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The social dimension of timetables 

 

My approach to the question of sleep, unlike most of the talks given at 

this conference, has less to do with health and more to do with our 

daily social routines, the poor timetabling habits that are associated 

with them and the possibilities and difficulties associated with 

changing these routines. In other words, it is an indirect approach to 

the subject of this meeting, but one that ultimately converges with it. 

 

To begin with, I would like to clarify that the structure of daily routines 

is not simply the result of chance or individual disorder, but the result 

of an uneven distribution of social power. As a result, any changes in 

such routines necessarily imply a redistribution of power and the 

balances associated with it. It is for this reason that, aside from 

scientifically-based, rational arguments, any proposal for amendments 

to timetables, and particularly to sleeping patterns, also imply political 

intervention in the strictest sense of the term: in the power relations 

which exist between social classes, gender relations and the various 

social and economic models, among others. Here I am not saying 

anything that wasn’t already mentioned either implicitly or explicitly 
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in the classic 1999 study by Dr Philip Zimbardo and Professor John 

Boyd –both of Stanford University–, The Time Paradox. 

 

To give a few examples, it is apparent that the most disadvantaged 

social groups have the worst work timetables. This is true of the 

groups consisting of the most recently arrived immigrants and those 

who are forced to work two jobs as a result of earning wages below 

subsistence levels. This is also true in relation to gender and the double 

shifts worked by many women: one paid and the other unpaid 

(household chores), depending on the amount of discrimination that 

exists in relation to their social capital. In addition, we could mention 

the serious inequalities in working hours between advanced countries 

and developing countries. Or, as Zimbardo points out, you can see the 

differences between the north and the south in certain countries, or 

between those of a Catholic or Protestant tradition. 

 

To go further, Robert E. Goodin et al’s splendid Discretionary Time 

(Cambridge 2008), compares time structures in six countries -the US, 

Australia, Germany, France, Sweden and Finland- , against three 

models of welfare society: social-democratic/female friendly (Sweden-

Finland); liberal/individualistic (US-Australia) and 

corporatist/traditionalist (Germany-France). Among the conclusions, 

we can see how economic and social welfare systems determine 

considerable differences in what they call "discretionary time" which 

they regard as a "new measure of freedom". 

 

To all these dimensions, we still must add variable access to new 

technologies, something closely linked to a country’s relative 
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prosperity and its overall level of development. The impact these 

technologies have on our daily routines, by accelerating the degree of 

social interactions, changing our perception of time and our timetables 

-and, most significantly, in terms of our sleeping habits- has yet to be 

comprehensively studied. It is hard to determine the influence of 

technology, since it potentially has such contradictory effects, and we 

still have to overcome the weight of favourable and negative bias with 

which these technologies are analysed. 

 

Thus, there is both social and individual resistance to socially just 

timetables. Social resistance -i.e. political and economic- as any change 

also means changing the social structure that created them. Otherwise, 

how else can we explain the fact that states fail to act decisively, 

despite research into chronobiology revealing the high economic costs 

of health issues due to lifestyles which are out of synch with people’s 

internal clocks? In a recent study conducted in Germany -according to 

a report by the Association Belge pour l'heure fixe-, it is estimated that 

the cost of poorly adjusted sleeping patterns could be some €60 billion 

per year, equivalent to this country’s current defence budget. 

 

However, since timetables are so highly integrated into our social 

structures, resistance is also individual and subjective. This means that 

the social perception of its importance is extremely diffuse. This 

explains why timetables aren’t seen as a controllable variable, but 

rather as something that have to be fatally accepted. Meaning that 

forms of social submission and social oppression -if I may use these 

rather harsh terms- are seen as a hardship which the majority find 

difficult to identify. And when people do become aware of them to 
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some degree, at best they are internalized as the expression of a 

personal inability to deal with them.  

 

In short, the basic reasons for supporting timetable reform -the 

various forms of social inequality- simultaneously explain the 

difficulties associated with making such changes. To the extent that 

inequalities are integrated into a system of routines -which in this 

conference are seen as bad sleeping habits and their impact on health-, 

there is a great unconscious resistance to their being changed. And, 

surprisingly, although the changes in these routines have been 

particularly accelerated in recent decades, resistance to a timetable 

reform is still subject to false perceptions and dissuasive arguments 

such as: "this is how it’s always been", "It's part of our national 

character" or "it's due to our climate", among many others.  

 

The Timetable Reform Project in Catalonia 

 

Given the fact that Catalonia is a nation where timetables are very 

disorganised, in 2013 a group of experts on the study of time -

academics, medical doctors, chronobiologists, sociologists, experts in 

business and labour organisation, among others- formed a working 

group to promote a comprehensive reform. This is not the place to go 

into the extent of the disorganization of timetables and its historical 

roots. Nor shall I go into the reasons behind why it has been so easy to 

raise awareness of this issue in Catalonia. I will only say that "Spanish" 

timetables clash in a particularly significant way in a society such as 

the Catalan one that has had a strong industrial structure and that, 

until the 1950s and 1960s, had managed to retain more rational hours, 
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closer to Central European models. In other words, the proposal of 

timetable reform, in some ways, looks a lot like a return to the 

timetables that were the norm up until the 1960s.  

 

Nevertheless, the expert committee, meeting on a voluntary, 

independent basis, and well-aware of the negative impact of the 

current timetable on health, education, productivity, family life and 

culture, further intensified by gender inequality, age and economic 

factors, established a plan for timetable reform. Three successive 

objectives were established: first, gathering the necessary 

documentation to complete a summary report; second, inviting  the 

public administration to participate -the Catalan government, 

Parliament and local authorities- and introducing this issue in public 

opinion, and third, holding a debate with the main stakeholders of 

change in order to agree on a National Pact for Timetable Reform.  

 

The first objective was achieved in November 2014, with the Catalan 

Government’s Advisory Council for the Development and 

Sustainability’s publication of a Report on the Foundations of the 

Timetable Reform Process. Parliament’s involvement was established 

with the creation of a Working Group, which presented its conclusions 

at the end of March 2015. The group of experts became the Catalan 

Government’s Advisory Council for Timetable Reform (July 2015), 

followed by the creation of the Network of Cities and Villages for 

Timetable Reform (January 2016) and an intense period of awareness-

raising in order to ensure the issue was in the public and media’s 

agenda with advertising campaigns, hosting an annual Timetable Week 

and the publication of various study materials. After holding a dialogue 
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with the principal stakeholders -business organizations, trade unions, 

retail associations, school boards, health councils, civil servants and so 

on-, the Guidelines for Promoting a National Agreement for Timetable 

Reform was drafted in March 2017. Finally, on 17 July in an official act, 

the President of the Catalan Government Carles Puigdemont 

announced the signing of a National Pact outlining a series of measures 

to bring about timetable reform in 2025.  

 

In short, the "Objective 2025" proposes: 1) eliminating the two-hour 

time difference in daily activities that Catalonia has over other similar 

countries, with the aim of bringing forward supper time and making up 

the hour and a half less sleep that Catalans get compared to the 

recommended length of time. 2) Fostering a culture of time-awareness 

within every organization in order to achieve more efficient and 

flexible models to meet today's complexity and social needs. And 3) 

Establishing the time factor as a new measure of freedom, equity and 

well-being. Simultaneously, certain indicators are to be established in 

the fields of health, organizations, public services, education, culture 

and leisure, retail, consumption and mobility which will allow 

compliance with the commitment to be monitored.  

 

Precisely, this week, the Government of the Generalitat de Catalunya 

has given their support to the last report of the Advisory Council for 

Timetable Reform about the suppression of the hourly annual changes 

in Europe. We support to preserve the winter timetable all the year 

because of health reasons: it implies starting the day with sun light in 

winter, and to push people to advance the rest of their daily routines. 

Conclusion.  
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As I said at the beginning, my focus was much wider than one of simply 

looking at sleep patterns and health, and that specifically I wished to 

inform you of an experience of social participation which could be of 

interest to other countries and institutions. Finally, I believe that we 

can draw two conclusions that directly relate to the objective of this 

conference.  

 

First, since sleep is the fourth pillar of health, it is obvious that the 

number of hours one sleeps and their quality are determined by social 

factors of a structural nature, and by the habits and routines associated 

therein. So it is not an exaggeration to say that by improving the 

conditions of sleep, we will also improve other aspects of individual 

and collective well-being. In other words: better quality sleep, better 

school performance, increased productivity, a reduction in social 

inequalities and, in addition, better conditions for personal, family and 

collective life. What a wonderful outcome.  

 

Secondly, however, it should be noted that for the aforementioned 

reason, the conditions of sleep have to do with profound power 

structures and, in addition to sound scientific reasons, it is necessary to 

study very closely what resistance we will find and how it can be 

overcome. In the same way as changes in eating habits have led to 

changes in the food industry, food distribution and health regulations, 

so changing our sleeping habits will also entail a new culture and 

awareness of time, changes in lifestyles and in specific regulations 

which protect our personal time.  
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To make myself perfectly clear: I’ll give you a very specific final 

example. Everyone is seriously concerned about the protection of our 

personal data and our privacy in the face of interference by social 

media. As a result, there have also been attempts to regulate the 

circulation of fake news in the media and social nets –particularly on 

Facebook-, something that has further weakened our already 

precarious democracy. And hasn’t this already led to complex, yet 

increasingly effective regulations? By the same token: shouldn’t we 

also be aware of the effects of these new technologies -for good or for 

bad- on our time habits and, ultimately, our health? Shouldn’t we? 

 

In conclusion: to obtain effective results in timetable changes, 

particularly in sleeping habits, it is necessary to make changes in our 

work and leisure styles and in our personal and family routines. That is 

to say, you need to make complex changes that need to be attentively 

studied -specially the resistance that these changes imply-, in order to 

achieve real and stable transformations. 

 

 

Thank you for listening. 

 

Barcelona, 18 October 2018 


