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Technology is stealing your time in ways you
may not realize. What you can do about it

December 7 2023, by Ruth Ogden, Joanna Witowska and Vanda
Cernohorska
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Technology is supposed to make our lives easier. Smart phones provide a
palm-size window to the world, enabling us to do almost anything at the
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touch of a button. Smart homes look after themselves, and virtual
meetings mean that for many, time spent commuting is a thing of the
past.

So we should have more free time. Time which is now spent sleeping,
relaxing or simply doing nothing—right?

If the idea that you have more time than ever before is making you
choke on your coffee, you are not alone. There is growing evidence that
while digital technology may help us to save some time, we end up using
that time to do more and more things.

We recently interviewed 300 people across Europe to understand how
they used digital devices in day-to-day life. This research showed that
people want to avoid empty periods of time in their lives, so they fill
those periods performing tasks, some of which wouldn't be possible
without technology.

Whether it was waiting for a bus, waking in the morning, or lying in bed
at night, our participants reported that time which would previously be
"empty" was now filled with brain training apps, creating lists of things
they should do or try based on their social media feed, and other life
admin.

It seems that quiet moments of people watching, imagining and
daydreaming are now filled with tech-based tasks.

The growth in digital tasks is happening, in part, because technology
appears to be changing our perception of what free time is for. For many
people, it is no longer enough to simply eat dinner, watch TV or maybe
do an exercise class.

Instead, in an attempt to avoid wasting time, these activities are
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performed while also browsing the web in search of the ingredients for a
more perfect life and trying to develop a sense of achievement.

On the face of it some of these tasks may seem like examples of tech
saving us time. In theory, online banking should mean I have more time
because I no longer need to go to the bank in my lunch break. However,
our research suggests that this is not the case. Technology is contributing
to a denser form of life.

Social media may at times inspire, motivate or relax people. But our
research suggests people often feel a sense of guilt, shame and regret
after filling their free time with online activities. This is because they
perceive online activities to be less authentic and worthwhile than real-
world activities.

It seems that people still see going for a walk or actually being with
friends as more valuable than being online. Maybe if we put down the
phone a little more, we would have the time to actually cook those
recipes we watch online.

Why is technology creating work?

Changing working patterns are also thought to be intensifying work.
Home and hybrid working, enabled by video conference technology,
have blurred the boundaries between work time and personal time. Now
that the office is in the spare room, it is all too easy to think: "I'll just
pop into the study and finish up after putting the kids to bed."

Digital technologies are speeding up the pace of life. Take email and
online meetings. Before they existed we had to wait for responses to
voicemails and letters, or travel to places to speak to one another.
Instead, we now have back-to-back online meetings, sometimes without
enough time in between to even nip to the toilet.
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And email creates exponential growth in communications, which means
more work to read and respond to it all. Poorly designed technology can
also force us to do more work because of the inefficiency that it creates.
We've all been there, entering information into system A only to learn
that because system A and B don't talk to each other, we have to enter it
all twice.

By doing more, we may end up achieving less and feeling worse. As time
becomes more pressured, stress, exhaustion and burnout all increase,
resulting in greater absence from work.

How do we slow down and take back our time?

Reclaiming the time "saved" by technology may require a shift in the
way in which we proportion time. To break free of the habit of filling
time with more and more tasks, we must first accept that sometimes it is
OK to do little or nothing.

In the work environment, employers and employees need to create an
environment in which disconnection is the norm and not the exception.
This means having realistic expectations about what can and should be
achieved in a normal working day.

But developing legislation that enshrines the right to disconnect may be
the only way to ensure that technology stops taking over our time.
Several European countries such as France and Italy already have right to
disconnect legislation.

This specifies that employees are under no obligation to be contactable
outside of their working hours, and that they have the right to refuse to
take digital work home with them.

It 1s also possible that technology itself may hold the key to reclaiming
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our time. Imagine if, rather than telling you stand up and move around
(yet another task), your smart watch told you to stop working because
you'd completed your contracted hours. Maybe when technology starts to
tell us to do less, we will finally regain time.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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