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Time = Money? 

Robert Jacobsen 

 

The adage “time is money” is intended to discourage us from wasting that precious com-
modity: the 24 hours allotted to us daily. It implies that our hours have value because they 
can be converted into dollars by however we can earn income, by selling our products, our 
labor, even our advice. It has been said that we can  know about an individual if  we see his 
bank account and his calendar, implying that these are unrelated areas. In fact, when we 
look at time/money tradeoffs, we see that they’re deeply connected.  

The benefit in putting a monetary value on your time is that it 
gives you a baseline for a much broader discussion of how you 
value and spend your time. Ultimately, this is all about tradeoffs 
we make in choosing one activity over another for any segment 
of time. Questionnaires that help you analyze your time/money 
tradeoffs abound on the internet. Typically they start with estab-
lishing what you can or do earn in an hour. Amount earned 
(gross income net of taxes and, perhaps, work-related expenses) 
divided by hours spent. Use that hourly income number to com-
pare to choices you make for time usage. What is the relative 
monetary value? 

Then consider every hour in which you do not earn income, as “free time.” (Yes, including 
the hours in which you shop for groceries, clean your house, paint your living room, mow 
the lawn, sleep, and eat.) Now consider the tradeoffs represented by those choices. Why are 
you doing these things instead of turning time into money? Admittedly they need to be 
done. However, they don’t all need to be done by you. By hiring someone to mow the lawn 
or clean your house, you’ve put a price on those activities, and have decided that the extra 
hour of profitable time is worth the price of outsourcing. Another example of a tradeoff is a 
decision between taking an expensive direct flight or the 2 layover flight which costs far 
less. How much value do you put on the time saved relative to the cost difference? How 
much time would you allot to driving around to find a lower cost item? Does it make finan-
cial sense? Or perhaps it makes personal sense? You might enjoy mowing. 

The value of free time is marginal, and varies from person to person depending upon how 
much time you have. Free time is far more valuable to the corporate VP working 12 hours a 
day than to a retail clerk working 8 hours. It also varies between individuals depending 
upon how much their time is worth. The cost of outsourcing lawncare likely is much lower 
than the VP’s calculated income/time value, but higher than that of the clerk.  Thus the 
value placed on time varies with wealth levels and how crowded your schedule is. This 
doesn’t change with retirement when income levels and levels of busyness still are factors. 

(Generally, retirees have plenty to do.) 

 Finally, the value an individual places on free time varies with 
personal ideals, beliefs and preferences, as well as with personal 
drive and vitality. People who know what they’d do with free time 
value it highly, and it’s not always about money. The woman who 
finds fulfillment in volunteering and quilting, the man who loves 
golf  and playing in a band, both are apt to be willing to pay more 
for those extra hours. They usually don’t measure these hours 
against their hourly income potential, yet they demand a  lot to give 
up any free time for more income. There also are people, including 
corporate execs and handymen who regularly sacrifice free time 

used in almost any pursuit (family outings, personal health, community service) in order to 
work more hours. 

Really, the adage  should be: “Time has value.” Using a financial baseline gets us thinking 
about tradeoffs for our time, but what we end up examining  is how we use our time. 

Continued p.2 
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Finding Fun in the Irrational 

 

Nothing personal,  Ms. Yellen, but we don’t generally think of economists as fun-loving. Yet Richard 
Thaler, an economist at University of Chicago, is  known to be fun, even mischievous.  He seems to get 
so much amusement out of the crazy and irrational things people do that his research and writing on the 
subject won him a Nobel Prize in Economics. Thaler is the second luminary of the Behavioral Econom-
ics school to be so honored, following Daniel Kahneman, a psychologist, who won the  prize in 2002.  

The two Nobelists’ contributions have been in showing that, contrary to the traditional economic wis-
dom, human beings are not rational in their financial behavior. People make decisions against their own 
self-interest quite consistently. Most important, the erroneous choices people make are not random but 
predictable. If even faulty decisions can be anticipated, this research is of great value to policymakers. 
In designing economic policies on a national level, it’s possible to “nudge” individuals towards choices 
which benefit them personally and support stability in the economy. This is also true on the company 
level. 

Nudge: Improving Decisions about Health, Wealth and Happiness is the title of the book Thaler published in 2008. In 
Nudge, Thaler and co-author Cass Sustein argue that a small change in the environment can have a large impact on deci-
sion making. People can be prodded or “nudged” in a direction by manipulating the way choices are presented, also known 
as “choice architecture.” As examples: altering the  location of nutritious food v. junk food in a school cafeteria can in-
crease healthy choices. Because of inertia, and a reticence to give away money for no current reward, employees are more 
likely to invest in a retirement plan if the option is offered as the default (an “opt-out” basis) not opt-in.  Also, employees 
may increase savings if offered a  “Save More Tomorrow” plan which looks ahead to making savings deposits in the fu-
ture, perhaps when associated with a salary boost.  Misbehaving: The Making of Behavioral Economics, which came out 
in 2015, further presented Thaler’s research using entertaining illustrations. Reading about the common predictable errors 
of logic, you’ll see yourself. Which of us doesn’t value loss higher than the same amount of gain? Which of us isn’t deter-
mined to get transaction utility out of a sunk cost (“These shoes are killing me but they cost a lot and I’m wearing them!”)  
Don’t we all place special monetary value on something we got for free? (Thaler calls that the “endowment effect.”) When 
asked how he planned to spend his prize money, Thaler pointed out that the question itself was based on another irrational 
practice: Mental Accounting, seeing amounts of money as attached to a single budget category when truly it’s all one pool.  

While Thaler is having fun,  his findings may improve and rationalize our behaviors.  

 

A.Markman, “Mental Accounting and Self-Control, "Psychology Today, 10/9/17. B. Appelbaum, “Nobel Prize in Economics Awarded to Richard Tha-
ler,” mobile.NYTimes.com,  10/9/17, M. Lewis, “The Economist Who Realized How Crazy We Are,” Bloomberg View, 5/29/15, “The Nobel Committee 
Recognizes the Obvious,” Bloomberg View, 10/9/17,”The Nobel Prize in Economics rewards a  Pioneer of Nudges,” TheEconomist.com 10/9/17 

 

The point is not to goad us into spending more of our time on profitable pursuits. Rather, it forces us to see our 24 hours as a 
valuable commodity which can be spent in many ways. Every hour represents a tradeoff, a choice of doing one thing over 
another. It encourages us to put a price on time we spend without financial reward. If I look at my day, midnight to mid-
night, and list how my time was spent, I can make some observations and decisions. Is that allocation working for me? Does 
it represent my values? Most important, knowing that this is a zero sum game: are there more  fulfilling uses for some of 
that time? What would I do with, say, 3 extra hours and where would it come from? And,  having an idea of how much I can 
earn in an hour, do I still want to sacrifice  so many of my hours to non-profitable activities? What would I do with more 
income?  

Retirees are perhaps the weakest at such analysis because we start retirement bathed in the wonder of having have more 
“free time” than ever. That’s why, if we are not careful, we can end up overloaded with volunteer work that we accept be-
fore we face the zero sum reality of time.  Tracking our time usage, and evaluating our return in terms of income, satisfac-
tion, social good, whatever the measure, is a good exercise to do on a  regular basis, perhaps every 2  years or whenever a 
significant life transition occurs.   

M.McGrath, How much is your time really worth?” www.forbes.com, 3/25/16, S.Shellenbarger, “Do You Know what Your Time is Really 
Worth?”www.wsj.com, 7/21/15, “How Much is Your Time Worth?”  https://chrisquillbean.com., Jamesclear.com/value-of-time, ClearerThinking.org/ 
What- is -Your-Time -Really -Worth -to -You?, C. Murdough, bog.hellowsign,com/a-simple-way-to-calculate-what-your-time-is-worth, 4/21/15. 
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Economic and Financial Overview  

In the third quarter, the financial markets across the world continued their relatively smooth performance. And why not?  The 
global economy exhibited a steady and synchronized expansion with low inflation, and little risk of recession. Central Banks 
remained generally accommodative.  
 
In the U.S., economic data was encouraging. The housing market was firm, the labor market was tight with higher wages yet 
still with no sign of surging inflation, corporate earnings were solid, and both manufacturing activity and auto sales posted 
their best pace of the year in September. Investor confidence has been strong, supporting healthy stock market returns and 
positive results in fixed income. In this second longest bull market since World War II, domestic stocks in nearly all sectors 
performed well. The S&P 500 Index of large cap domestic stocks increased by 4.5% in the quarter bringing it to +14.2% for 
the year-to-date and registering its eighth straight quarterly gain for the first time since 1997. Domestic small-caps (Russell 
2000 Index) rose by +5.1% for the quarter and +10.9% on a year-to-date basis. Growth stocks continued their leadership but  
there was a “soft rotation” to value in September. Daily activity had low volatility, and there has been no day with a 5% or 
more market drop in nearly a year. The major threats to the relative serenity in the markets have been the geopolitical risk of 
military confrontation with North Korea, global terrorism, and the chaos in Washington.  
 
Among developed markets, all foreign equities prospered as Japan, and all European markets but for Russia’s, had gains 
(MSCI EAFE Index: +5.4% for the quarter, +20% YTD). The MSCI Emerging Markets Index rose by +7% quarterly and 
+27.8% YTD.  
 
Domestic bond returns were positive. The Barclay’s US Aggregate Bond Index rose +0.9% in the third quarter, +3.1% YTD. 
After hiking short term interest rates in the first two quarters, the Federal Open Market Committee paused in the third quar-
ter, leaving expectations for another tightening before year-end, and perhaps two in 2018. With an eye to normalizing the 
balance sheet, the FOMC announced a plan to reduce holdings over the next 4-5 years, beginning in October. Note that 
Chairman Yellen’s term  ends in February, 2018. It is possible that she will not be reappointed.  

Good News! You’re Getting Paid Enough 

How often have you heard someone say, “I’m not getting paid enough.”  Probably every salaried or per-hour employee has 
said that one time or more. It’s unusual for workers to believe themselves to be overpaid. It’s common to have an erroneous 
belief that the person in the next office has a larger paycheck, inferior skills or a poorer work ethic. Many employees have 
experienced disdain for a boss, seeing that individual as an “overpaid idiot.” They may have notions about industry standard 
pay levels for their job category. In light of such assumptions, employees often believe themselves to be exploited, at least 
to some extent. 

Sometimes an individual’s income isn’t enough for their needs, and could be low by any standard. Yet the statement that 
“I’m not paid enough” is false by simple logic. The purpose to run out this logic is partially to validate the boss’ position, 
but more to encourage workers to move beyond their resentments and make a career change if necessary and possible.  

“Not enough” implies that the unhappy employee could and should be paid more for their work in their par-
ticular position. The worker’s obvious remedy is for the employer (or the supervisor) to offer more. However, 
the bottom-line for those individuals is to pay no more than is required to maintain the worker at a level that 
keeps him (her) working in the job at a certain level of productivity and contentment, and within legal 
bounds. That’s all. The employer is not motivated to pay more unless there is a danger of losing that employ-
ee. Thus, the pay is not likely to become “enough” from the worker’s perspective. 

The employee will continue to say that he isn’t earning enough, but may be declaring, with his decision to 
remain in the job, that, in fact, the pay is adequate.  If he could get more money in a new job, without sacrific-
ing aspects he values in the current  job: the hours, commute, benefits, vacation time, location and culture, for 
example, he would. His pay must be enough because he can’t or won’t do better.  It’s a hard  truth, but per-
haps a useful one. Resentment concerning pay can sour a work experience. The remedy is to evaluate one’s 
options, and then either find a new job or recognize that you’re where you should be. Smile. You’re getting paid enough. 



The information contained herein should not be construed as personalized investment advice. There is no guarantee that the views or opinions 
expressed in this newsletter will be realized. Assabet Advisors, LLC (“Assabet”) is a Massachusetts state registered investment adviser.  This 
newsletter is limited to the dissemination of general information pertaining to its investment advisory services. For information pertaining to the 
registration status of Assabet, refer to the Investment Adviser Public Disclosure web site (www.adviserinfo.sec.gov). For additional information 
about Assabet, including fees and services, ask us for our disclosure statement as set forth on Form ADV, or find it on our website.  
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Dealing with the Intangible 
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A major reason that individuals above a “certain age” ignore bitcoins is that understanding the new cryptocurrency requires a 
level of  comfort with the language and concepts of digital technology. Never mind that our financial lives rarely require us to 
touch actual physical currency. The notion that a  currency is fully intangible unnerves us. While the amounts registered in our 

bank balances are backed ultimately by actual currency, there is no real-life physical coin resembling this 
bitcoin image. In addition, we also may feel insecure making financial transactions without the familiar gov-
erning hand of an intermediary financial institution such as a bank. However, these are two things that the 
digital world makes available to us: value that is symbolic but not intrinsic, and greater personal or direct ac-
cess in communication, transactions and other areas. Bitcoin is an online financial network for making and 
receiving payments. Bitcoins themselves are merely codes, strings of data, which transfer value and can be 
received, stored and sent digitally with no central administrator or repository. They can be used in exchange 
for other currencies, for products and services, or held speculatively as an investment. Bitcoins have been 

used as a hedge against high inflation or government turmoil, as in Argentina or the  Cyprian  financial crisis of  2012-2013. 
Bitcoin usage is growing as more businesses and financial  institutions  accept them. Currently, bitcoins are  accepted by ven-
dors as diverse as Overstock.com, Expedia, charities, eGifter (gift cards) and a growing number of restaurants.  

Bitcoin was announced in 2008 and introduced the next year by an individual (or group of individuals) going by the pseudo-
nym of Satoshi Nakamato, as a “system for electronic transactions without relying on trust” (in financial institutions). The sys-
tem was revolutionary in that it circumvented the control of banks and governments over transactions, and, because of its cryp-
tological nature, implemented transactions that were both irreversible and anonymous. There is no institutional gatekeeper be-
cause the bitcoin software  is “open-source,” or  open digitally to all, and the transactions are made on a peer-to-peer basis.  In 
other words, I make a financial transaction directly with you, rather than sending you a check on my bank account, to be pro-
cessed and recorded by the bank, for a fee. Advantages to bitcoins include the lack of an intermediary with its higher fees, arbi-
trary limits, and ability to freeze accounts, as well as anonymity, speed, and a greater measure of security.  

Instead of private institutional records, in which the participants are named, bitcoin transactions are recorded publicly in a dis-
tributed ledger called a “blockchain.” People called “miners” using  powerful bitcoin computers verify and process all bitcoin 
transactions by solving complex math problems. They ensure  that the transaction’s participants  are who they say they are 
(identified not by name or social security number but by “private keys,” or codes),  and that bitcoins are not spent  more than 
once. Once a series of transactions have been verified,  they combine to form a new block of data for the public ledger  and are 
added to the blockchain, permanent and  unalterable. The miners are paid for their efforts by the receipt of new bitcoins. This 
is how the number of bitcoins expands.   

Transactions are pseudonymous and can’t be traced to real world identities. Therefore, private keys offer more security than is 
available in a bank account. Bitcoin transactions are rapid. They exist in a global context, and they are irreversible.  

Price volatility is one drawbacks to bitcoins.  In 2014, bitcoins were 18 times as volatile as the US dollar and 8  times as vola-
tile as the S&P 500 stock index. The major negative to bitcoins on an aggregate level is what is an advantage to individual in-
vestors: the anonymity. Cutting out the middle-man can reduce the complexity and cost of global transactions, but financial 
institutions also perform an oversight role as they help prevent money laundering, drug sales, and tax evasion. There is interna-
tional concern about the possibility of bitcoin use by terrorist organizations. Financial regulators across the world are trying to 
collaborate in enacting bitcoin regulations without eliminating the benefits. 

This cryptocurrency was designed to reach a maximum level of  21 million bitcoins, a number achieved through the payments 
to miners. When the cap is attained, other methods to manage the ledger securely will pertain. As one bitcoin specialist wrote: 
“baby steps. Bitcoin is a star-trek level money. We need to reach global prosperity while minting the new  monetary system 
into existence.” Meanwhile, we can learn to get comfortable with the digital world of intangibles. 

Www.buybitcoinworldwide.com, r. grant, “Bitcoin for Idiots,” 2/17/14, https://venturebeat.com, “Where Can I Spend a BTC?” 
4/20/17, https://support.coinbase.com, www.bitcoin.com, www.bitcoin.com, T. Lee, “12 Questions about Bitcoin You Were 
Too Embarrassed to Ask,” 10/19/13, www.washingtonpost.com 
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