary and tertiary markets for a product. Such a 

policy might promote reuse of products through ensuring their ease of maintenance and 
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durability. Thus such a policy achieves a number of ends. First, it makes the product 

more efficient since it has a longer useable life. Second, more individuals benefit from 

the production of such goods. Third, by expanding the functionality of a product 

economic and physical resources can be directed towards other ends.  Aside from policy 

geared towards enabling the development of secondary and tertiary markets for products 

functionality related policy might also address issues relating to the versatility of a 

product and its components. An example of such would be many contemporary building 

materials such as orientated strand board or asphalt shingles. In either instance, these 

goods are designed only to be used once for a set period of time. This is opposed to more 

traditional material such as stone or wood which can be reused. A policy that addressees 

the issue of versatility might consider standards for individual products that enables such 

products to be put towards difference uses. Although difficult to apply to all products 

such policy could lead to massive gains in efficiency since implementation of versatile 

products would eliminate the need for new products and certain categories of products in 

use today. In either the instance, of secondary markets or versatile products policy has 

some perceivable role. However, it must be noted that policy also possesses limitations 

relative to these activities since much of what dictates such consumption patterns are the 

economics of various systems. In general we can make the case that when systems are 

strained by shortages in resources or capital; markets develop to use what ever resource is 

available. For instance, it is common practice in third world countries for large numbers 

of people to devote their work to sorting through others trash
834

. Alternatively, many 

lower income people in the developed world rely upon used automobiles for their 
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transportation
835

.  Although such efficiency is often indicative of economic inequities 

such activities result in a high level of material efficiency. One could make the case that 

policy could be used to create situations which artificially facility such efficiency with 

out mandating the negative social and economic aspects of existing circumstances. 

 

Policy that addresses planned obsolescence not only needs to address specific 

technical issues relating to planned obsolescence but also broader trends that dictate 

various dynamics of the situation. Thus, policy must fit in to a greater conceptual 

framework that systematically addresses issues of sustainability through out society. It is 

imperative at this level of analysis that all relevant policy in society be structured to 

address pertinent issues in a similar fashion.  One can make the case that any individual 

policy will be ineffective at addressing issue if other policy is not structured in a manner 

that is congruent with such policy. With this in mind is necessary to out line what is 

required in theory to further the goals of specific policies relative to sustainability. There 

are a few key features of sustainability are relabeling to this discussion. First, is the issue 

of comprehensive policy that fully accounts for the impact of individual activities. 

Relative to planned obsolescence arguably its greatest flaw relative to the sustainability is 

that it focuses merely on the economics of products relative to the manufacturers rather 

than emphasizing the need for social, economic and environmental equity. Thus, a useful 

policy that addresses the short comings of planned obsolescence must weight and balance 

the needs of actors involved in a situation. Aside from an integrative approach that 
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assesses all relevant consequences of planned obsolescence; effective policy must also 

strive to create absolute standards for progress. As noted before there are essentially two 

standards for assessing performance, relative and absolute.  Although a relative standard 

for performance is the most convenient standard to use when assessing products, it often 

is that case that entire categories of products are suboptimal relative to their potential 

durability and overall performance. With this in mind policy must attempt to create 

structures both within government and society at large can ascertain a more absolute 

standard of efficiency. On a technical level such assessment might consist of a 

government agency geared towards developing absolute measures of product durability. 

Also, it is likely if the public develops enough awareness of the deficiencies of products 

that they will likely demand some type of private, third party certain, similar to the LED 

building certifications.
836

Ultimately, the situation relative to planned obsolescence, policy 

and sustainability highlights the deficiencies in conventional methods of assessing impact 

and role of policy in mitigating behaviors that fail to serve most individuals and society at 

large.  
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  APPENDIX B 

Regional Colonialism: The Political Economy of Regional Migration in the Pacific 

Northwest. 
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This paper explores the effects of inter and intra regional migration in the Pacific 

Northwest.  It has been observed that the migration of certain groups in to various 

areas in the Northwest has altered the economic, social and political composition of 

these areas.  It is hypothesized that these changes can be described as representing a 

form of colonialism in which the migrants to a region or certain groups within a 

region effectively alter the social, economic and political dynamics of an area 

through either their numbers or, through a process of gentrification that displaces 

existing residents. In addition to verifying the hypothesis that this migration can be 

described using the idea of colonialism, the likely long term effects of such migration 

on the region are also explored.  

 

In recent decades many communities within the Pacific Northwest have 

experienced changes relative to the demographics of their inhabitants and character of 

their communities as whole. These changes have occurred both with in urban and rural 

settings. The trends observed can be typified as resulting from either gentrification, 

migration or a combination of both. Relative to gentrification, in most instances the 

observed changes have leaned towards higher costs of living and more exclusivity 

relative composition and function of the community.  Depending upon the context, other 

defining parameters tend to vary based upon the specific area in question. For instance, in 

urban areas gentrification tends to occur in the context of professionals and higher 

income individuals displacing working class people and various ethnic groups
837

. 

However, in the instance of rural gentrification it has been commonly observed that 

gentrification occurs mostly as a consequence of wealthy amenity seekers displacing 

rural residents in the search for vacation properties
838

.  Regardless of the specifics of any 

given situation, it appears likely that in areas where gentrification occurs, that not only is 

there a process of economic and social redefinition but also there is a redefinition of 

                                                 
837

 Glass. R. (1964). London: aspects of change. MacGibbon & Kee. 
838

 Housing Assistance Council (2005). They Paved Paradise… Gentrification In Rural 

Communities. Retrieved, August, 19, 2008. Website: 

http://www.ruralhome.org/manager/uploads/Gentrification.pdf 



 473 

power and values by the gentrifying class
839

.  Additionally, various other trends can be 

attributed to the effects of migration from other areas within the Northwest or other 

regions. This process of redefinition in terms of power structures along with values can 

be described as representing a form of colonialism. Although the traditional 

understanding of colonialism focuses primary on topics of international relations and 

comparative politics, the basic concept of colonialism, and in particular dependency 

theory
840

, is readily applicable to the situation in question
841

. Specifically, we can view 

the colonial power as being the group gentrifying and area while other inhabitants 

represent the indigenous group being “colonized”.  With this basic concept in mind we 

can then understand various dynamics that have resulted from both migration and 

gentrification through out the Pacific Northwest. It is the primarily goal of this work to 

outline the general trends of what has occurred within various areas of the Northwest in 

terms of gentrification and migration. Once some understanding of what has occurred has 

be outlined an analysis of various sources of information is presented to substantiate the 

claim that gentrification and regional migration represents a form of colonialism. In 

addition to this, it is useful to engage in some discussion about the future of the region in 

terms of likely dynamics and policy.  

 

Regional Colonialism in the Pacific Northwest 
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In the later decades of the 20
th

 century various areas within the Pacific Northwest 

have migration and other demographic changes that have altered the structure these 

regions both relative to the population and various aspects of their collective identity
842

. 

In general, we can typify these changes as occurring within three basic frameworks: 

Urban gentrification, rural gentrification and, intra or inter regional migration which 

results in gentrification.  Although the circumstances of each instance differ in terms of 

the actors involved and the process of gentrification, all three instances are fundamentally 

composed of one group of individuals with more resources than the existing population 

entering an area and using their resources to redefine the values of the area and 

subsequently marginalize or exclude the existing population.  

 

The literature on both gentrification and colonialism provides a theoretical basis 

for an understanding of dynamics observed through out the Northwest. Although theories 

of gentrification and colonialism are distinct areas of study, they share much in common 

since both attempt to address the issue of what occurs when one group possesses 

disproportionate amounts of resources and authority relative to another group. On a 

higher level of sociological theory both the study of gentrification
843

 and colonialism
844

 

are rooted in conflict theory and other class based analysis of social behavior. Although, 

conflict and other class based theories hold a position of prominence in understanding the 

topics at hand, we should not rush towards excluding other methodological approaches to 
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our analysis. In particular economic or resource based analysis are particularly well 

suited for assessing the tangible impact of these processes on communities. Although 

class based analysis might answer questions of why communities have redefined what 

they consider to be important relative to values, an analysis of the economic functioning 

of community can reveal the impact of such forces on the economic standing of 

individuals and the community as a whole. For instance, using some type of economic 

analysis we might be able to calculate the economic impact of converting a rural 

community from one that was based upon the production of natural resources to one 

based upon recreation and vacation properties. Additionally, an analysis of physical 

resources of a community can reveal the environmental and social impact of 

gentrification on a community. In any of the instances in question, it is necessary to 

cultivate a comprehensive understanding these situations both relative to intangibles such 

as social values and culture in addition to the economic consequences of the situation.  

 

 

Urban Gentrification 

Urban gentrification is the most widely documented and understood form of 

gentrification. The field has developed from its origins in late 1970‟s when it was 

observed that various economically depressed urban areas were being populated by 

young urbanites who in turn were replaced with highly paid professionals.
845

. As most 

accounts note, the original low income and minority inhabitants of such areas were 
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displaced by such groups since they could not afford to compete relative to rent and the 

overall cost of living. As a number of studies have noted when an urban area becomes 

gentrified the amenities associated with such areas change to cater to the population that 

is gentrifying
846

. Thus, if the original population is not displaced economically by an 

increase in the cost of living, there are additional cultural motivations to promote the no-

gentrifying class to leave. 

 

In addition to these basic undercurrents there are also a number of other dynamics 

that are applicable to urban gentrification with in the Pacific Norwest. One instance in 

particular is a certain set of values that favor and are promoted by the class of individuals 

most likely to gain from the process of gentrification
847

.  Most prominently amongst these 

belief systems is the notion of the creative class and its role in contemporary urban life. 

The idea of the creative class was originally developed by Richard Florida
848

 as a method 

describing what conditions are necessary for economic and cultural growth in a post 

industrial urban economy. Florida proposed that the driving force behind progress in 

contemporary urban areas is a group of young, professional and culturally enlightened 

individuals known as the creative class. People such as artists, homosexuals, members of 

technology and other “new economy” and knowledge based professions compose most of 

the creative class. Florida takes the position that policy must cater to these groups if a city 
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to become economically and intellectually relevant. As many observers 
849

 have noted 

Florida and others renditions of the creative class both facilitate gentrification while 

excluding entire segments of the urban population such the poor, minorities and members 

of the traditional working class. Ultimately, the creative class‟s rendition of a 21
st
 century 

city is one that is almost exclusively focused on the upper middle class and artistic elite.  

 

Relative to how theories of urban gentrification apply to the Pacific Northwest 

both Portland and Seattle provide excellent examples of urban gentrification. On an 

economic level we find that we find gentrification is most apparent in the cost of housing. 

As housing affordability statistics from the National Association of Realtors allude 

housing both in the Seattle and Portland area is mostly out of reach of lower income 

people with the median house price costing 31% and 28% of the median income 

respectively
850

.  Relative to other city‟s level of housing affordability Seattle and Portland 

rank 39
th

 and 31
st
 out of 50 major U.S. cities surveyed

851
. Also along these lines, many 

observers have noted the displacement various urban minorities such as blacks from 

neighbor hoods they have traditionally occupied
852

. In addition to this, the political and 

social environment in both these cities has grown to reflect the power of the gentrifying 
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class in both politics and everyday life
853

. Relative politics and policy it is possible find a 

number of instance of how gentrification has effects these areas. In particular, there is a 

dynamic in policy that favors certain set of values over others. One instance is the value 

placed on environmentalism over issues relating to the cost of living for lower income 

individuals. Two prominent examples of would be the twenty cent per bag tax for plastic 

grocery bags proposed for Seattle
854

 along how Washington‟s Growth Management Act 

has been implemented. Relative to the Growth Management Act, the act set forth a 

number of objectives relative to planning in the state
855

. Amongst these objectives are 

environmental preservation and the promotion of affordable housing. However, as the 

statistics relating to housing affordability in Washington allude, little emphasis has been 

placed on affordability which much has been placed on growth management. As some 

literature on this topic suggests,
856

 smart growth policies when implemented a certain 

way will often lead higher more exclusive housing costs. Finally, the culture of various 

urban areas in the Northwest has shifted from symbols that are class neutral or working 

class to symbols that are indicative to the gentrifying trend. One particularly prominent 

example is the replacement of the Rainer Beer Company “R” with a “T” that represents 

Tully‟s Coffee next to Interstate 5 south of Seattle. Arguably Rainer Beer is pervasive 

symbol of the older working class Pacific Northwest, while Tully‟s symbolizes the 

gentrified newer mentality of the area.  
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Rural Gentrification in the Pacific Northwest 

Rural gentrification follows similar parameters as urban gentrification in terms of 

general dynamics between indigenous groups and those responsible for gentrifying a 

given area. However, beyond this basic structure rural gentrification occurs for 

significantly different reasons and ultimately manifests it self in a manner that is unique. 

Specifically, rural gentrification tends to occur in areas that are perceived as possessing 

some type of recreational or scenic amenity
857

. Traditionally, these areas tend to be 

communities that are mostly reliant upon natural resources related industries such as 

fishing, forestry or various forms of agriculture. The communities themselves usually 

have developed to reflect this both in terms of the occupations of most inhabitants and in 

terms of the respective cost of living in such communities
858

. However, when an area is 

“discovered” in terms of it attractiveness for vacation and retirement housing the 

economic and social dynamics of such communities change. Relative to the economic 

changes that occur when a community undergoes gentrification, the defining feature of 

such processes is that the local economy and real estate market becomes redefined to 

reflect the economic needs and resources of the gentrifying class rather than those of the 

indigenous population
859

. Additionally, various aspects of the local economy, government 

and planning have grown to reflect the divergent value systems of the group gentrifying a 
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rural area. Specifically, traditional industries such as fishing, forestry or mining become 

increasingly marginalized in terms of their economic viability, especially relative to the 

value of real-estate
860

.  Also, the community‟s willingness to support natural resources 

related industries tends to decline in favor of policy geared towards an economy based 

upon recreation and various amenities
861

. The net effect of these forces on rural 

communities usually amounts to the indigenous people becoming increasingly 

marginalized in terms of its ability to afford the cost of living in such communities, 

combined with a shift in local employment towards service sector jobs that support 

recreation and or retirement related industries.  Also, along lines similar to urban 

gentrification such communities tend to redefine their value systems to reflect the values 

of the gentrifying class.  In particular those involved in rural gentrification in the 

Northwest maintain a strange pastoralist/environmental orientation which reflects their 

desire to exploit area in a way that is beneficial to their lifestyle
862

. Thus, natural resource 

industries or social services such as primary and secondary education may be 
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marginalized in favor of institutions that reflect the demographics and economic 

resources of those capitalizing upon a community's amenities
863

.  Also, it has been 

observed that the notion of the “New West “ provides an ideological basis for much of 

the rural  gentrification in the Northwest. As discussed in Joseph Taylor‟s article “The 

Many Lives of the New West‖ the New West ideology is predicated on an idealized 

conception of rural life. Ultimately, however the New West mentality serves as more of a 

justification for rural gentrification, in a fashion similar to those of the Creative Class, 

than an actual theory of social behavior. One final dimension of rural gentrification is that 

the resources that drive such gentrification are not indigenous to the communities where 

gentrification occurs. Usually, those gentrifying a community move to that community 

from an urban area where economic opportunity and resources are more prevalent
864

. 

These groups which have commonly been referred to as “equity refugees” bring a 

disproportionate amount of resources to these areas along with a lifestyle that is often at 

odds with the local population. One excellent discussion of this can be found in Dave 

Carty‟s Born Again at the Laundromat in which he discusses the differences between the 

glorified New West culture of the gentrifying class and the more humble aspects of the 

indigenous population.  

 

The process of rural gentrification through the Pacific Northwest is prevalent both 

on a community level and on a regional level. Specific, communities such as Mc Call 
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Idaho
865

, Port Angeles Washington
866

, Missoula Montana
867

 amongst others have 

considered epicenters of this phenomenon. Additionally, various rural regions such as 

North Idaho and Western Montana are generally perceived as experiencing rural 

gentrification. Relative to specific data, there is an abundance of information that 

substantiates this assertion. Specifically, data relating to the cost of living
868

, housing 

affordability, migration
869

 and the decline of traditional industries
870

 in these areas all 

substantiate the assertion that gentrification is has occurred these areas. Additionally, 

there is substantial anecdotal and non-statistical data that substantiates this claim. One 

notable instance the economic effect of gentrification on a rural communities is the town 

McCall‟s subsidization of housing for it‟s school teachers and police officers
871

. 

Incidentally, McCall‟s policy of promoting affordable housing was challenged legally by 

local developers and realtors on the grounds that a municipality has no authority to 

regulate development in such a fashion. When considered in the context of this work, the 

litigation of these groups appears to substantiate the assertion that gentrifying groups 

have little concern for the well being of a community.  In addition to the housing 
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situation in McCall, a number of large land owners such as the Potlatch Corporation have 

sold of land traditionally used for forestry or farming to individuals for the purpose of 

vacation home and other real estate development.
872

 In any of the instances mentioned the 

dynamic appears to be consistent with the theory of rural gentrification consistently of a 

disproportionately powerful group using its resources to redefine a community to fit their 

needs while marginalizing other groups.  

 

Migration With in the Pacific Northwest 

In addition to rural and urban gentrification intra and inter regional migration 

exhibit features consistent with the model being presented here. Migration both with in 

the Pacific Northwest and from other regions contributes both to urban and rural 

gentrification. Migration can typified as occurring from primary regions that possess 

higher levels of economic and cultural power towards secondary areas which are 

comparably weaker. For instance, during the period of 1995 to 2000 some 51,000 people 

moved from California to King County Washington
873

. In the instance inter regional 

migration into the Pacific Northwest much of this migration stems from California and 

other major urban areas that posses comparatively high real estate values. As the table 

below notes the median home value for most areas in California is significantly higher 

than in even primary areas in the Pacific Northwest such as Seattle and Portland
874

. 
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Additionally data on inter regional migration suggests that a large number of people have 

move from areas such as California to the Northwest.
875

 

 

 

Table 1. Relative Median House Prices 

Location Median Home Price, 2004 

California $450,000 

Seattle Washington $354,00 

Portland Oregon $237,000 

 

 

 From an economic standpoint, immigrants to the Northwest from California on average 

possess more economic resources when compared to individuals of similar background 

from within the Northwest.  Additionally,  migration into the Northwest from other 

regions can also be seen as contributing to rural gentrification, since various individuals 

seek to either retire or possess a second home somewhere in the rural Northwest.  

 

In addition to migration from regions outside of the Northwest, migration within 

the region represents a similar dynamic. Specifically, intra-regional migration tends occur 

when individuals migrate from primary urban areas such as Seattle or Portland and move 

to either secondary urban areas, such as Spokane or Boise, or, to rural areas within the 
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Northwest. Although the resources of those who migrate within the Northwest are most 

likely fewer than those who migrate to the region the relative economic power of those 

from primary regions still allows them the ability to gentrify or colonize secondary areas.  

Although intra and inter-regional migration in the Northwest primarily has economic 

consequences it would be shortsighted to ignore social and cultural consequences of such 

activities. Although it is difficult to assess the exact impact of this migration, arguably 

any individual that moves from one region to another inadvertently transports the 

socialization of the original environment. Thus, a Californian moving to the Northwest 

brings with them the values of California, and a person from western Washington who 

moves to the inland Northwest brings with them the values of western Washington. One 

prominent example that substantiates this assertion is migration between King and 

Spokane counties for the years between 1995 and 2000.
876

 During this period of time 

migrants to Spokane County from King county comprised 3% of the total population of 

the country whereas migrants from Spokane County comprised roughly .1% of the total 

population.  

 

 

Regional Colonialism 

The patterns described above cannot adequately be described in terms of merely 

gentrification or simple economically motivated actions. Although theories of 

gentrification and analysis of the differential economics of various regions contribute to 
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the discussion they fail to note the inter-related nature of both economic and social 

forces.  Additionally, these explanations fail to note the consistency across instances with 

which these processes occurs. With these criticisms in mind it is proposed that a model of 

“regional colonialism” be applied to explain the process observed. Specifically, a theory 

of regional colonialism, much like its nationalist counterparts, is based upon that 

presumption that a group with disproportionate resources occupies an area for its own use 

while systematically marginalizing groups that are indigenous to that area.  Ultimately, 

the power of the occupying entity reshapes the areas to favor its ideological and 

economic agenda while it subjugates indigenous groups maintain this new social and 

economic order.  In the instance of urban environments we fid this pattern mostly occurs 

when one class of individuals redefines the importance of their economic niche while 

trivializing other sectors of the economy
877

. Relative to rural environments the occupying 

class is more concerned to with redefining the entire community in terms of its economic 

and social preferences
878

. Finally, migration within or between regions demonstrates that 

regardless of an individual‟s position within their group of origin when they move from a 

region with more resources to one with less, they assume a position of dominance over 

the their peers in the area they inhabit. Regardless of the context, urban or rural, intra or 

inter regional, the colonialist dynamic remains consistent.   
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The phenomenon of regional colonialism has both immediate and long term 

consequences. Through the study of both the effects of migration and gentrification we 

can hypothesize about the likely impact of this situation on the Pacific Northwest west 

along with exploring how policy may either mitigate or facilitate various aspects of 

regional colonialism.   

 

 

The Future Course of Regional Colonialism 

 The question of how the trends discussed above will play out is primarily 

determined by weather or not prevailing conditions and consensus continue, or whether 

some intervening factor alters the situation. Regardless of the exact path that any given 

area may take, there is some information available as to the likely course with in which 

various areas will progress. Relative, to urban areas the economic pressure created by 

gentrification, combined with certain class centered myopia in policy can be seen as self 

complicating process of exclusion. As data relating to the cost of living and acquiring 

certain services in various gentrified urban areas allude
879

 one of the consequences of 

gentrification is that the cost of basic services rises due to an increase in the cost of labor 

and real estate. Thus, the more gentrified an area becomes the more likely the cost of 

services rise which in turn excludes more people who either must raise prices for the 

services they provide or leave the area. If this pattern continues eventually an area will 

become so exclusive that it will cease to be attractive to new investment. Additionally, 
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the high cost of operating in such areas will limit the standard of living that can be 

afforded by even high income individuals. To some extent this is already apparent in 

various urban areas in the Northwest when one considers the cost of living 
880

 and the 

various industries that have relocated themselves due to the high cost of operation
881

.   

 

In addition to the exclusionary effect of gentrification in urban areas gentrification 

can also be seen as contributing to the economic homogeneity of an area. Since certain 

industries such as manufacturing are both aesthetically and economically undesirable in 

gentrifying areas they have an incentive to leave
882

.  Additionally, the cost of operation 

for certain industries may promote their exodus. Considering the preference for 

knowledge based and high tech industries gentrifying regions provide strong incentives to 

create homogenous economies. Although, there are few perceivable issues with this 

arrangement when economic times are good, when economic conditions change for the 

worse the economic homogeneity of such areas may prove to be a liability since such 

areas are dependent primarily upon one type of industry.  In any scenario it appears likely 

that the long term consequence of unchecked gentrification in urban areas is that such 

areas ultimately become more costly and vulnerable to certain types of economic decline 

either as a consequence of the high cost of living or as a result of various dominant 

mentalities which systematically make a gentrified areas susceptible to macroeconomic 

disturbances.  
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The long term effects of gentrification in rural areas mimic those of urban areas 

on a general level. However, on a more specific level gentrified rural areas appear likely 

to experience different outcomes over time. Specifically, gentrified rural areas are 

defined primarily by the external nature of the finances that dictate gentrification within a 

rural community.  Gentrified rural communities often become defined solely in terms of 

their utility to the gentrifying class. Thus, it is likely when a gentrified community is 

deprived of external sources of money such communities decline since industries other 

than those related to gentrification have effectively been eliminated. Additionally, 

gentrified rural communities may compromise their long term economic viability through 

mismanagement and marginalization of natural resources
883

. Per se, it is quite likely that 

forest, mineral and other natural resources were considered economically marginal might 

once again be considered viable. One excellent example of this is the resurgence of local 

agriculture in various areas of the North East
884

.  Although such areas were considered 

marginal for quite some time the increased cost of fuel has spurred renewed interested in 

their economic variability. In the instance of gentrified rural areas, gentrification can be 

generally considered to be a hindering force relative to the resurgence of natural 

resources related industries. This is the case primarily for two reasons. First, vacation and 

retirement housing in gentrified rural areas often consumes land used for lumber or 

cultivation. Second, as mentioned before, the industrial infrastructure for various natural 
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resources industries in gentrified rural areas is frequently neglected or abandoned.  In 

addition to the economic aspects of rural gentrification,  it is has been observed that 

gentrified communities display a certain “unnatural” demographic distribution
885

. Thus, 

gentrified rural communities will often possess less nuclear families, younger people and 

other groups necessary for the process of social replication.  

 

In addition to the likely course of rural and urban gentrification, certain dynamics 

are also perceivable at the level of inter and intra regional migration. In particular is the 

issue of various secondary areas‟ dependence upon primary areas for both new residents 

and economic resources.  Although there is arguably less dependence in secondary urban 

areas than in gentrified rural areas on primary areas for resources there still exists some 

level of connection. Specifically, if we view growth and economic progress in secondary 

areas as being contingent upon migration and input of capital from primary areas then 

such dependence may hinder secondary areas if conditions change in primary areas. Per 

se, if primary areas become more affordable or amenable to certain industries the 

incentive for migration is effectively limited.  Additionally, improvements in 

affordability and the business environment in primary areas effectively places secondary 

areas and a comparative disadvantage.  

 

In any of the scenarios discussed above an area‟s dependence upon a primary area 

or a certain class of people within an area effectively dictates the nature of economic and 
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social existence with in such communities. As with most traditional manifestations of 

colonialism the key feature of a colonialist dynamic is the marginalization of indigenous 

populations combined with a dependence on the colonialist homeland for both economic 

resources and social authority.  Regardless of the specific context, such dynamics appear 

to be ubiquitous through out the region.  However, the parallels between nationalist 

colonialism and the regional dynamics observed here extend beyond this preliminary 

analysis. In particular is the relationship between theories of post-colonialism and the 

likely future dynamics observed in the region
886

. One area of discussion that quite 

relevant, is issue of community autonomy and sustainability. As most descriptions of 

colonialist rule allude, one of the key features of most colonies is the exploitation 

resources for the benefit of the colonists or the homeland
887

. In the instances in question 

such resources are mostly acquired at the expense of most of the indigenous population.  

As various analysis of post-colonial development note
888

, usually arises a point in the 

development of colonies where colonists assimilate with indigenous populations and 

eventually break ties with the homeland, or the indigenous population rebels and expels 

the colonists who refuse to integrate with the local population. In the instance of regional 

colonialism such descriptions allude to a likely future dynamic in terms of governance, 

policy and the general dynamics of communities.   
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The likely course of the areas in question is rooted in the nature of the defining 

values of such communities. One could make the case that the dynamics of regional 

colonialism are rooted in a philosophy which values private interests over public ones 

and refuses to considers the long term effects of individual activities on the community 

and its‟ level of sustainability.   Additionally, regional colonialism occurs within the 

context of a uniquely American mentality towards place and culture, one that from many 

vantage points, places little value on an area‟s culture or an individual‟s  relationship to a 

certain community. Thus, the interest of individuals in terms of their own preferences and 

desires achieve a position of dominance over the needs of the community and future 

generations. As the both the study of post colonial societies and more traditional societies 

note
889

 such mentalities are an unlikely nor desirable ideology to maintain for any period 

of time. 

 

 Relative to the discussion at hand, one prominent question to ask is: How can the 

communities in question redefine themselves in a manner that balances the interest of 

certain groups or individuals with those of the community? Although it is impossible to 

make the interests of certain individuals completely compatible with those of the 

community, a few measures might be implemented relative to attitudes and policy that 

can help resolves such conflicts.  
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First, is the issue of noting the diversity of interests within a community and the 

need to maintain long term stability
890

. Arguably, gentrified communities have neglected 

the needs of groups outside of the gentrified class. Policy that addresses the issue of 

community wide equity must note the necessary role of all members of a community and 

provide for adequate recognition. Thus, policy must be developed to allow for a diversity 

of situations to occur within a community. Such policy might systematically limit the 

ability of one group to expand with out consideration to other groups, while 

simultaneously promoting the welfare of groups with marginal resources but necessary 

roles with in a community. Specifically, policy geared to affordable housing and 

economic diversity are particular relevant to this idea.  

 

Second, in addition to a mentality that notes the necessary diversity of a 

community, it is also desirable to cultivate an understanding of self interest that includes 

the needs of the community.
891

 Arguably, much of what has defined the dynamics 

observed here is a myopic and limited view of self interest.  Specifically, the ill effects of 

much of regional colonialism can be rooted in individual‟s desire to exploit a resource or 

community for their own personal benefit. Although such activities appear to be 

beneficial to the individuals engaged in such actions they are often not productive for 

communities or the long term interests of individuals.  At the center of this version of self 

interest is the notion that an individual is not dependant or accountable to the community 

that they are a part of. Additionally, self interest is something that is perceived in the 
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short term.  What this results in is a series of behaviors that contribute to a situation that 

pays little regard for the long term effects of individual‟s behavior on their community.  

 

Relative to specific activities this is more than apparent in areas such as real 

estate. For instance, a property owner has little incentive to consider the long term 

viability of the natural resources of their property when it is valued as a recreational or 

aesthetic amenity. Also, a real estate developer has little incentive to consider the 

affordability of housing when the market is dominated by wealthy consumers seeking 

luxury housing. Finally, as noted before, America provides a unique environment in 

terms of values and individual behaviors. Specifically, Americans are highly mobile in 

terms of where they live
892

. Thus, it is often the case that a person can move to a 

community, use it for what ever purpose they desire and then leave when conditions 

become unattractive. Relative to the issue of regional colonialism such behaviors are 

fundamental to the exploitive dynamic. For instance, a retiree who moves to a rural area 

need not worry as to whether their children or grand children can subsist in such areas. 

Thus, they have little incentive to maintain a sustainable community. Additionally, a 

group that profits from an unsustainable dynamic in one community can merely leave 

such communities for another more attractive area. Ultimately, such a rendition of self 

interest can be seen as being incompatible with the needs of communities and with more 

traditional and enlightened versions of self interest. Although, it is difficult to propose 

any one action to that can redefine self interest ultimately individual efforts at developing 
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policy to facilitate such orientations combined with what appears to be the inevitable long 

term outcome of such dispositions is likely to facilitate a reorientation in such views.  

 

The notion that much of what has occurred in the Pacific Northwest in terms of 

gentrification and migration can be described using theories of colonialism adds a novel 

theoretical perspective that is not conventionally applied to such discussions. Such an 

analysis cultivates a unique perspective on many of the social and economic dynamics 

that the region has experienced. Additionally, it provides some perspective on the likely 

future course of various trends within the region. However, as much as the colonialist 

lens provides an overarching explanation at to what is occurring it raises as many 

questions in terms of how specific policies facilitate or hinder such perspective along 

with how the colonialist paradigm relates to the uniquely American experience.  

Ultimately, colonialist lens alludes to the notion that much of what is occurring can be 

described in terms of forces that are not commonly recognized as playing a role in 

American community politics. 

 

 

 

 


