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Rising insecurity in contemporary UK society has led to an increasing need for citizens to
focus on the present or short-term future. Shorter time perspectives limit citizens’
opportunities to consider and plan their future biographies. To investigate these issues,
from June 2021 to July 2022, | conducted qualitative research with 24 precarious workers
who were self-employed or freelance or working on a fixed-term, zero-hour, or part-time
contract. Fieldwork consisted of three phases: a 90-minute semi-structured interview, a
two-week financial diary, and a follow-up 60-minute semi-structured interview. The
research was designed to build a contextual understanding of the lived experience of
precarious workers, and revealed insecurity that stemmed from their work, housing,
gender, and relationships. The following draws on findings from this research,
highlighting the usefulness of a ‘time perspective’ approach to explore how precarity and
insecurity impacts financial wellbeing across the lifecourse.

When investigating money and financial wellbeing, a consequence of rising insecurity is
uncertain and tighter monthly budgets, with less or no money available for building
savings or pensions. Insecurity becomes an even more concerning issue when factoring
in the UK’s neoliberal shift to individualised responsibility in pension planning. Citizens
are expected to engage more with workplace and private pensions to build later life
financial wellbeing' and the current state pension offers the very basic standard of living
ata maximum of £221.20 per week'. In short, contemporary citizens are facing insecurity
throughout their working lives and into retirement. Working lives are characterised by
precarious working and housing conditions and the compounding insecurity of
navigating these lived experiences whilst raising a family. Retirement for many will be an
extension of this insecurity if inequalities faced in their working lives act as a barrier to
building savings for their later life.

A key finding from my research revealed workers to “maintain present-orientated or
short-term future-orientated time perspectives as a consequence of their precarious
present”, which resulted in financially getting by each month or prioritising the building of
financial resilience in the present above later life financial wellbeing'. A person’s ‘time
perspective’ can be understood as lived experiences “assigned to temporal categories ...
that help to give coherence, order and meaning” to everyday life". This psycho-social



process results in past-, present-, or future-orientated time perspectives and, when
investigating financial behaviour, Zimbardo, Clements, and Leite’ argue that different
orientations can indicate whether a person is more likely to engage in saving behaviour.
The concept of scarcity helps to explain why a past- or present-orientated time
perspective might lead to a person not saving. Scarcity is a lack of economic or mental
resources that can cause tunnelling behaviour, where an individual “creates a powerful
goal — dealing with pressing needs - that inhibits other goals and considerations™", such
as saving or pension planning.

Sociological analysis extends understandings by investigating the specific inequalities
leading to scarcity or a present-orientated time perspective. In my research, precarious
working conditions were characterised by financial inconsistency, unpaid labour,
uncertainty in work tenure, and a lack of employer protections and therefore exposure to
individualised responsibility and risk. Chris* had experienced various form of precarious
work in his working life. In the years leading up to his participation, Chris worked on a
zero-hours contract whilst retraining in psychotherapy and had recently transitioned to
working as a self-employed counsellor. Here, Chris explains how his experience of
precarious work had shaped his thoughts about pension planning and retirement:

Chris’ inability to imagine his future biography and prepare financially for retirement was
shaped by years of precarious working conditions. This follows Bourdieu’s" argument
that one’s sense of time “is closely dependent on the effective chances of controlling the
future that is [sic] inscribed in the present conditions.” In other words, Chris’ lived
insecurity and uncertainty in his past and present working conditions loosened his
perception of control over his future. Indeed, Chris later expressed ambiguity towards
the UK private pension system as he perceived inherent risks in its ability to provide him
with later life security.

Housing was revealed as a wider source of insecurity for the precarious workers in my
research. Ivy* had spent much of her working life in freelance or temporary work and
described how the financial inconsistencies of this work created further complications
when looking to privately rent a property earlier in her life. At the time of her interview,
she owned a property with her fiancé, but the persistent presence of financial
inconsistency created uncertainty in relation to their fixed-term mortgage rates. When |
asked lvy what she prioritised, her mortgage or her pension, she said the following:



The insecurity of her work and housing grounded Ivy in her precarious present and
detached her from an uncertain future. Similar present-orientations have been reported
inyounger adults and described as temporary dislocations to their lifecourse trajectories
as a result of transitional uncertainty". Many of the precarious workers in my research
had experienced prolonged periods of insecurity — the longest insecure work trajectory
spanned 20 years. Only 3 out of 24 precarious workers were regularly contributing
towards a pension. Those workers experiencing a heightened sense of insecurity relative
to their peers held a present-orientation that limited their behaviours to financially getting
by each month. Precarious workers experiencing less insecurity were able to navigate a
short-term future-orientation that allowed for engagements with saving behaviour.
Limitations remained, however, as savings were utilised for supporting more immediate
financial needs, such as a career change, saving for a mortgage deposit, or building
financial resilience against the risks of precarity.

My conclusions reveal how insecurity places financial constraints on precarious workers
which have significant consequences for their financial wellbeing in later life. Living
precariously results in workers holding shorter time perspectives that limit their abilities
to plan and save for their future financial wellbeing in retirement. Furthermore, | evidence
the usefulness of time perspectives as a concept for revealing both how biographical
disruptions emerge and the consequences of this disruption. These findings make space
for future investigations into precarity, insecurity, and/or austerity.



*All names are pseudonyms.
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