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About this Specialization

The Institute for the Future is declaring 2020 “The 
Year of the Future,” because we believe that foresight 
is a human right. Every human should have the 
chance to develop the creative skills needed to 
PTHNPUL�OV^�[OL�M\[\YL�JHU�IL�KPɈLYLU[��HUK�[V�
participate in deciding what the future will be. We 
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only happens in Silicon Valley. With our specialization 
PU�-\[\YLZ�;OPURPUN�VU�*V\YZLYH��^L�HYL�[OL�ÄYZ[�
VYNHUPaH[PVU�L]LY�[V�VɈLY�THZZP]LS`�VWLU��MYLL�
training in futures thinking. We aim to upskill the 
entire planet in future thinking and future making, by 
teaching one million online learners via the Coursera 
platform. This text is one of 100 free readings 
distributed as part of our “Year of the Future” training.

Institute for the Future

0UZ[P[\[L�MVY�[OL�-\[\YL�PZ�[OL�^VYSK»Z�SLHKPUN�M\[\YLZ�
thinking organization. For over 50 years, businesses, 
governments, and social impact organizations have 
depended upon IFTF global forecasts, custom 
research, and foresight training to navigate complex 
change and develop world-ready strategies. IFTF 
methodologies and toolsets yield coherent views of 
transformative possibilities across all sectors that 
together support a more sustainable future. Institute 
MVY�[OL�-\[\YL�PZ�H�YLNPZ[LYLK�����J�����UVUWYVÄ[�
organization based in Palo Alto, California. 
www.iftf.org
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coming, faster, so you can be better prepared for disruptions and more in control of your future? 
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and in your own life?

This course will introduce you to the practice of futures thinking, as developed and applied for the past 
50 years by the Institute from the Future, a Silicon-Valley-based research and learning group founded 
PU�� ����0U�[OPZ�JV\YZL��`V\»SS�I\PSK�`V\Y�IHZLSPUL�\UKLYZ[HUKPUN�VM�^OH[�M\[\YLZ�[OPURPUN�PZ�HUK�^OH[�
`V\�JHU�KV�^P[O�P[��@V\»SS�THZ[LY�PU[YVK\J[VY`�[LJOUPX\LZ�MVY�NYV^PUN�`V\Y�MVYLZPNO[��@V\»SS�TLL[�H�YHUNL�
VM�WYVMLZZPVUHS�M\[\YPZ[Z�HUK�SLHYU�TVYL�HIV\[�OV^�[OL`�[OPUR�HUK�YLZLHYJO�^OH[»Z�JVTPUN��(UK�`V\»SS�
choose one or more future topics or personal interest to investigate with your new foresight skills.

This course is for anyone who wants to spot opportunities for innovation and invention faster, and  
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of being led by them.
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by Marina Gorbis

Back to the Future?
From time-based to  
task-based work

economic factors is driving the re-emergence of 
task-based work, albeit in a very di!erent form 
than the kind practiced in rural villages. Just think 
of Uber drivers, whose work is based not on pre-
dictable 8-5 schedules but around specific tasks—
driving people between places. Many Uber drivers 
organize their days around available trips, paying 
particular attention to occurrences of “surge pric-
ing”—when they can get more money for driv-
ing—which they can accept or decline. In some 
ways, surge pricing serves the same organizing 
function for Uber drivers as a good crop does for 
a homesteading family: an opportunity and a need 
to do something in order to sustain themselves and 
their families. 

Institute for the Future’s ethnographic inter-
views with people working in the on-demand econ-
omy (i.e. via platforms that o!er people di!erent 
tasks they can complete on an ad-hoc basis rather 
than as full-time employees) reveal the emergence 
of task-based work in action. #is is how people 

organize their days when they are signed up to do 
deliveries on platforms such as Doordash, edit re-
ports on Upwork, walk dogs on Rover, or tag imag-
es on Mechanical Turk: In the language of many 
on-demand workers, tasks and work opportunities 
“ping” them and they choose whether to respond. 
Instead of talking about jobs, they talk about job 
“hits”—tasks that pop up on their computer dash-
boards or mobile screens as they go about their 
daily lives. 

Reinventing Our Concept of Work
#e tremendous growth of on-demand platforms is 
generating a lot of anxiety. One can easily glean it 
when reading articles in the popular press, partic-
ipating in policy forum discussions, or attending 
numerous “future of work” conferences. Platforms 
are breaking down jobs into tasks that are accom-
plished by armies of people e$ciently organized 
to produce and deliver with convenience and at 
speeds never seen before. #ese new ways of earn-
ing money are reinventing the meaning of work 
and challenging our conception of jobs as we’ve 

The new generation of  
WDVN�EDVHG�SURGXFWLRQ�RƂHUV� 

us opportunities for  
re-conceptualizing our  

notions of time.

Not long ago in parts of Madagascar people mea-
sured time in units of “rice cooking,” i.e. how long 
it took to cook a pot of rice (about half an hour) 
or how long it took to “fry a locust” (a moment). 
Native people in Southern Nigeria used the saying 
a “man died in less than the time in which maize is 
not yet completely roasted,” (less than fifteen min-
utes). And according to anthropologist Remy Be-
aurieux, Kabyle peasants in Algeria possessed “an 
attitude of submission and of nonchalant indi!er-
ence to the passage of time which no one dreams 
of mastering, using up, or saving…Haste is seen as 
a lack of decorum combined with diabolical ambi-
tion.” #e clock was sometimes referred to as the 
“devil’s mill.” In such places there were no precise 
meal times, the notion of an exact appointment 
time was unknown, and people agreed to “meet at 
the next market.”

#is kind of un-timed, imprecise way of living 
may seem alien and quaint to us today but, in fact, 
throughout most of our history, before we invented 
clocks and highly e$cient industrialized produc-
tion, we did not view time as a measurable com-
modity to be sold for money, traded, or organized. 
Instead, our conception of time was tightly linked 
to tasks that needed to be done. If you lived in a 
fishing village, your day’s tasks were not assigned 
or planned with the help of clocks or calendars. 
Instead, in the words of historian E.P. #ompson, 
“the day’s tasks (which might vary from fishing 
to farming, building, mending of nets, thatching, 
making a cradle or a co$n) seem[ed] to disclose 
themselves, by the logic of need, before the croft-
er’s eyes.”

#is history is an opportune reminder for us 
today because a confluence of technological and 
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known them our entire lives, so the concern is un-
derstandable. 

Over the course of nearly 300 years, we have 
developed a set of technologies, practices, needs, 
ideologies, and institutions that value, support, 
and equate time-based work with progress, virtue, 
and necessity. We see time-based work as some-
thing that enables large-scale production, where 
we need to synchronize work and are highly co-de-
pendent on other people’s activities. To produce 
e$ciently at scale we had to organize our time in 
precise and pre-planned chunks of time. #e abili-
ty to measure and sell time as a commodity is thus 
a necessary element of this kind of production 
system. And the di!usion of clocks enabled this, 
making the transition from task-based to time-
based work possible. In his 1983 book, “Revolution 
in Time: Clocks and the Making of the Modern 
World,” Harvard economic historian David Lan-
des argued that clocks and watches had a greater 
e!ect than steamships and power looms in driving 

the economic development of the West, leading 
to the Industrial Revolution and eventually to the 
advanced form of capitalism we have today. Such 
progress is embodied in Benjamin Franklin’s fa-
mous piece of advice to a young tradesman in 1748, 
“Remember that Time is Money.”

However, di!usion of clocks is only one of 
a complex set of factors that led to our transi-
tion from task- to time-based work. #ompson 
argues that along with this emergence of precise 
time-measurement technology we also had to en-
gage in social invention, pioneering division of 
labor, the emergence of a supervisory class, cre-
ation of fines and monetary incentives, universal 
schooling, and the suppression of fairs, festivals, 
sports and many other communal and non-work 
activities (often deemed sinful)—that have ulti-
mately led to the creation of new labor habits and 
a new era of time discipline. All of this did not 
happen overnight, but unfolded across multiple 
generations. 
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time-units of leisure?” but “what will be the ca-
pacity for experience of the men who have this 
undirected time to live?” If we maintain a Puritan 
time-valuation, a commodity-valuation, then it is a 
question of how this time is put to use, or how it is 
exploited by the leisure industries. But if the pur-
posive notation of time-use becomes less compul-
sive, then men might have to re-learn some of the 
arts of living lost in the industrial revolution: how 
to fill the interstices of their days with enriched, 
more leisurely, personal and social relations; how 
to break down once more the barriers between 
work and life. 

Of course, the future never repeats the past, or 
to paraphrase Mark Twain, “history doesn’t repeat 
itself but it does rhyme.” However we evolve the 
next generation of task-based work, it is likely to 
be very di!erent from the task-based living of our 
ancestors. But the key questions we will need to 
grapple with, and where some of the ideological 
battles are likely to be fought, are precisely the 
ones #ompson identified in 1965: Will automated 
production lead to increasing commodification of 
our time—a kind of extreme automation combined 
with extreme time commodification—or will it en-
able us to decommodi% our notions of time and 
re-capture that which is unproductive, unplanned, 
unpredictable, and yet uniquely human? If the lat-
ter (and this is the future I am rooting for), there is 
a lot we will need to re-learn from our past. 

5HGHƃQLQJ�2XU�,QWHUDFWLRQV� 
With Machines
And just as technology of the clock ushered in new 
social norms, beliefs, and practices, the new set 
of technologies that is driving the rise of on-de-
mand platforms is likely to do the same. In par-
ticular, our networking infrastructure, including 
the Internet and mobile devices, enables the at-
omization of work—the ability to divide big tasks 
into smaller pieces and distribute these widely 
across networks of people. #ey make it possible 
for tasks to “disclose themselves” to those who are 
willing and best fit to complete them. At the same 
time, computing and artificial intelligence tools 
allow us to deploy algorithms rather than human 
managers, i.e. the supervisory class, to allocate 
and coordinate production of the final product. 
#e emergence of companies like Uber, Upwork, 
Doordash and many other on-demand platforms 
that rely on algorithms to directly match human 
consumers and producers is just the first stage in 
the transition to task-based work. It is likely that 
the next generation of platforms will take advan-
tage of automated vehicles to take humans out of 
the production role, matching, for example, auton-
omous vehicles with people who need rides. From 
there, it’s easy to envision a system where econom-
ic value is often created entirely without humans. 
In this “capitalism of things,” smart objects and 
systems could exchange value and trade services 
autonomously. 

Rethinking Our Relationship With Time
But this is just the beginning. Along with techno-
logical advances we will be evolving new ideolo-
gies and new notions of what is acceptable, appro-
priate, and sinful in this new system. In particular, 
we will need to re-think our attitudes towards lei-
sure or non-work time. Just as di!usion of time-
based production necessitated demonization of 
slothfulness, indolence, and human ine$ciency 
(in a time-based world your worth is often based 
on how productive you are), the new generation 
of task-based production o!ers us opportunities 
for re-conceptualizing our notions of time. If this 
were to happen, we would need to create new con-
cepts and ideologies that would make leisure ac-
ceptable and indeed desirable. #is is how #omp-
son outlined this challenge in a paper in 1965: 

If we are to have enlarged leisure, in an auto-
mated future, the problem is not “how are men 
going to be able to consume all these additional 
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