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Abstract: Flexibility is often a keyword for people working in project-oriented 
organisations. It definitely influences their everyday life, since they are 
expected to be available and engaged anytime and anywhere and often with 
different types of obligations. However, there are constraints limiting people's 
possibilities in every specific time-space. The time-geographical perspective 
provides concepts for analysing constraints, by identifying: capacity, coupling, 
steering or authority constraints. The aim of this paper is to discuss the time- 
geographical concept of constraints and analyse how they are overcame by a 
flexible use of time. The paper is based on two field studies. The first was 
conducted in twelve households and included in-depth interviews at two 
occasions and in between the household members wrote time-diaries during a 
week. The second was more extensive. Two focus groups, each with 24 
persons, who all had written time-diaries, were interviewed. The conclusion of 
these studies is that different forms of constraints define the outcome of 
flexibility and that the use of time can be an expression of power. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Flexibility is often a keyword for people working in project-oriented 
organisations. It definitely influences their everyday life, since they are 
expected to be available and engaged anytime and anywhere and often with 
different types of obligations. Without clear and defined working hours and 
a single working place, there are always possibilities for choice - where, 
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when and how you should fulfil your job-related obligations. The home is a 
time-space pocket given new meanings when hosting work related activities. 

However, there are constraints limiting people’s opportunities in every 
specific time-space. What activities that can be conducted depends on how 
the local time-space pocket is organised, what resources are available and 
accessible to the individual and which constrains s h e  experiences in the 
actual situation. Daily life is very much characterized of routines. Routines 
are activity patterns that we conduct almost without reflecting about why 
and how. However, if there are many opportunities for different ways of 
conducting daily life, people are not bound by routines. Instead the 
individual makes choices of how, when and where to perform different 
things during the day. Such choices are very much a result of the 
individuals’ power to form their own life. S h e  becomes more aware of their 
activity patterns, since s h e  has to consider different possibilities and clearly 
motivate their choices. In such situations the individual pays more attention 
to constrains, since they experience them more clearly when they are no 
longer hidden by daily routines. 

Time-geography is focusing the individual’s activity patterns in the time- 
space. Constrains are divided into three categories related to the individual’s 
own capacity and co-ordination with others as well as constraints set up by 
restrictions that have the legal power to steer the individual. 

For time-geographical studies a specific method of time-diaries has been 
developed to make the daily activity patterns, as well as spatial and social 
contexts, visible. Thus the embedding of activities in time space can be 
analysed from the patterns of what people do rather than what they say they 
are doing and both unreflected and conscious constraints can be analysed. 
However, since time-geography do not attempt to explain why the outcome 
in time space is as it is, I will here try to develop the understanding of power 
by dividing and specifying the constraints and briefly apply them to 
flexibility and the use of ICT. 

2. METHOD AND MATERIAL 

This paper emanates from two field-studies. The first was more intensive, 
since I there followed twelve households with a more in-depth approach. 
The second was more extensive since one person from each of the study’s 
twenty-four households participated and they were interviewed in small 
focus-groups. In both studies I have worked with a combination of time- 
diaries and in-depth I focus groups interviews. 

The method has been developed from the time-geographical time-diary 
studies (see among others EllegArd 1993; 1994; 1999; Friberg 1990; 1998; 
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Elleghd & Nordell 1997; Ellegird & Wihlborg 200 1). This method is based 
on an ambition to find out what people do instead of what they say they are 
doing. By letting them fill in simple diary sheets answering the questions: 
where, when, what they do, together with whom and some comments, the 
researcher gets a picture of their activity patterns, social interaction and 
movements. The method is based on time-geography, which combines the 
dimensions of time and space and sees them as inseparable. A crucial issue 
for the founder of the time-geography, Torsten Hagerstrand (se among other 
1974; 1985) was the ambition to develop a notation system, which could 
grasp and combine observations in its time-space context (Hagerstrand 
1974:88). Thereby time-space interaction was illustrated as trajectories 
where the map is the base (horizontally) and time develops upward 
(vertically). The time-diaries are seen as field notes and are converted into 
expressive illustration of the perspectives: time-space, time-activity and 
time-social contacts. The analytical tool for the time-activity dimension has 
been developed by EllegArd and Nordell (1997) and the different types of 
activities are categorized into seven main spheres. Each sphere includes 
about 100 activities combined in different groups. The main spheres of 
activities are: Care for one self, Care for others, Household care, Recreation 
and reflection, Movements and transportation, Procure and prepare food, 
Gainful employment and School work. 

The complex patterns which are made visible through the time-space 
notation system also open up for comparison between households over time. 
However, the illustrations of what the informants have noticed in their time 
diaries say very little about the reasons behind the different activity patterns, 
social contacts and movements. Therefore we have found it essential to 
combine the time-diaries with different forms of interviews (Westermark 
2003; Nordell 2002; Wihlborg et. a1.2003). I made two interviews with each 
household in their home. The first time I introduced the study and the time- 
diary and it provided me also with an on-site observation, mapping the basic 
context of the household, which was useful for making a relevant analysis of 
their time-diaries. The follow-up interviews were more reflective, beginning 
with spontaneous responses to the time-geographical illustrations of their 
days and then continuing with discussions about the reasons for their 
choices in specific situations. Mannberg (2004) has raised the demand for a 
triangulation of methods by using the first interview as a life-story. 

Both field studies are based on this three steps interaction with the 
households/individuals: interview, time-diary and reflective interview. The 
households in the in-depth field-study were chosen to illustrate different 
degrees of flexibility in their paid work. Since all these interviews have 
taken place in the home of the participants I did bring food (dinner or lunch 
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depending on time of the day).' This group have totally noted about three 
thousands activities in their time-diaries. 

The participants in the second field study had very diverse life situations, 
since they were students taking part in a part time course at the university. 
Some of them worked fulltime at the same time, others were full-time 
students whereas others had part-time employment or were self employed at 
the same time. However, they all had to be flexible to fit in the course which 
was given on different days and times and demanded a high degree of own 
work. These differences in life situation of the participants made the 
discussions in the focus-groups very dynamic. Each focus-group included 
eight persons and the groups were set up to be different regarding gender, 
age and household composition. During the first meeting we discussed the 
participant's expectations and their experience of being flexible enough to fit 
the university course into their daily life as well as some practical matters 
like how to deal with the time-diary. In their preparation for the second 
meeting they were asked to write down, based on their time-diaries, some 
reflections regarding: use of information technology, physical movements, 
and situations where they considered themselves as flexible. These reflective 
papers then formed the base for our second focus-group interview. 

It is difficult to evaluate if the sample of households and individuals is 
scientifically valid since it is indeed a very qualitative study. The 
introduction of the study was based on quite vague research questions 
supported only by the potential benefits of the method and without any clear 
hypothesis. Therefore I could neither define factors that could be regarded as 
dependent and relevant nor could I select households that were 
representative without knowing what they should represent. 

3. TIME-SPACE AND IT'S CONSTRAINTS 

Time-geography is not a theory as such. It is rather an ontological 
perspective, suggesting that everything takes place and time, 
regardless if it is a person or a thing, and that humans and their 
contexts (physical, social and mental) are inseparable (Hagerstrand, 
1974; 1985). 

' This should also been seen as a small compensation for their participation since they did not 
get any economic compensation. 
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3.1 The time-geographic perspective 

Time-geography has developed from geography and therefore the physical 
world and the human utilization of it, is in focus (Hagerstrand, 1993). Time- 
spatial relations between phenomena of different kinds are important in 
time-geography (Hagerstrand, 1985). There is a co-existence in time and 
space, since everything takes place somewhere on the earth’s surface, and 
takes time to happen. These essential observations are the ground for the 
time-geographical basic processes orientation (Hagerstrand, 1974; Lenntorp, 
1976). The process approach of time-geography underlines the importance 
of not only the events going on, but also of the existence of relics of past 
events and of seeds for future events immanent in present ones (Hagerstrand, 
1974). The present now is continuously transformed into past situations. 
From an individual perspective this process includes the overcoming of 
constraints and an identification of what opportunities these offer depending 
on what has been done and what the plans are for the future. 

3.2 The Problem of Power 

Time-geography has been criticised for not making power relations visible. 
But as I stated in the discussion about methodology, time geography has so 
far mainly been concerned with issues like what is happening, when and 
where, rather than with the question of M&JI. Therefor a time-geographical 
analysis usually stops with a description of the outcome in time-space 
without exploring the reasons that could be provided by an analysis of 
power. Giddens formulates this critic when he writes: 

. . . time-geography involves only a weakly developed theory of power. 
/... / both vaguely formulated and invoke a zero-sum conception of 
power as a source of limitations upon action. 
(Giddens 1984: 1 17) 

Hagerstrand’s weak and actually quite uninteresting discussion of power 
can be seen as a consequence of the fact that he was satisfied when he had 
established the notation system. (The notation) This system was his main 
aim - not to explain the reasons behind what is represented in the notations 
of time-space. However, now that the notation system is there, we must 
consider why time-space is organised in the way it is. Thus I will try to 
develop Hagerstrand’s concepts of constraints further by opening for a 
discussion about power. I will do this by dividing and defining the concepts 
of constraints that Giddens points out as being the ones closest to the 
discussion of power in time-geography, when he states that: 
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If power is conceived as generative, on the other hand, the ‘constraints’ 
of which Hiigerstrand speaks are all modalities for the engendering and 
sustaining of structure of domination. 
(Giddens 1984: 1 17) 

Hiigerstrand himself makes a useful distinction between capacity 
constraints related to the individual. But, when it comes to the individual’s 
more complex relations and thereby also to the compound constraints of 
relations to others in a social and physical context, he only provides a vague 
explanation. Therefore I will here try to show how the structures of 
dominance are articulated as consequences of power in time-space. 

3.3 Constraints of our capacity 

Hiigerstrand (1985) begins with the individual person in her time-space 
context and focus on her capacity to act limited only by the most basic 
capacity constraints. Capacity constraints are, however, everything that 
limits the individual’s actions, and that could be deduced to the capacity of 
herself or the tools she posses. There are three different types of capacity 
constraints. First the biological capacity constraints, such as the need for 
rest and food at certain intervals and sometimes even medical restrictions 
like having a cold for a short period of time or life time capability constraints 
by a disability. The biological limits are integrated with the body and are 
related to the nature of human beings. Also bound to the human being, but 
much more different between individuals, are the mental or intellectual 
capacity constraints. These are limiting her capacity to understand and cope 
with the information given, since knowledge (both theoretical and tacit) is 
restricted. Over a life time individuals continuously develop, more or less, 
mental and intellectual capacity in order to be able to overcome these 
constraints. We learn to speak, read and write and how to fit in to different 
social situations. Mental and intellectual capacity constraints are more 
contextually dependent2 than are the biological capacity restrictions. The last 
form of capacity constraints, that Hagerstrand (1 985) identifies, is the spatial 
capacity constrains, which limit our reach in time-space. For example, one 
can decide to sit on a chair next to the computer (not reaching any further in 
the real space (not virtual spaces)) or walk to the cafb (reach a spaces where 
other needs could be met) and if using any tools (bike, car, bus or ...) less 
time is needed to reach the same positions. By having access (depends on 
coupling constraints) to tools for travelling or communication, like telephone 

We all have the experiences of not understanding a social context that we have experienced, 
for example being a tourist and not understanding the native language and cultural codes. 
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and e-mail, the spatial capacity is increased and the person can reach further 
in space in the same time. 

3.4 Coupling constraints 

Coupling restrictions is everything that limits the individual’s co-ordination 
with other people and physical artefacts. Dealing with coupling constraints is 
a process of co-ordination. In the notation system the connection between 
people and artefacts is obvious and very often in focus. Thus it is important 
to separate coupling constraints into two groups covering coupling to other 
humans and to physical artefacts respectively, since other humans have the 
power to manipulate our coupling constraints, whether these can facilitate 
the coupling or not. The powers expressed by humans are deliberate. 

Our possibilities to connect with other human beings depend on the other 
person’s willingness to be connected with. This is not the case when it 
comes to “dead things” as physical artefacts. In the latter case it mainly 
depends on our own coupling abilities, such as being able to catch a train. 
The train as such has no resources to constrain our possibility to catch the 
train. However, other human actors can facilitate our possibilities to grasp 
physical things. 

When it comes to co-ordinating with other people, they have the power to 
decide, if they wish to facilitate our connection effort or make it more 
difficult. We can influence upon other persons coupling constraints by using 
power. Being late for a meeting forces the other party to wait (or give up 
waiting after a certain period of time). Then it is not just a question of 
coupling possibility but also of which of the parties concerned that has the 
power in this specific situation. The power to connect is essential for time- 
geography since it is very much an issue of usage of the time space. 

3.5 Authority constraints 

Steering or authority constraints are defined by Hagerstrand (1985) as 
everything that has a legal power to steer the individual’s actions and 
thereby limit her action space. Authority constraints are controlling different 
actors’ access to time-space and thereby the power of these actors is 
obvious. The authority constraints are limiting our access to the space and 
thereby also our use of time, since they define which time-space that is 
accessible for us (Aqvist 1992). Opening hours for shops and other service 
places, for example, are authority constraints for our access to the activities 
that we can conduct there. 

In order to understand the authority constraints we have to understand 
power. Since Hagerstrand’s conceptualisation of power is vague, I will deal 
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with the complex discussion of power by applying three different broad 
conceptualisations of power. This is a huge theoretical discussion and I will 
not be able to make a full coverage neither in this paper nor in a longer 
profound discussion. The following should thus be seen as a first attempt to 
deepen the time-geographical problematization of power. 

The most basic way of understanding power was put forward by Dahl 
(1957) stating that A has power over B, when s h e  makes B do what B 
otherwise would not have done. This is an explanation of power that does 
not consider the context and regards the parties as equally able to negotiate. 
It is only useful for explaining really simple situations and therefore it can be 
used to explain situations clarified revealed by the time-geographical 
notation system since it disregards the relation as such. Thus authority 
constraints can first of all be seen as those brought about by other 
individuals ’power over us in a specific pocket of time-space. 

There are, however, no such equal relations were power can be freely 
negotiated. The actors always have access to different resources, which they 
use in order to get what they want. The actors in a specific power situation 
also have a history of former experiences and desires as well as access to 
resources, which can give them the power in the specific situation. The use 
of resources have to be legitimate; otherwise there will be legal reprimands 
of using the resources. There are of course always risks that someone should 
use their resources in a non-legitimate way such as theft or violence, but to 
keep it simple. I’m disregarding such alternative possibilities in this paper. 
The legal use of resources to gain power provides opportunities for 1egaZly 
based authority constraints towards others. What is legal in a society, is 
determined by those of it’s institutions that are structuring it’s organisation 
(see among others Giddens 1984). Here power is the complex inter-relation 
between actors, their resources and their utilisation of institutions and social 
construction of resources. 

Institutions can be both formal, such as legal rules, and informal, such as 
cultural norms and praxis (North 1990). Informal institutions are also 
considered as power in the society, but more implicitly. For the conception 
of constraints in this meaning we have to turn to Foucault’s more discursive 
understanding of power. This is a form of power that regulates and controls 
human thoughts and behaviour and it is thereby the product of informal 
institutions in the society. Foucault argues that power just can be exercised 
and exists in action (Kelly 1994). In meaning no one can per se have power. 
Applying this perspective of power to the discussion of constraints, we have 
to be aware of constraints expressed through actions legitimated by cultural 
norms and dominating discourses seen as informal institutions. Power, in 
this meaning, regulates and controls human behaviour. The outcome of 
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Capacity constraints 

Coupling constraints 

Authority constraints 

power is made visible at first through the human being’s pattern of activity, 
which is in focus for the time-geographical notations system. 

Biological capacity constraints 

Mental and intellectual capacity constraints 

Spatial capacity constraints 

Constraints coupling to other human beings 

Constraints coupling to physical artefacts 

Authority constraints expressed by other individuals 
power over us 

Authority constraints expressed by legal rules (formal 
institutions) 

Authority constraints expressed in actions by cultural 
norms and dominating discourses (informal 
institutions) 

3.6 Summing up the constraints 

The capacity constraints are found within the individual herself and can be 
expressed as the power her capacity has over her possibilities to act. 
Coupling constraints are either dependent on possibilities to connect to 
others or, if the other is a human being, that person’s expression of power 
through her willingness and ability to connect. Finally, the authority 
constraints are defined by other individuals and social structures, legal and 
discursive. 

The aim with this division into different forms of constraints is to show 
how power is an aspect of the constraints. These constraints are limiting 
access to resources and individuals are using time and other resources to 
prevail over them. I will now briefly apply this view on power and 
constraints to analyse my time-geographical field-works on flexibility. 

4. TO BE FLEXIBLE AND/OR HAVE FLEXIBILITY 
-A QUESTION OF CONSTRAINTS 

Flexibility can both be a personal characteristic and also a characteristic of 
the situation in which the individual acts. In other words you can be flexible 
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and you can have flexibility (Bekkengen 1999). These two aspects of 
flexibility are in different ways limited by (the different) various constraints. 

Flexibility is often seen as a positive quality or characteristic of a person, 
but being flexible is also demanding (Blocklehurst 2001). If flexible means 
‘not being bound to routines’ it takes a lot of time and other resources to 
make new decisions continuously. If being flexible means ‘to have 
competence to do different things’ then there is also a demand for resources. 

4.1 Capacities to be and have flexibility 

To be flexible is a personal capacity in itself and the participants in my 
studies showed that they had different built-in personal capacities to work in 
a flexible manner. Many of the part-time students, who had to take on the 
course in order to keep their jobs, expressed biological capacity constraints. 
They did not manage to study in the evenings after a full day of teaching 
themselves. Their bodies had the power (biological and mental capacity 
constraints) to prevent them from working any more. They expressed this as 
an obvious but, for many of them, unexpected constraint. 

To be flexible they also spent remarkable amounts of time commuting, 
especially the days of the course. Travelling is a concrete example of 
handling spatial capacity constraint and it takes time to overcome the spatial 
capacity constraints. Their possibility to have spatial flexibility was 
constrained by where they lived. The reallocation of time from other 
activities to travelling is an expression of power since they thereby also 
defined their priorities. ICT was sometimes used to overcome the spatial 
capacity constraints, but as shown in many other studies, this could not fully 
compensate face-to-face interaction - there are other intellectual capacity 
constraints of communication when mediated. Technology can make people 
more flexible, but communication is constrained when mediated. Therefore 
they have to put efforts into the development of resources such as routines 
for communication, trust and technical competence. It takes time to develop 
such skills, Competence for communication is culturally constructed and 
therefore highly contextual as well. Learning is a way to handle the capacity 
constraints of the technology and thereby to enlarge the power to manage 
technology. 

4.2 Flexible coupling 

The capacity to connect to other is essential and the participants who worked 
from home showed how their flexibility improved their opportunities and 
encouraged them to couple with other things and people. Working from 
home using ICT gave flexibility to reach domestic equipment during work- 
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hours. This became obvious from the time-geographical notation based on 
their time-diaries, where short periods appeared in the column for 
“household work” breaking up the main activity: paid work. Typical 
household work project was to handle laundry including activities such as 
starting the washing machine, emptying, hanging and ironing. Thereby the 
person could couple to the apparatus at home, only restricted by a weak 
coupling constraint to reach an artefact as compared to if s h e  had been 
working away from home. Making the laundry is an example of a project 
that takes more time than it needs attention from the person conducting it 
and therefore flexibility allowed it to be integrated with the paid work. One 
woman paid special attention to her management of these coupling 
constraints and saw the benefit of flexibility when comparing with the need 
to do all the laundry during weekends. She did not save time, but integrated 
activities and thereby she did not have to spend time neither to overcome 
spatial capacity constraints nor to overcome coupling constraints regarding 
artefacts. 

Couple constraints related to other human beings and to organisations 
associated with the job can increase when tele-working. The informants in 
the intensive study had a need for technology, like using e-mail and 
telephones not just for specific information, but also for social reasons like 
saying good morning and telling colleagues that I’m working today, all as if 
they were doing some small talk in the office. Here coupling constraints 
could occur, however, when those being in the office didn’t appreciate these 
contacts. Receiving a reply to a “good -morning” mail in late afternoon was 
almost insulting and gave a feeling of being excluded from the group spirit 
by the power expressed by the colleagues. 

However, coupling to other people and to organisations other than those 
related to the work, were often facilitated by flexible working hours. 
Coupling to friends and even to services became much easier when they had 
the flexibility to spend the time as they wanted, as compared to working 
seven to four. Access to flexibility decreased the strength of the coupling 
constraints, since the informants could organize their use of time as they 
wanted. 

4.3 The power to be flexible and to have flexibility 

Everyone who expressed that they had experienced flexibility saw it as a 
power resource in the relations at the workplace. They could define their 
own action space and time-use. The ones in high positions within the 
company or the self-employed could define themselves what to do. They had 
power to administrate their own days and time - they were empowered. The 
flexible tele-workers had the power to do what they wanted in relation to 
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others; they could prevail over authority constraints imposed upon others. 
They also had legal opportunity to work when and where they wanted and in 
addition cultural norms strengthened these opportunities, since there is a 
discourse between positive values and flexible work. This positive discourse 
gave them power when acting in relation to others since this is considered a 
desirable organisation of everyday life. Thus all aspects of the authority 
constraints related to their work were weak and they had all immense 
flexibility. On the other hand the legal authority constraints on the substance 
of work were, according to many of those with a flexible work, regarded as 
weak. This since they seldom had a clear agreement about the amount of 
work that was to be made and that they actually demanded more legal power 
from their employer in order to be able to feel satisfaction in their work. 
None really expressed any power to make them work more and spend less 
time on leisure activities. But through their use of time the discursive power 
is expressed. 

On the other hand the shift-time workers lacked the power to overcome 
such constraints. They had no power to define their working hours 
themselves and the authority constraints were strong. Instead they needed a 
supportive home context to be flexible enough to come to work on a given 
schedule. Thus they had to have personal power to make others keep up at 
home for them when working odd hours, for example: taking care of 
children in the mornings of one week and at nights during the other. This is 
an authority constraint they practiced towards other individuals. They 
developed power to construct authority constraints on family and fiiends in 
order to make their everyday life flow smoothly. Their actions are outcomes 
of the strong and dominating discourse of paid work and the norm of having 
a job. Therefore they could keep up their power in relation to others, since 
the discursive power supported their organisation of everyday life. 

5. IT TAKES TIME TO PREVAIL OVER 
CONSTRAINTS - CONCLUDING REMARKS 

The participants made more or less conscious and more or less flexible use 
of time for handling daily constraints. Time is no constraint for household 
activities and choices. They all have 24 hours a day, and time is thus no 
variable constraint. It is rather the amount of activities people try to press in 
within their limited time-space that gives an impression of time as a 
constraint. Time can rather be seen as an integrated part of all the 
constraints, not at least since time is used to overcome the constraints. Time 
is used as a flexible resource that can open for many different ways of 
fulfilling a specific project by setting together different activities (Fitzpatrick 
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2004). Time itself is often enough to overcome the basic capacity 
constraints. You can sleep, study or walk far away to prevail these 
constraints. But time has to be combined with other resources, which are 
often extracted from artefacts or social institutions in order to overcome the 
more complex authority constraints. These authority constraints and the 
power they articulate also vary between different time-space pockets. The 
construction of power is always contextual. 

The late modern society characterized by globalisation, consumption and 
‘the new economy’ is aiming for the liberation of the individual person from 
everything that can limit her creativity and free choices of life (Jmgensen 
2004). Therefore the discursive authority constrains are less obvious in the 
late modem era. This means that the possibility of having flexibility is 
greater. The more complex the society is the more tools are within reach for 
the individual. Thereby her capacities can develop in many different ways. 
However, since all human beings have these possibilities, the individually 
based authority constraints will increase whereas the discursive authority 
constraints, on the other hand, will allow more differences and thereby open 
up for flexibility without constraints. 

Finally we must be aware of that there are always compromises made in 
view of the fact that we have to live with lots of constraints. There are 
compromises based on how flexible you can and will be and how much 
flexibility you have and want to use. Possibilities to be flexible are mainly 
restricted by capacity constraints. To have flexibility is rather an issue of 
authority constraints. The coupling constraints are limiting both the 
individual capacity and the importance of the authority constraints. The 
ambition to handle the constraints depends on the individual’s personal sense 
of what is a good life. 
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