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RESEARCHABLE QUESTION 
 
How an instrument of time incorporate the metaphor of 
TIME AS A CONTAINER FOR MEANING in order to reduce 
work-nonwork conflict? 
 
How can an instrument allow for multi-modal interactions, which aid the 
negotiation of identity affirming activities and identity discrepant activities? 
 
How can the qualities and structure of an instrument compliment or replace the 
metaphor of TIME AS A BALANCING ACT ? 
 
How can an instrument, or aspects of an instrument, be shared in work and 
nonwork domains in order to express a symbolic connection or commitment with 
others? 
 
DEFINITIONS 
 

• Instrument of Time:  A tool which marks, measures, or manages time. 
• Time as a Container for Meaning: This is a metaphor for time 

which recognizes time as a finite resource and emphasizes the qualitative 
aspect of time as well as the subjective experience of time.  

• Time as a Balancing Act: This is a metaphor for time, 
which recognizes time as a finite resource and emphasizes the 
quantitative aspect of time by focusing on time allotment.  

• Work-Nonwork Conflict: Work-Nonwork conflict arises when an 
individual has difficulty in managing or attending to their various roles 
within a work or non-work domain. 

• Meaning Based Model of Work-Nonwork Conflict: A model created 
by Thompson and Bunderson for addressing work-nonwork conflict. 
(Thompson and Bunderson, 2001)  

 
JUSTIFICATION 
 
Generations have sought to make the most of their time by creating models to 
mark, measure, or manage time. In reality, all measurements of time are only 
accepted or standardized ways of understanding time or “homemade 
improvisations [and] compromises with complex astronomical cycles.” (de 
Bourgoing, 2001) 
 
From the sundial, to the mechanical clock, to a data processing computer people 
have tried to employ instruments to measure time. However, historian Arno 
Boarst reminds us that the purpose remains the same: to make the most of ones 



time. Therefore, an instrument of time serves as an artifact which both influences 
and is influenced by the relevant societal conception of time.  (Borst 1993) 
 
A conception of time, which drives the 21st century, is reflected in the metaphor 
of time as a balancing act. This is a metaphor for time, which recognizes time as 
a finite resource and emphasizes the quantitative aspect of time by focusing on 
time allotment. This metaphor puts emphasis on time as a commodity and a 
"zero sum time allocation exercise [which] misrepresents the complex 
psychological processes by which people make sense of their time and manage 
multiple life domains." 
 
Time is finite, our most important resource, and can be quantitatively measured. 
For these reasons it is no wonder why the metaphor of balance has been used 
as a framework to manage work and nonwork time. However, treating time as a 
quantitative commodity overlooks the complex qualitative judgments, which 
informs our lives. 
 
Time as a Container for Meaning is a metaphor, which recognizes time as a finite 
resource and emphasizes the qualitative aspect of time as well as the subjective 
experience of time. Time as a container "allows us to address the nature of the 
activities that occupy our time, including the significance they 
assume."  (Thompson and Bunderson, 2001)  
 
Both of these metaphors have influenced the issue of work-nonwork conflict in 
the 21st century. Work-Nonwork conflict arises when an individual has difficulty in 
managing or attending to their various roles within a work or non-work domain. 
A work domain is defined as: " an individual’s work organization and all of the 
experiences that flow from membership in that organization"  and non-work as 
"all social experiences that occur away from work, e.g., in the family, church, or 
community." (Champoux, 1978) 
 
Out of the need to address work-nonwork conflict through the lens of time as a 
container of meaning Thompson, J A, and J S Bunderson developed the 
Meaning Based Model of Work-Nonwork Conflict. A brief description of this 
model is as follows: "Our argument builds on the notion that perceived work-
nonwork conflict will be exacerbated when individuals fill their time containers 
with activities that they perceive to be inconsistent with their identities. 
Conversely, individuals who fill their time containers with activities that affirm their 
self-concepts will experience less perception of work-nonwork conflict than will 
other individuals facing the same quantitative time pressures but whose activities 
are not identity affirming."  (Thompson and Bunderson, 2001, 25) 
 
Incorporating the metaphor time as a container of meaning as well as aspects of 
the Meaning Based Model of Work-Nonwork Conflict in an instrument of time 
offers an interesting a new approach to producing an artifact and framework for 
understanding time. An instrument with this framework has the opportunity to not 



only aid people experiencing work-nonwork conflict but also act as a 
manifestation of their identity and values.  
 
An instrument, which has historically represented and maintained the identity and 
values of not just one person, but a community of people, is the calendar. 
Ancient calendars acted as beacon for the cultural identity for peoples throughout 
time. Ironically, it is these same calendars, which continue empower our 
understanding of cultural identities beyond the time of their relevance. Whether it 
is the Aztec, Greek, Roman, Jewish, Muslim, Chinese, or Inuit calendars, their 
potency remains. Furthermore, some of these calendars continue to act as the 
symbolic link between existing community members. They serve a greater 
purpose than solely marking time. If a community or individual abides by them, 
calendars have the power to mandate periods of rest, celebration, moments to 
reflect on the past, and moments to usher in the future.  
 
If our instruments of time are artifacts of our identity what does our 21st calendar 
say about contemporary society? Many generations have created, discovered, 
and shared a multitude of methods and instruments for measuring time. As 
societies advanced, institutions sought to unify calendars and fought in an 
attempt to standardize time. Now we have arrived. And here in the 21st century 
we value efficiency, convenience, and synchronicity. With the advent of the 
personal datebook in the 19th century we were offered a list-like and grid-like 
arrangement of time. Finally, history earned her crisp neat slots for time 
allotment- something that everyone can mechanically rely on. But if you are 
anything like me, it leaves you and your sleek MacBookPro wondering. In the 
midst of the rich history of instrument making, identity taking, and community 
shaking did we throw the baby out with the bathwater?   
 
ASSUMPTIONS 
 
I will be relying on Thompson, J A, and J S Bunderson Meaning Based Model of 
Work-Nonwork Conflict as described in the Justification and within the model on 
the next page. 
 



 
(Thompson and Bunderson, 2001)  
 
 
 
I am defining work and nonwork according to Joseph E. Champoux’s as 
described in the Justification and within the model found below. 
 

 
(Champoux, 1978) 
 



In terms of technological assumptions, the exploration of multi-modal interaction 
will extend beyond what is currently possible. Instead, studies will act as 
provocations or introductions to the metaphor of time as a container of meaning. 
 
Lastly, I will address the claim that the instrument might influence modification of 
someone’s self-concept and lead to the reduction of work-nonwork conflict. 
Though the goal of the instrument will be negotiate affirming and discrepant 
identities there will not be a way to assure modification of self-conception or 
behavior modification. The instrument would only offer identifying and negotiating 
the information to lead to awareness. One would need to make these changes as 
a result of interacting with the instrument. There are many obstacles that might 
prevent this modification, which psychologists such as Alfred Bandura and Carl 
Rogers worked to address since the mid 20th century. My instrument will not 
address these problems, but would assist the first step of identification and then 
suggest methods for negotiation during the beginning part of this process. Since 
work-nonwork conflict has strong root in perception of the self, there is hope that 
a model addressing these perceptions would offer some solace, ultimately aiding 
in the reduction of conflict. 
 
 
 
LIMITATIONS 
 
Limitations which have been specifically mentioned within the Thompson, 
Bunderson article include:  
 

1. Cases of extreme work and non work demands are excluded 
“…when time demands from either work or nonwork are extreme, no 
amount of meaningfulness contained within that time is likely to mitigate 
one’s sense of work-nonwork conflict. Therefore, our model focuses on 
that range wherein work demands do not totally eclipse opportunities to 
have a meaningful nonwork life, and vice versa.”  

2. Significant work and non work demands must exist  
“…If someone has eliminated all nonwork commitments and aspirations 
or, conversely, has eliminated all work commitments and aspirations (i.e., 
the independently wealthy, the chronically unemployed, etc.), there is no 
occasion for conflict, and our model thus does not apply.” 

3. Work and nonwork demands must be able to conflict 
“For meaning to play a role in the experience of work-nonwork conflict, 
there must be some opportunity for work and nonwork demands to 
collide.” 
“…the likelihood of occasional mutual exclusivity [must exist] (i.e., the 
impossibility of simultaneously meet- ing both sets of demands)” 

4. Work and nonwork must be distinguishable by the individual 
 “…if an individual’s work and nonwork lives are completely intertwined so 
that they make no distinction between the two (e.g., a family farmer or 
employee of a family business),work-nonwork conflict is not meaningful.” 



5. External organizational structures might be an influence on conflict 
“…we may find that meaning-based conflict is more relevant for individuals 
in certain occupations, certain industries, or at different levels of a 
hierarchy. Although it is not our purpose in this article to explore these 
social-structural effects, it is important to acknowledge that the experience 
of work-nonwork conflict may be influenced by macro structures as well as 
organizational and individual phenomena.”  
 
(Thompson and Bunderson, 2001, 25-26)  
 
 

Other limitations for this project include a fixed time length of one month when 
incorporating or visualizing a standardized time period. This is not as 
important as other limitations, seeing as the time instrument I would like to 
propose does not exist solely for measuring quantitative time.  
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