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An ever-increasing proportion of the French working population today has working hours that are no longer subject to
the explicit diktat of their employer. However, in Île-de-France (Paris region), the problems ofmorning rush-hour con-
gestion continue to worsen. Before trying to solve peak congestion problems, therefore, we need to understand the un-
derlying reasons behind an individual work schedule choices. Why does a person on flexitime commute during rush
hour? Our research adopts an interpretive approach and focuses on daily scheduling demands. It draws on the results
of a survey (3202 respondents) and interviews (29) with management level employees working in the Plaine Saint-
Denis business district. In describing the temporal strategies that explain voluntary peak-hour commuting, we find re-
sults along three dimensions: (I) there are coupling constraints (school times, meeting times) that force workers with
flexible hours to commute during peak hours; (II) workers with flexible hours and fewer coupling constraints prefer to
arrive before or during rush hour in order to enjoy late afternoon activities with family and friends; (III) there are social
norms on working hours (ideal of the disciplined worker or the dedicated executive) that limit flexibility by frowning
on those who arrive overly late at the office. In conclusion, by revealing the organic intricacy of the factors that lead to
synchronisation, our article is able to generate operational recommendations for reducing congestion at peak hours.
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1. Introduction

While the proportion of the working population in the Paris region that
has a degree of freedom in the choice of working hours is growing (Bouleau
and Leroi, 2016) this article seeks to explain the persistence of the phenom-
enon of the morning rush hour in this area.

The reason for this effort is the persistence of a paradoxical reality:
far from leading to more diffuse times of arrival at work, flexitime is
in fact associated with a greater concentration of workplace arrival
times in Île-de-France (Munch, 2017a). Indeed, in a region that is partic-
ularly prone to transport congestion (Koning, 2011), employees since
the early 1990s have been increasingly free to choose what time to
start work, yet workplace arrival times have not become more spread
out; on the contrary, for public transport commuting, journeys are
increasingly concentrated within the critical timeframe between 9 and
9:30 a.m. The objective of the article is to show the reasons for this par-
adox by adopting an interpretive approach: why does the flexibilisation
of working hours coincide with greater concentration of workplace
arrival times?

This needs to be explained because it runs counter to most of the stan-
dard ideas about the causes of rush-hour phenomena. It is usually assumed
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that it was factory sirens, the need to clock in, surveillance by the bosses
and more globally the standardisation of working practices, that were
responsible for the simultaneity of working hours and for rush-hour phe-
nomena (Godard, 2007; Thompson, 1967).

As long as uniform working hours were regulated and dictated by
employers, there was little mystery about the rush-hour phenomenon:
the cause was the imposed synchronicity of working hours. From the
perspective of Transport Economics (Small, 1982; Vickrey, 1969)
and at the scale of urban transport networks, the release from uniform
and regulated work times was perceived as the necessary and suffi-
cient condition for resolving the problem (Thoemmes, 2013; Hines,
1982). In this era of tertiarisation and flexible working hours,
however, the persistence of rush-hour phenomena calls for these
assumptions and the theoretical models that underpin them to be re-
examined.

In order to attack the problem from a different angle, this article
adopts the disciplinary perspectives of the Sociology of Time (Zerubavel,
1985) and the Geography of Time (Lenntorp, 1977), and the scale of
the analysis is individual motivations. The scientific goal is to link a work-
place arrival timewith the reasons that explain it from the employee's point
of view.

To fulfil this goal, we will examine the rationales behind the actions of
management level employees and public transport users. All of them work
in a tertiary hub in the inner Paris suburbs: Plaine Saint-Denis.
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In order to identify the rationales governing the choice of working
times, we will draw on a literature review based on the one hand on trans-
port research on the timeframe of day-to-day mobilities and on the other
hand on sociological research on social timescale. In the second section,
we will draw on quantitative and qualitative methods to present the out-
lines of our survey methodology and will specify the particularities of our
fieldwork terrain. Then, we will outline the three main categories of rea-
sons that explain the decision to arrive at work during peak times. In the
third section, we will begin by discussing coupling constraints (school
times, meeting times, partner's working hours) which continue to push
the majority of employees with flexible working hours to arrive at work
at peak times. In the fourth section, we will focus on the other category of
our survey population: employees who are not obliged to match timetables
with anyone else and can therefore express their working time preferences
more easily. We will find that this group too in fact makes little effort to
avoid peak times, and that when they do so, they generally choose to arrive
earlier for reasons that are only partially linked with the desire for better
travel conditions. In conclusion, we will see that over and above the dialec-
tic of preferences and constraints, there exist social norms for working
hours that discreetly compel Parisian employees to arrive at work before
9:30 a.m.

2. Literature review

The rationales that explain individual choices concerning the time of ar-
rival atwork are often studied in isolationwithin the different social science
disciplines (Thorhauge et al., 2016; Schwanen, 2008). In the field of trans-
port research, scientific studies focusing on the choice of travel times as-
sume that urban commuters are governed in their practices exclusively by
instrumental motives (Weber, 1978), which can easily be modelled mathe-
matically. In other words, for almost all (visible) transport researchers,
“homo-urbanus” (Paquot, 1990) chooses his time of arrival at work on
the model of rational choice applied to “homo-economicus” (Pareto,
1906), optimising his preferences while adjusting to certain constraints
linked with the coordination of day-to-day activities.

However, by contrast with the models described above, some sociolog-
ical research has shown that the way we manage our time is frequently
driven by motives that are not instrumental or are non-optimal (de
Coninck and Guillot, 2013), in particular because there is an ethical compo-
nent to our relationshipwith time.When they decide on the duration or the
time of an activity (Zerubavel, 1985), individuals refer more or less con-
sciously to “temporal norms” (Rosa, 2013), to systems of values, to what
might be perceived as a “right” or “wrong” schedule.

In the same way, people in industrialised countries do not necessarily
eat when they are hungry, but when it is mealtime. We do not necessarily
go to bed when we are tired but when it is the right time to go to bed. Bed-
times or the times of other social activities are the outcomes of normative
prescription, which itself is not (entirely) aligned with instrumental ratio-
nality or purpose-driven, but more with axiological rationality or value
systems.

Rather than being mutually exclusive, the models that explain the times
of commuting – a social activity par excellence – need to be combined with
models that explain the temporality of social timescales. In other words,
this means that the instrumental logics primarily recruited to explain the
choices of travel time could be combined with axiological rationales.

2.1. The coupling constraints that influence workplace arrival times

In geography, drawing on the pioneering work of the Scandinavian
Time Geography school (Hägerstrand, 1970), we are witnessing significant
development of new representational models, the so-called “activity-based
approach” to mobilities (Mcnally, 2000). These models use the everyday
activity schedules of individuals rather than their sociodemographic char-
acteristics to model their travel timeframes. For example, for parents of
young children, commuting timeswill be chosen tofit inwith the children's
2

school schedule, the time of a meeting at work and the supermarket closing
time.

Here, individuals optimise the management of their daily activities by
taking into account the “time constraints” placed upon them (Lenntorp,
1977), beginning with “coupling constraints”. These are constraints that
arise from imperatives that require punctual arrival at an “appointment”
in the broad sense of the term, i.e. being in a specific place at a specific
time and for a duration that is generally agreed (school start times, meeting
times…).

Applying Time-Geography principles and activity-based models, some
studies have tried to identify the coupling constraints that limit the possibil-
ities of choosing a workplace arrival time outside peak hours. Among these
studies are the surveys by Saleh and Farrell (2005) with city-centre em-
ployees in Edinburgh, which reveal that school drop-off times affect the
choice of working hours. By contrast, Asensio and Matas (2008) find that
consumer activities and/or school drop-off times have no impact on work-
ing hours. For their part, more recent studies (Aguiléra et al., 2010; Li et al.,
2014; Zhu et al., 2019) paint a picture of 21st-century urban workers whose
commuting time choices are constrained by a complex interweaving of
school and family time patterns.

Echoing the economics literature, these activity-based models specify
that when there is a degree of “temporal accessibility” for the activities con-
cerned, i.e. a broad range of times during which the activity can be carried
out (e.g. shop opening times), individual preferences also come into play in
the choice of workplace arrival times.
2.2. The preferences that affect workplace arrival times

The economics literature identifies twomain types of preference under-
pinning the choice of workplace arrival times.

The first relates to the preference for a fast and/or comfortable com-
mute, whichmotivates certain employees to avoid congestion at peak travel
times. The vastmajority of studies in transport economics consider this type
of preference. They generally draw on so-called scheduling preference
models (Small, 1982), which are themselves based on the Bottleneck
Model (Vickrey, 1969) used to describe road congestion. According to
these models, in choosing when to start work, and therefore when to travel
to work, individuals carry out a cost-benefit analysis (Börjesson, 2008) be-
tween peak times and off-peak times. They calculate what rush-hour travel
“costs” them, in terms of time spent on the road or discomfort in public
transport, compared with what an early or late arrival at work “would
cost”, mainly in terms of workplace penalties. While these models accu-
rately depict some of the rationales behind the choice of working hours,
their weakness is that their approach to these rationales is superficial. In
particular, we do not know what individuals mean here when they assess
the workplace penalties they risk in deviating from standard working
hours (9:a.m.–6:p.m.). It is worth noting, nevertheless, that all these studies
indicate that arriving before peak time seems less “costly” than arriving
after it (Börjesson, 2008; Kristoffersson, 2013; de Jong et al., 2003; Polak
and Jones, 1994; Hendrickson and Planke, 1984; Small, 1982) and is there-
fore more commonly preferred by employees who decide to avoidmorning
rush-hour.

The second type of preferencesmuch less frequently referred to by econ-
omists to describeworkplace arrival times. In this case, it is not a preference
for avoiding peak periods and for desynchronisation, but instead for syn-
chronisation. According to these studies, it is becauseflexitimeworkers pre-
fer to synchronise their leisure times that they also synchronise their
working hours, with the result that peak periods continue (Emmerink and
van Beek, 1997; Bernheim, 1994). So even when we are no longer obliged
to work at the same time as everybody else, we continue to do so because
this allows us to have free time at the same time as our social environment
and therefore to take part in group activities (playing a sport, going to a
show, sharing a meal, going out for a drink…).

For Weiss (1996), although people have a wide variety of “time tastes”,
most employees fit in with “standard hours” because, above all other



1 RER stands for “Réseau Express Régional”. It is a hybrid suburban commuter/rapid transit
system serving Paris and its suburbs.

2 The regional transport company that operates the suburb train also funded this research,
which is the outcome of PhD research conducted under CIFRE (industrial research-based train-
ing agreements) with SNCF Transilien.

3 The number of usable responses after cleaning of the database. The anonymous online
questionnaire was sent to their employees by each of the companies. The companies could
choose a completion period of two weeks between 7 April 2015 and 22 May 2015. At the be-
ginning of the chosen period, theirmanagements sent all employees (both permanent and tem-
porary) with a company email address an invitation to complete the questionnaire. Out of the
total of 12,038 employees contacted, 3358 completed the full questionnaire.
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considerations, they attribute a great deal of importance to the benefits they
obtain from their day-to-day interactions.

2.3. The social norms that influence workplace arrival times

For others, however, these moments of synchronisation at work or out-
side do not necessarily reflect individual preferences and practices that are
genuinely chosen by employees. While it is unusual for economics to ques-
tion what may be hidden behind individual tastes and preferences, sociol-
ogy for its part considers that there are normative prescriptions that can
help us to understand the “preferences” of individuals. For Weber (2013),
for example, being late is a form of deviation from normative prescription,
the potential consequence of which is a loss of social reputation. On this
view, employees with flexible working hours prefer to arrive before or at
the same time as everybody else not in order to indulge their tastes or per-
sonal inclinations with respect to working times, but primarily to avoid the
disapproval of a collective that frowns upon late arrivals. Their workplace
arrival time therefore reflects a certain submission to social norms and
hence to collective values that are broadly shared in the working world in
France, such as discipline and effort (Bouffartigue, 2012; Thompson, 1967).

In 2015, Schulz (2015) compared workplace departure times among
flexitime employees in Paris, San Francisco and Oslo. He observed that in
the English-speaking world, long working days tend to be disapproved of
and penalised by the labour collective, being associated with slowness or
poor organisation relative to contractual requirements. Whereas in
France, and particularly in the Paris region, an executive who does not
watch the clock gains approval because he appears committed to his em-
ployer.With regard to the culture of work, working hours in France are con-
trolled and governed by a very rigid labour code. In practice, however,
whenworking hours becomemore flexible, it is tacit conventions and social
norms that play a dominant role in governing the times when people leave
work in France (Schulz, 2015). Conversely, in the US these timekeeping
norms have much less impact in the organisation of work collectives. For
Americans, relations with employers, colleagues and bosses conform to a
fundamentally different cultural model, which Alain d'Iribarne and others
call “contractualism” (d'Iribarne, 2009; Fischer, 2008). In US companies,
therefore, contractual rules take precedence over social control when it
comes to timekeeping conventions. Provided that the employment contract
stipulates that employees can choose their working hours, they are in prin-
ciple more able to avoid peak travel times and the working times imposed
on the majority.

So far, however, these studies in the sociology of work have never been
related to the question of peak time travel and transport problems. This ab-
sence of connection between the different disciplines dedicated to the study
of the time dimension of social phenomena was identified by William
Grossin in his introduction to a temporal ecology (Creswell and Plano
Clark, 2006). Because this is the situation for our research subject, the arti-
cle seeks to provide a unified and consistent representation of the rationales
of individual actions that explain the decision to arrive at work during the
rush hour in Paris region.

3. Survey population and mixed survey methodology

To answer our research question, we chose to survey a population of
employeeswithflexible work hours working in the head offices of large ser-
vice sector companies. We also opted for a method that combines quantita-
tive survey questionnaires and qualitative semistructured interviews. The
qualitative survey fills out the analysis of the constraints and preferences
behind working time choices, but also helps us to tackle our third research
hypothesis regarding the influence of social norms in the choice of
working hours.

3.1. The Plaine Saint-Denis business district

The advantage of our survey location is that it accentuates and catalyses
the main factors relevant to our research question. It is located in the Plaine
3

Saint-Denis business district, a service sector hub in northern Paris that em-
ploys some 40,000 people and is very close to two suburb train (RER1 B &
D) stations, La Plaine – Stade de France to the east, and Stade de France –
Saint-Denis to the west. Within this sector, we are able to draw on partner-
ships formed between SNCF Transilien, the regional railway operator, and
eight service companies.2 Between them, these eight companies employ
slightly over 12,000 people, most of them management level employees
with flexible working hours who commute mainly by public transport.
Starting from this research location, we draw on the combined data from
a quantitative survey (3202 questionnaire responses)3 and from a qualita-
tive survey (29 semistructured interviews) both conducted with employees
of these eight companies.

3.2. Pragmatism and a mixed survey methodology

In order to better understand the reasons behind the choice of a work-
place arrival time, we opted for a surveymethodology that combined quan-
titative and qualitative methods. This approach was seen as pragmatic
insofar as our survey design needed to provide an answer to our research
question, regardless of theoretical positions, which can limit the capacity
to use the appropriate tools.

Because they relate to instrumental rationality and can be explained
fairly objectively by the survey subjects, the coupling constraints and indi-
vidual preferences that may explain the choice of a workplace arrival time
are generally investigated using quantitative survey methods (Saleh and
Farrell, 2005; Weiss, 1996). From our point of view, while coupling con-
straints do indeed relate to tangible day-to-day factors (school times, trans-
port timetables…), preferences for their part relate to complex and organic
choices (de Certeau, 1990) that cannot be described with sufficient preci-
sion by the mathematical reasoning entailed in the statistical processing
of a questionnaire. That is why, while we will only use the results of a ques-
tionnaire to discuss the coupling constraints, we have chosen to use the
questionnaire and interview results sequentially to describe the outlines
of individual preferences.

With this explanatory design (Creswell et al., 2003), the purpose of the
qualitative results is to delve into the initial quantitative results in order to
provide more detailed explanations. By adding interviews to the question-
naire, the goal here is to give a more fine-grained picture of the form and
logic of the individual preferences that underpin a choice of working hours.

Finally, consistently with the goal of complementarity in survey methods
(Aldebert and Rouzies, 2011), and in reference to our literature review, we
consider that we need to employ another level of analysis to fully decipher
what lies behind individual preferences. Greene et al. (1989) use the meta-
phor of the onion to explain how complementarity makes it possible to mea-
sure different facets of a phenomenon in order to obtain a richer
understanding. In the present case, the purpose of a quantitative survey is un-
questionably to understandwhat it is in terms of strategies – i.e. of instrumen-
tal rationality – that explains the time of arrival at work. However, in terms of
axiological rationality, it is also important to know how the different ways of
representing and valuing a workplace arrival time influence a time choice.
Now it is clear that only close attention to what people say and an analysis
of their discourses can provide access to their representations regarding the
relative “morality” and “normality” of their working hours. That is why we
will use exclusively qualitative survey methods to discuss the influence of so-
cial norms in the choice of workplace arrival times.



Fig. 1.Distribution of exit times fromGare Stade-de-France Saint-Denis, per 30-minute segment. Legend: At Stade-de-France Saint-Denis station, 22% ofmorning exits (6–11
a.m.) on working Mondays in 2015 took place between 9 and 9:29 a.m.
Source: Station exit test data for all working Mondays in 2015. TVV–SNCF Transilien centre.

Table 1
Reasons given for working hours sorted on the basis of whether they relate to coupling constraints or individual preferences.

Spheres of daily life Actors directly involved Reasons for schedule

Coupling constraints Productive The company and its economic environment Production norms
Schedules of economic partners

Professional The individual and the company Hours set by employer
Times of meetings
Colleagues' schedules

Social The individual and their non-work environment Creche times
School times
Transport timetables
Partner's schedules
Non-work activity

Preferences Individual The individual Avoiding rush-hour
Personal preferences

Source: Author.
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3.3. The interview-based survey

The recruitment of the employees for semistructured interviews (29 in-
terviews) followed the questionnaire-based survey, since respondents were
given the opportunity to leave their contact details at the end of the ques-
tionnaire. The average profile of the interview subjects deliberately differs
from the profile of the questionnaire respondents, since interviews were
only conducted with people who felt particularly concerned with the prob-
lem of rush hour and the organisation of daily schedules. It should be noted
that, with the agreement of the interviewees, we were able to compare a
respondent's interview responseswith their questionnaire responses.4 How-
ever, the main methodological difficulty coalesced around the construction
of the questionnaire, i.e. the formalisation of the variable to be explained
and of the explanatory variable.
3.4. The questionnaire-based survey

First, what we consider to be the peak arrival time, i.e. the one-hour pe-
riod characterised by the largest number of arrivals in the research zone
over a day, was determined from exit test data obtained from the Plaine
4 Five people had profiles that were too similar to be identified in the questionnaire
database.

4

Saint-Denis stations. This is the period between 8:30 and 9:29 a.m. This
timeslot accounts for almost half the arrivals counted in the area on the
morning of a workingMonday (Fig. 1). Moreover, this time period also cor-
responds to the peak time for arrival at work on public transport, as identi-
fied for Île-de-France (Munch, 2017b).

Second, we decided to ask the employees directly to rank the
factors governing their workplace arrival time in order of importance, with
the option to rank between one and thirteen answers (Table 1).5 In order to
make it easier to interpret their reasons for arriving between 8:30 and 9:29,
we chose the reason ranked first for each of the respondents.

The other explanatory variables included in the analysis are all control
variables that are used to link workplace arrival times (Ott et al., 1980)
with certain population categories. These population categories are envis-
aged from three angles, which define the respondent's identity with respect
to their work schedule.

The first angle defines individuals within the personal sphere through
the following variables:

- area of residence, sex, age, marital status, number of children, educa-
tional qualifications.

The second describes their identity through questions on:
5 Twelve reasons identified in addition to an answer “Other”. On average, respondents
chose slightly fewer than three reasons.

Image of Fig. 1


Table 2
Marginal effect of the explanatory variables on the probability of arriving at work during the specified timeslot

Probability that the benchmark 
individual will arrive during the time 
slot

Before 8 8-8:29 a.m. 8:30-8:59 
a.m.

9-9:29 a.m. 9:30 a.m. 
and later

(in %) 3.7*** 17.3** 19.0** 47.5 12.5***

Variables Marginal effects
Stated reason for schedule (fixed 
hours)
Production norms 7.7*** -5.8 7.8 -7.0* -2.7***
Schedules of economic partners 2.2 -3.4 10.2 -4.3 -4.7

Times of meetings -1.0 -11.8*** 1.1 8.5* 3.2

Colleagues’ Colleagues' schedules -0.9 -8.4 -4.1 5.4 8.1

Creche hours -1.6 -9.5* -2.4 1.9 11.6

School hours -2.3** -12.9*** -6.8** 8.1*** 13.8*
Transport schedules 2.3 -4.4 1.0 0.5 0.7

Partner’s schedules 7.2*** -1.2 13.4** -20.1* 0.6

Non-work activity -3.7 18.1 16.2 -23.6 -7.1

Rush hour avoidance 31.3*** 6.7*** -5.5** -31.5*** -1.0**
Personal preferences 12.4*** -6.2 -5.0* 4.9* -6.1

Other 9.5** -5.6 -8.3 3.7 0.8

Area of residence (Paris)
Inner ring 5.5*** 3.3* 0.3 -9.0** 0.0

Outer ring 6.8*** 7.1*** 1.2* -13.6*** -1.4

Out of Paris region 11.4** 9.1*** 7.6*** -23.3*** -4.9

Sex (Male)
Female -1.5*** -1.6 2.4 3.6* -3.0*

Age (35-44)
Under 25 -3.3*** -2.7 4.2 3.0 -1.2

25-34 -1.7** 0.6 -2.1 -2.7 5.9*

45-54 1.3* 6.6** 2.5 -5.3 -5.1*
Over 55 1.8** 7.9** 2.8* -11.5** -0.9

Marital status (married/civil union)
Unmarried -1.7** -5.8* 1.2 -0.9 7.2*

Cohabiting -0.5 -8.0 -4.3 8.6 4.1

Divorced -2.3** -1.9 -1.4 -1.8 7.4*

Widow(er) -0.2 -0.9 -1.1 -0.5 2.7

Dependent children (no children)
1 child 2.5** 1.7 2.4 -1.3 -5.3*
2 children 0.4 2.3 2.4 -2.1 -3.0

3 children or more 0.0 -0.9 7.1 -1.3 -4.9

Qualification (2nd degree)
Baccalaureate or below 2.3*** 9.1*** 3.9** -13.8*** -1.6

1st degree 2.0** 5.6* -0.6 -2.7 -4.3*

Significance of coefficients: ***at 0.001; ** at 0.01; * at 0.1; otherwise no significance.
McFadden's R2=0.188 Note: The benchmark situation corresponds to themodalities in brackets. The benchmarkmodalities are themost frequent characteristics for each of the var-
iables. Interpretation: the individualwith all the benchmark characteristics is the point of comparison, possessing all the characteristics shown in brackets. For the individualwith all the
benchmark characteristics, the probability of arriving at work before 8 a.m. is 3.7%. The values given in the “marginal effects” columns describe the divergences from the benchmark
modality for eachof the variables. In consequence, all other things being equal, people living in the provinces are, comparedwith Parisians, 11.4%more likely to arrive atworkbefore 8
a.m. In otherwords, a Provincialwho otherwise has all the benchmark characteristics is 15.1% (3.7+11.4)more likely to arrive atwork before 8 a.m. Source: Rush hour survey - Saint-
Denis - May 2015 (3202 respondents).
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- socio-professional category, employer, frequency of working from
home, theoretical work schedule, actual work schedule.

The third outlines their commuting profile and their route to work:

- travel modes used, sequence of modes, long RER journey or not, total
journey time.

For completeness, we could have chosen other control variables from
our questionnaire responses, but we chose to limit the number of
5

explanatory variables to those that proved particularly relevant. The vari-
ables not chosen are those which, on the basis of preliminary correlation
and modelling analyses, do not improve or do not sufficiently improve
our “explanatory model” on workplace arrival time.

Multinomial logistic regression on the time of arrival at work
(McCafferty and Hall, 1982) was used to conduct multivariate analyses
on the factors that determine an arrival time range. This type of
modelling enables us to integrate individual characteristics with coupling
constraints and individual preferences to explain schedule choices. The



Table 2 (continued)

Probability of arriving in the timeslot Before 8 8-8:29 a.m. 8:30-8:59 
a.m. 9-9:29 a.m. 9:30 a.m. 

and later
(in %) 3.7*** 17.3** 19.0** 47.5 12.5***

Variables Marginal effects

SPC (management)
Technician 1.9 11.3* -2.3 -5.2 -5.7
Clerical worker 3.0* -0.5 -2.7 2.6 -2.4
Supervisor 5.1*** 8.4** -3.1 -12.3* 1.9
Senior executive 3.4** 18.4*** 1.2* -17.0* -6.1

Company (insurance)
Bank1 -2.5 -7.9 25.1** -10.9 -3.8
Bank2 -3.7 -8.6 28.8* -23.6 7.0
Public1 -0.1 -1.8 11.2 -1.9 -7.4
Public2 2.6*** 14.9** 7.0*** -16.7*** -7.8
Public3 0.7 9.2** 5.1* -9.7* -5.3
Public4 7.4*** 35.6*** 1.6*** -33.4*** -11.2
Telecoms -2.7*** -10.0*** -2.9* 13.9** 1.8

Teleworking frequency (never)
Some weeks -0.8 -0.2 -2.9 1.9 1.9
Every week -0.2 -0.2 -3.7 -5.8 10.0**
Theoretical schedules (fixed 
schedules)
Arrival timeslots -0.3 3.0 -0.4 -4.9 2.6
Free schedules 0.0 3.8* -1.1 -5.0 2.2

Actual schedules (fixed schedules)
Arrival timeslots -2.4*** -7.4*** 1.1 4.0* 4.7
Random schedules -1.6 -8.4* -3.4 -5.0 18.3***

Transport mode (public T. only)
Car or motorbike only 0.2 -6.5* -0.1 5.4 1.0
Bike or others only 0.9 13.8* -0.5 -11.1 -3.1
Park and ride 1.2* 3.6 -0.4 -0.7 -3.7*

RER journey time (0 or <20 min)
20 min or more -0.8* -3.4* 1.5 2.6 0.0

Journey time (average = 58 min)
Effect of an additional minute -0.02* -0.04 -0.04 0.05 0.05
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main advantage of logistic regression here is that, all other things being
equal, it specifically isolates the influence of a variable on the schedule
practised.

The reference time range chosen is the period 9–9:29 a.m., since this is
the period with the largest number of arrivals.
4. Arriving at peak time in response to coupling constraints

Drawing on the data from our questionnaire distributed to employees,
we will study the extent to which certain coupling constraints force em-
ployees to travel at peak times.Wewill show that these coupling constraints
are mainly of three kinds, and that they have more impact on certain seg-
ments of the population.

The table below sums up the effect of each of the variables considered on
the probability of travelling to work in each of the 30-minute timeslots. The
slots with a red background represent themorning rush-hour (8:30–9:29 a.m.).

Interpretation: the individual with all the benchmark characteristics is the
point of comparison, possessing all the characteristics shown in brackets. For
the individualwith all the benchmark characteristics, the probability of arriving
at work before 8 a.m. is 3.7%. The values given in the “marginal effects” col-
umns describe the divergences from the benchmark modality for each of the
variables. In consequence, all other things being equal, people living in the
provinces are, comparedwith Parisians, 11.4%more likely to arrive atwork be-
fore 8 a.m. In other words, a Provincial who otherwise has all the benchmark
6

characteristics is 15.1% (3.7 + 11.4) more likely to arrive at work before 8 a.
m. Source: Rush hour survey - Saint-Denis - May 2015 (3202 respondents).
4.1. Rush-hour appointments: school, meeting and partner schedules

Because the rush hour is the time when the most workers are on the
move, it is the period that symbolises the “common denominator” of social
life and everyday interactions. It represents the crystallisation of the
majority's coupling constraints. It enables the whole population to meet at
work while maintaining the possibility of coordinating with other individ-
uals in one's social circle (family, friends, shopkeepers…), before or
after work.

For parents of school-age children, therefore, school start times pro-
foundly structure the beginning of the working day. In Paris, school times
are essentially all the same: lessons start at 8:30 a.m. and gates open at
8:20 a.m.

School arrival times are rigid. At best, parents can drop their children off
10 minutes before the bell. The working hours of parents who take their
children to school therefore have the same rigidity, plus the combined du-
ration of the home-school-work journey.

This clarifies why parents who take their children to kindergarten or
primary school arrive at work around 9 a.m. Compared with a benchmark
individual whose work schedule is fixed and determined by the employer,
flexitime employees with school-age children and therefore working



Table 3
The two social norms on working hours.
Source: Author.

Arrival period Distinctive mechanism Effect on the group

Timekeeping norm of disciplined employees Peak hour Penalty for individuals arriving after 9:30 Employee cohesion
Timekeeping norm of the dedicated executive Before peak hour Promotion for individuals who arrive before 8:30 Competition between executives
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hours determined by their children's school times, are in fact 8.1% more
likely to arrive at the office between 9 and 9:29 a.m. (Table 2).

The time of the first meeting of the day is also a big determining factor
in rush-hour arrivals: employees whose arrival time is mainly determined
by meeting times are 8.5% more likely to arrive at work between 9 and
9:29 a.m., than people with fixed working hours. As our respondents ex-
plain, by convention the first meeting almost always takes place between
9 and 9:30.

Finally, still midway between professional and personal coupling con-
straints, there is the impact of the partner's working hours. Compared to
an individual with all the benchmark characteristics, respondents who
said that their morning start time was mainly determined by their partner's
work schedule were 13.4% more likely to arrive at work between 8:30 and
8:59 a.m. The partner's (work) schedule becomes critical if one member of
the house has greater constraints than the other. The knock-on effect is that
one member of the couple then adapts to the other's constraints. These con-
straints most commonly affect arrivals shortly before 9 a.m. However, the
partner's work schedule only plays its role as a coupling “constraint”
when other, “more constraining” activities or people cease to be a factor.
4.2. Sociodemography of the rush hour: women at the centre of the debate

Alongside the coupling constraints we have considered (school times,
meeting times, partner's schedule), individual characteristics also affect
the choice of workplace arrival times, though they do not seem to be so
clearly associated with peak time arrivals. According to Table 2, most of
the individual characteristics (age, marital status, socio-professional cate-
gory, qualifications, area of residence) generally seem to separate the pop-
ulation into those arriving before 9 a.m. (“earlybirds”) and those arriving
after 9 a.m. (“latecomers”). Whereas coupling constraints (school, meeting,
and partner) domore to distinguish individuals with rush-hour arrivals and
the rest, specific individual characteristics seem to separate them around an
axis of symmetry located at the summit of the peak hour, at 9 a.m.

There is only one sociodemographic variable which, depending on the
response, is associated either with more arrivals during rush hour, or with
more arrivals outside rush hour: gender.

Independently of all the other descriptive characteristics and constraints
in the questionnaire, women are more likely than men to arrive during the
rush hour period. There are no statistically significant findings for the
timeslots between 8 and 8:59 a.m., though women are less likely (-1.5%)
than men to arrive in the earliest timeslot, before 8 a.m. In parallel, and
still in comparison with men, women are also less likely (-3.6%) to arrive
after rush hour. Conversely, women are 3.0%more likely to arrive between
9 and 9:29 a.m., i.e. during rush hour.

The main benefit of the results of our logistic regression is that they can
isolate the effect of each variable. In our model, therefore, all else being
equal, more women arrive during peak time. That is why one cannot assert
that the reason that more women arrive during peak time is because more
of them take children to school. Given that the “school times” variable is
fixed when the scheduling practices of women and men are compared, ex-
planations need to be sought elsewhere.

Although the gap is narrowing, women in France and on average still de-
vote 57% more time to domestic activities than men (Brousse, 2015). More-
over, working women are involved in a series of spheres of daily life that
demandmultiple interactions (Adam, 2004; Davies, 2003) but also reciprocal
coordination. Although men and women seem to be more or less equally
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involved in the school run (56% of women and 44% of men), women overall
continue to have more interactions with the children. They also look more
after elderly family members and do more shopping (Schintler, 2001). They
therefore have more everyday constraints to manage.

At an individual level, a rush-hour arrival often reflects strategies to co-
ordinate and reconcile numerous coupling constraints. In consequence, if
women have to deal with more coupling constraints than men (De Palma
et al., 2010; Schwanen, 2007) it is highly likely that, in order to juggle all
of them successfully in the course of the day, they will be compelled to ar-
rive at work during rush hour. Given that a number of these constraints
could not be listed in the questionnaire (childcare, elderly care, housework,
shopping…), it may be that the influence of these imperatives on rush-hour
arrival is reflected through the sex of the respondent.

5. Arriving before or during the rush hour as a matter of preference?

We are now going to look exclusively at individuals who primarily attrib-
uted their timeof arrival atwork to their preferences. This subpopulation con-
sists of 962 individuals, i.e. a little more than 30% of the population that
completed the questionnaire. In parallel, we will draw extensively on the
words of the people interviewedwho ticked one of the boxes in the question-
naire indicating that they mainly choose their working hours to suit their in-
clinations. The employees in question break down into two groups according
to the type of inclination selected. The first group consists of 412 individuals
who stated that they chose their schedules in accordance with a well identi-
fied preference: in choosing their working hours, they mainly try to “avoid
periods when the transport network is too congested”. The second group con-
sists of 550 individuals who stated that their choice of schedule is mainly de-
termined by a markedly broader set of preferences: “personal preferences”.

5.1. Avoiding congestion: killing two birds with one stone

Firstly, individuals who say that they try to avoid rush hour are highly
likely to arrive before the peak hour and almost never after. Compared
with an individual whose schedule is determined by their employer, indi-
viduals who prefer to avoid rush-hour congestion are 31.3% more likely
to arrive at work before 8 a.m. This early arrival strategy provesmore effec-
tive than late arrival as a way of tackling the problems associated with con-
gestion: discomfort, delay, unpredictable journey time, difficulty in making
connections and even risk of terrorism.

Indeed, the speed of traffic flows in the “bottleneck” explains why dis-
ruptions spread and have more impact on people who travel after the
peak period (Vickrey, 1969). In order to benefit from the thinning of traffic
after rush hour, one would need to let most of the traffic disperse and arrive
not at 9:30 a.m., but nearer 10 or even 10:30 (Tribout, 2014). Conversely,
by leaving before the traffic builds up, one can avoid rush-hour effects sim-
ply by travelling just before peak time.

Nonetheless, a comparison of the questionnaire results with the re-
sponses of interviewees reveals that the choice of work schedule is in fact
only very rarely guided strictly by the desire for better travel conditions,
even for the populationsmost sensitive to those conditions (long commutes,
older people). From the interviews, it emerges that it is in fact preferences
relating to the timing of work and leisure periods that result – somewhat
fortuitously – in the avoidance of periods of high congestion. In fact, the ob-
jective of rush-hour avoidance can seemingly only be achieved if it is
“coupled” with interests and preferences that are not purely travel related.
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“What are the factors that determine the time you get to work?

- I was wondering about it on the way to the interview, because I hadn't thought
about it before. I'm onmy own in the RER, whereasmy husband, who likes his
sleep, leaves later but has a lot more people in the RER.”

- So your reason for arriving at 8:40 is mainly to for a more comfortable
ride on the RER?

- It's mainly because I am an earlybird, or let's say that I like having long eve-
nings, which means getting home early from work, which means getting to
work early.”

[Léna, fiftyish, married without dependent children, executive, living in
Outer Ring, arrival at 8:40 a.m.]

5.2. Scheduling preferences or respect for social norms onworking hours? The ex-
ample of the morning coffee

This observation leads us to the examination of the second group of em-
ployees who choose their working hours to suit their preferences. In the
questionnaire, they did not say that their aim was to avoid congestion,
but simply that they chose their hours on the basis of personal preference.

On the one hand, these workers, who tend to be self-employed, are
more likely (+12.4%) to get to work early, before 8 a.m. The interviewees
who ticked the “personal preferences” box alongside amorning arrival time
again explained their preference in terms of the benefits of leaving work
early. Moreover, some of them cite the benefit of arriving early when the
office is quiet, particularly in open-plan layouts.

On the other hand, and still by comparisonwith employeeswhose hours
are set by their employer, employees who choose their working hours on
the basis of personal preferences are also more likely (+4.9%) to arrive
during peak time (between 9 and 9:29 a.m.). Here, it is the interviews
that help us to decipher this apparently paradoxical preference for the
rush-hour period, despite its downsides and negative connotations
(Orfeuil, 2000; Ricroch, 2011).

During the interviews, some individuals said that they preferred to ar-
rive in the peak period in order to enjoy the sociability in the workplace
at that time. And it would seem that in almost all the companies studied,
these moments of sociability take place around the coffee machine:

“Between 8:30 and 9 a.m., everyone goes down to grab a coffee, so there is no
one in the offices.”
[Nadia, fiftyish, single without children, executive, living in Outer Ring,

arrival around 8 a.m.]

Sophie spoke to us about this preference. She said:

“I don’t like having my coffee on my own. In fact, I remember that when my
first friend was on holiday, I went to work later in order to arrive at the same
time as my other friend.”

[Sophie, thirtyish, married with children, executive, living in Outer
Ring, arrival around 8 a.m.]

The preference formorning coffeewith colleagues is apparently another
factor behind arrival at work during the peak period. However, do these
moments of synchronisation around the coffee machine at 9 a.m. reflect in-
dividual preferences and practices that employees really want? In certain
situations, should they not also be interpreted as a form of submission to
what we call “social norms on working hours”?

6. Everyone at work by 9:30: social norms on working hours

In this final part, we propose to investigate the utility of the notion of
“social norms on working hours” as an explanatory factor in the choice
of work schedules. Social norms on working hours are usually expressed
silently, through the mirror of other people's eyes (Mead, 2015) and the
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fear of being labelled: what will my colleagues and managers think if I
get into work at 10 o'clock? Or else: so-and-so arrives early, so
they must be professional and committed. Using mainly our interview
records, our aim here is to verify the existence of social norms on
working hours as a factor that limits the possibilities of arriving at
work after 9:30.

6.1. Two social norms on working hours

Underpinning social norms on working hours, there is a set of prac-
tical rules that reflect collective values relating to workplace behaviour.
Our focus will be on the bad impression, real or imagined, that arriving
late at the office may give, which suggests that there is a practical and
tacit rule of office life that one should arrive at work before or at the
same time as everyone else. In consequence, this rule may in certain
cases also take the form of a compulsory presence in the group around
the coffee machine.

This is what Julie tells us. She lives a long way away, has to take her
children to school, and can only get into work at 9:45. She believes that
her absence at morning coffee is a disadvantage:

“For example, not being there for the early morning coffee means that I am
not visible, which can limit my career progress. Your work can be highly
rated, but if people never see you…” …”
[Julie, fortyish, married with children, executive, living in Outer Ring,

arrival around 9:40.]

Apart from the tangible importance of being present for morning coffee,
we show here that there are symbolic representations that propel em-
ployees towards arrival at the office before or during the peak period, and
limit the incidence of arrivals after 9:30. However, these symbols very
often remain implicit. Whether maintained by line managers or employees
themselves, enforced by social control or a form of internalised ethics, they
are never discussed within work collectives.

From the interviews, therefore, we observe that time of arrival at work
is a symbol of the employee's quality, i.e. of the amount of work he or she
does: someone who arrives early is assumed to be a hard worker, someone
who arrives at the same time as everyone else is assumed towork normally,
somebody who arrives late is assumed to be a light worker. To put it differ-
ently, in terms of representations of the work ethic (Thrift, 1990; Weber,
2013), an individual who gets to work before everyone else is a dedicated
worker, one who arrives at the same time is disciplined, and one who ar-
rives after is a shirker. In reference to the temporal symbols, our interviews
reveal the presence of two social norms on working hours (Table 3) which
channel arrival times before 9:30.

6.2. The timekeeping norm of the disciplined worker

The first, the “timekeeping norm of the disciplined worker”, is the cen-
tral and historical norm of employees that requires individuals to get to
work at the same time as everyone else, and in our case particularly not
after 9:30 a.m. In accordance with the two sides of social norms, standard
schedules are on the one hand positively legitimised by the values associ-
ated with salaried employment, such as effort, discipline and more gener-
ally the scientific organisation of working time. The internalisation of the
norm of the disciplined worker, if it spreads to all employees, has the effect
of maintaining the social cohesion of the labour collective.

On the other hand, the other side of this norm is that employees who do
not obey the values of timekeeping discipline and arrive after the threshold
time of 9:30 a.m. are labelled as shirkers. “Had a nice lie-in?” is the ironic
question an office colleague will ask when someone turns up at 10. In this
way, late arrivals are potentially exposed to punishment by management
or colleagues, which can range from simple teasing to exclusion from the
work collective.

“And when you used to go to la Défense at 9 a.m., you didn't mind the
crush in the metro?- Yes, I did, it was very stressful.- How stressful?
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Stressful to the point that you would travel later and risk giving a bad
impression at work?- In fact, in my experience Line 1 at Étoile is packed be-
tween 8:15 and 9:15. So that would mean deciding to arrive really much
later.- That would have really given a bad impression?- Totally, even
more, because at that time I was working in consultancy firms like ‘…’ And
there it was a big no-no. There would be the little jokes: “Had a good lie-
in?” You don’t really know if it’s a joke…”
[Virginie, thirtyish, with a partner and children, senior executive, living in

Central Paris, arrival around 9:40 a.m.]

6.3. The timekeeping norm of the dedicated executive

The second norm on working hours, though still a minority practice, is
probably already dominant in the most common representations underly-
ing executive status in France. In a transitional phase, this outlying norm
is clearly in competition with the “norm of the disciplined worker”. This
is the “timekeeping norm of the dedicated executive”. Unlike the majority
norm that applies to employees in general, this norm does not lead to pen-
alties for individuals who fail to match up to it, but instead distinguishes
and rewards executives who demonstrate dedication to their work.

“People in France generally like to fit in with the norm, to follow the crowd
and not stand out too much. But that is only one side of things. If you arrive
at 8 a.m. and leave at 9 p.m., it’s not necessarily something that will get you
into trouble, rather the opposite.”
[Anne, fortyish, married with children, executive, living in Outer Paris,

arrival around 9 a.m.]

Here, the rules of the norm game compel executives to engage in a form
of competition on the number of hours worked. The aim is to spend maxi-
mum time at work and potentially to arrive before everybody else (before
8:30) in order to make a good impression:

“I have the feeling that beyond fitting in with the norm, there is also the pres-
sure of other people’s perceptions, if they question whether you work enough,
whether you are a shirker?- Before joining “…”, I worked in a consulting and
audit firm, and yes there was this sort of unhealthy competition: who is al-
ready there when the boss arrives? And who stays the longest? Pressure linked
with whether you are effective, productive or not, which is directly linked with
the number of hours spent at work. So you feel forced to come early and leave
late.”
[Jean, thirtyish, single, executive, living in Inner Ring, arrival around

9:30.]

7. Discussion

First, drawing on Time Geography models, our quantitative findings
show that the majority of working people (70% of our survey subjects)
who are apparently free to choose their working hours, in fact remain re-
stricted in their choices by the need to coordinate with their social environ-
ment at certain times of day. So, employees who “schedule-match” with
their social environment around their children's school times, the first
meeting of the working day and/or their partner's morning start time, are
more likely to arrive during rush hour. In this sense, they corroborate the
findings of Saleh and Farrell (2005) in Edinburgh regarding the impact of
the children's drop-off time on the time of arrival at work. Moreover, our
survey targeting a population of management level employees provides
new information by specifying that the need to be present for company
meetings and to coordinate with one's partner's working times also dictates
rush-hour commuting.

Nevertheless, these findings on coupling constraints need to be treated
with a great deal of caution, because they face a significant methodological
limitation. Coupling constraints combine and adjust to each other depend-
ing on the objectives associatedwith themand the resources available to in-
dividuals (Aguiléra et al., 2010; Li et al., 2014; Zhu et al., 2019). In this
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respect, the unilateral use of the top-ranked reasons raises questions
about the limitations of the analysis. Out of twelve possible reasons, the re-
spondents on average indicated 2.8 that they needed to juggle in order to
establish the chronology of the beginning of their day. It would have
been interesting to widen our focus below the reasons cited in the highest
position in order to evaluate the common ways reasons were linked to-
gether: for example, more often “school” in top position and “meetings”
in second, or vice versa, etc…? Bearing in mind this limitation, and cross-
referencing with other analyses, we observed that because within any
given day they seem to have to coordinate more coupling constraints than
men (Adam, 2004; Davies, 2003), working women in our survey were
more likely than men to travel during the morning peak hour.

Secondly, and conversely, 30% of employees seem to have genuine de-
grees of freedom in deciding at what time to start work. Among these em-
ployees with fewer constraints associated with work or family
interactions, 42.8% (i.e. 12.8% of the total sample) said that avoiding the
rush hour was a priority when deciding their working hours. Here, the
choicesmade and the preferences expressed by the individuals during inter-
views prompt us to question the foundational assumptions of econometric
models based on “scheduling preferences”.

True, our findings confirm the trend globally observed in “scheduling
preference” econometric models: a majority of employees with flexible
working hours who want to avoid the rush hour prefer to arrive at peak
time rather than after (Börjesson, 2008; Kristoffersson, 2013; de Jong
et al., 2003; Polak and Jones, 1994; Hendrickson and Planke, 1984;
Small, 1982). Nevertheless, individuals who adjust their working hours to
avoid rush hour are not making the binary cost-benefit analysis that these
models imply. It is not simply about balancing the expected benefits in
terms of travel (time saved, greater comfort) and the potential disadvan-
tages from a professional perspective (punishment by the employer for
late arrival). In fact, given the potential professional disadvantages, in
order for the scales to fall on the side of avoiding rush hour, the anticipated
improvement in travel conditions must be combined with an improvement
in the daily activity schedule. Our interviews even show that the primary
motive for avoiding peak travel times is the desire for a better daily activity
schedule, rather for greater comfort or a faster commute. The individuals
who said that they avoided the morning rush hour by travelling earlier ex-
plained that their main goal was, for example, to enjoy “long evenings” at
home, rather than better travel conditions during the commute to work.

Thirdly, in this article, we show that on the other side of the scales, in
this case hiding behind the professional sanctions and penalties towhich in-
dividuals are exposed when they deviate from standard working hours, are
“social norms on working hours”. Referring to a theoretical universe that is
closer to the sociology of time (Rosa, 2013) and of work (Bouffartigue,
2012) this concept helps to explain the diversity of the rationales and rea-
sons that individuals cite when they decide on their working hours. These
rationales are revealed in the explanations of respondents who did not
say that they chose their working hours to avoid congestion, but simply
from personal preferences (17.1% of respondents). The fact that the vast
majority of these individuals arrive before or during rush hour also indi-
cates that their personal preferences are informed by submission to the so-
cial norms on working hours, which themselves are underpinned by
adherence to certain collective values.

With this new interpretative framework, therefore, the preferences for
synchronisation with the social environment –made possible by an arrival
before or during peak hour – are no longer really about preferences in the
economic sense of the term (Emmerink and van Beek, 1997; Bernheim,
1994; Weiss, 1996). They are no longer instrumental and purpose driven
choices that guide practice, but rather a principle of adhesion to shared
values that ensure integration into the labour collective. According to
these principles, we first find the “social norm of the disciplined worker”,
the main effect of which is to impose a form of social penalty on employees
who arrive at work after rush hour. Second, andmore peripherally, we find
the “social norm of the dedicated executive”, which bestows a form of re-
ward on employees who arrive earliest at work. This suggests the utility
of starting with social norms and the values associated with them in order
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to explain the persistence of rush-hour commuting and the choice of work-
ing hours.

8. Conclusion

The article provides insight into the reasons why employees with flexi-
ble working hours travel during rush hour.

From a theoretical and methodological perspective, its observations are
an argument for the removal of barriers between disciplines and for the in-
terweaving of the explanatory models used to explain work schedule
choices. These contributions are threefold in nature:

1) With respect to Time Geography (Lenntorp, 1977), the article confirms
and specifies how the different coupling constraints in day-to-day life
(school times, time of the first meeting and partner's working hours)
continue to prompt people to arrive at work during the morning rush
hour (8:30–9:29 a.m.).

2) With respect to Transport Economics (Vickrey, 1969), it qualifies and
defines more organically the two main types of preference previously
identified in the literature as explaining a choice of working hours.
While the preference for commuting outside rush hour is in most cases
reflected in pre-rush-hour arrivals, by contrast with “scheduling prefer-
ence”models (Small, 1982) our study reveals that this preference is not
primarily associated with concerns about travelling conditions. Sec-
ondly, the preference for arriving during the peak period in order to syn-
chronise with the social environment (Weiss, 1996) is brought into
question, since it seems difficult to conceive of it as a practice that peo-
ple genuinely choose.

3) With respect to the sociology of time (Vickrey, 1969; Rosa, 2013) and of
work (Bouffartigue, 2012; Schulz, 2015), the article thus proposes a new
approach to understanding the rationales at work behind the choice of
working hours. Indeed, it proposes to combine an approach through in-
dividual preferences with an approach through social norms in order to
better explain why employees with flexible working hours and without
coupling constraints continue to commute to work during peak times.

Through the use of mixed survey methods, this research provides a
fuller picture of the reasons that may explain why people commute during
peak hours, at a time when more and more employees have contracts that
apparently offer them leeway to choose their own working hours. First,
its advantage is that it brings together models that were previously consid-
ered to be mutually exclusive rivals in the scientific field of transport re-
search. Above all, however, it has the advantage of offering to
complement the approaches traditionally used in transport studies with
an approach inspired by sociological research.

9. Outlook

That being said, this work is still largely exploratory. Its aim is to open
up theoretical avenues that will need to be confirmed by other research,
rather than to propose an immediately replicable model. We will refrain
from generalising findings that are based on practices observed only in
Île-de-France, in a necessarily specific cultural context and one, moreover,
which is concentrated in a business district that attracts a fairly homoge-
neous population of workers. Therefore, if future research seeks to provide
a more robust theoretical framework for the factors that determine the
choice of rush-hour travel, fieldwork will undoubtedly need to be con-
ducted in places that broaden the boundaries –whether spatial (dense busi-
ness zone with good public transport), professional (executive workers) or
cultural (Latin) – inherent to our terrain.

Understanding the reasons behind a choice of working hours is also about
identifying in another way the solutions that might result in more employees
coming to work before and particularly after peak times. In our view, this in-
ductive approach to identifying the factors that determine the choice ofwork-
ing hours needs to lead to action and provide answers to an operational
problem faced by public transport operators and transport organising author-
ities: how to divert commuter flows to either side of the morning rush hour?
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On the basis of the observation that school drop-off times and the time
of the first work meeting prompt peaktime arrivals, one possibility would
be to modify these factors in order to spread the synchronisation of work-
place arrival times. Such a policy of differential timetabling between
schools has in fact already being trialled and seems to have borne fruit in
the city of Lyon (Verchère, 2013). Moreover, a 10 a.m. threshold for the
first workplacemeeting is currently being tested in companies in Paris's big-
gest business district, la Défense (https://www.transilien.com/sites/
default/files/atoms/files/
communique_charte_lissageheuresdepointe_la_defense.pdf, n.d.).

Our findings that commuters do not necessarily base their decisions
about commuting times on purely rational objectives raise questions
about the effectiveness of the “price-signal” in prompting behavioural
changes. This should incite transport specialists to devise other types of in-
strument than price incentives (cheaper travel outside rush hours) to re-
duce the concentration of journeys at the most critical time (Eliasson,
2016). Indeed, the recognition of axiological factors and social norms
now opens up a new research field, but also new prospects for policies to
manage transport demand during peak times.

In fact, in Japan, a country where public transport is very busy at peak
times, the governor of Tokyo, Uriko Koike, inaugurated a campaign in the
summer of 2017 entitled “Jisa Biz” (jisa means “flexitime” and biz is an ab-
breviation of the English word business) addressed to employers and
workers. She argues for a “reform of work practices”, with the aim of encour-
aging staggered office hours and working from home in order to avoid jam-
packed rush-hour trains. Above all, however, she has argued frequently in
the media that “being at work and working are not necessarily the same
thing” (Kubota, 2017), just as arriving after rush hour does not mean that
one works less or less effectively than other people.

It is becoming increasingly clear that until the question of the social
norms on working hours becomes part of the debate, such a reform of
work practices will not take place and transport networks will become in-
creasingly congested. Indeed, the norms persist because of what remains
unsaid. The influence of unspoken factors is fundamental, precisely because
norms often run counter to purely rational motives for action. They can
only survive if their arbitrariness remains hidden: is it really necessary for
all residents of Île-de-France to be at their desks before 9:30 a.m.?
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