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Abstract 

Change has always been an issue for studies in politics and economics. However, 

there are few systematic treatments of institutions. This paper exemplifies how 

institutions (i.e., rules, norms and conventions) relate to the time-geography 

concepts of constraints, which affect different agents, policy-making, as well as 

economic performance. 

   This paper seeks to advance the current discussion and sets some groundwork for 

further elaboration on economic and political change from an ontological 

perspective based in time-geography. It offers an initial exploration of the analysis 

of institutional change by a conceptualization of constraints in time-geography.  

   The contribution of this study lies in the fact that insights from a time-geography 

approach have the ability to make the evolutionary perspective more coherent in 

empirically-related works when grading and ordering institutions of relevance 

concerning economic and political evolvement.  
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Introduction 

Traditional economic institutions, such as the financial firm, as well as traditional 

political institutions, like legislature, the legal system and the state, are often coupled 

with (and seen as) something stable and consistent (March & Olsen, 1989; North 2005). 

Even if the institutions are stable and the institutional analysis focuses on stability, they 

are not denying change; yet institutions are often considered limited when describing and 

explaining change. As Tolbert et al. (2011) states, research focusing on change has 

mainly been performed in established organizations and not on new, formative ones. 

The (neo-) institutional approach formed through the economic paradigm of 

neoclassical theory was not created to understand economic development processes. This 

problem (or even paradox!) has been approached by evolutionary economics (Nelson & 

Winter, 1982). The evolutionary economic theory takes on a different approach to the  
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analysis of economic phenomena. While mainstream economics reasoning postulates 

scarce resources and rational agents as maximizing one’s individual welfare, evolutionary 

economics focuses on non-equilibrium processes that emerge from actions of diverse 

agents in cumulative causation (Nelson, 2005). Institutional economists, like North 

(2005), argue that neoclassical economic theory has overlooked the importance of 

institutions, which are the building blocks that account for the dynamic of change. These 

institutions function both as procedures to get things done and constraints on action at the 

same time and they are often defined as a result of human evolution. Institutions create 

the identification of opportunities by entrepreneurs and entrepreneurs are also taking 

advantage of them (Tolbert et al, 2011). In short, institutions shape economic 

performance.  

Obvious is that different political and economic systems intersect and change over 

time, but the processes also compete for space and resources. Thus, change is also spatial. 

Awareness of time and space is therefore essential in the analysis of change and can even 

further deepen the evolutionary approach of economic change. These concepts are 

provided and conceptualized in the time-geography approach and can even further 

elucidate the interpretations of evolutionary economic logics. 

Problem and purpose 

The puzzle, in this case, is the paradox between adaptation over time to the norm or 

institution and the evolution, which is creating these norms and institutions. Although 

there is some compliance between institutional and evolutionary ideas, this theoretical 

dilemma still needs study. This paper proposes that the time-geography perspective may 

serve as an ontological base for a theoretical approach towards institutional change in 

evolutionary economics. Time-geography has developed over the years and has provided 

a framework for, among other theories, the study of diffusion of innovations (Rogers, 

1962) social theory (Giddens, 1984) and migration and transportation (Lenntorp, 1977; 

2004). It is proposed in this paper that this approach can also contribute to an extended 

interpretation of evolutionary economics.  

This theoretically-combined argument is built on three ways of mirroring time-

geography and institutional perspectives. First, time-geography has a process-oriented 

perspective (Thrift, 2005). It is crucial that it is just not a chain of events, but rather 

multiple, interactive processes and the effects of these. Second, this paper will show that 

institutions (i.e., rules, norms and conventions) relate to the time-geography concepts of 

constraints, which affect agents and policy-making as well as economic performance. 

Third, institutional theory and time-geography share the view that power is expressed 

through constraints and/or formal and informal institutions. In the evolutionary 

understanding of the economy the political process is often treated as a black box. A 

further challenge is therefore to also develop power analysis based in time-geographic 

conceptions.  

However, the overall purpose is to lay out the contours of an analysis of 

institutional development based on the conceptualization of constraints in time-

geography. Also, the analytical potential of continuous adaptive processes is discussed in 

relations to institutional theory and evolutionary economics.  



3 

 

Time geography – its power and possibilities 

The basics of human biological needs and resources are in all societies basically equal. 

The biophysical surroundings, the foundation of language, technological progress, and 

institutional systems (i.e., the economy, politics, and religion) exist in all cultures and 

both constrain and permit opportunities for human life. The basic axiom of time-

geography says: Everything that is, is in time and space (Hägerstrand, 1991). Sztompka 

captures the essence of time-geography in the following quote: 

Ontologically speaking, society as a steady state does not and cannot exist. All social 

reality is pure dynamics, a flow of changes of various speeds, intensity, rhythm and tempo. 

(Sztompka, 1993:9) 

The approach is social-scientific if one means relationships in time and space. A central 

component in the time-geographic approach is the typical illustrations of time and space. 

These illustrative models use methods to map processes, their participants, the constraints 

they experience, available resources and other time-spatial specific concepts like norms, 

routines and natural preconditions. Thus, change over time is the most basic idea and 

these aforementioned models can be used to illustrate time-spatial processes. A similar 

process orientation is a basic foundation of change in institutional analysis (Mahoney & 

Thelen, 2010; Ostrom, 2005; Streeck, & Thelen, 2005; Schneider & Teske, 1992), even if 

not as easily visualized. Thus, there is a potential to take the institutional analysis even 

further. This process-oriented perspective on political and economic change could serve 

as an ontological purview to broaden the perspective of what social changes are formed 

by and when and where a particular form takes place.  

The basic concepts in time-geography mapping time and space (Hägerstrand, 

1991) are not verbal, numerical, or mathematical, but rather a notation inspired by 

musical notation. Hägerstrand argues that the notation expresses a succession in time, 

which the musical notation of a streaming substance of sound does. Even if the notation 

has its boundaries and the process risks being too complicated to be pictured in a lucid 

way, one does not have to give up its basic principles. Rather, it can demonstrate 

contextual principles in which one can place other theories to explain time-spatial 

processes.  

The time-geographic notation can solely contribute to mapping circumstances and 

arrangements in time and space rather than being an explanatory perspective. The time-

geography notation supports a problematization of processes and can manifest 

competition of space, time and other resources. Thus, it is not a theory but rather a 

contextual conception.   

In the basic time-geography model, individual movements can be visualized 

(Figure 1). If the space is considered as a compressed surface and if the y-axis is denoting 

time we can create an image of individual movements in time and space.  
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Figure 1: The basic time-geographic model 

 

The individual movements in time are described by the trajectory (T) and different places 

in space pictured by K1 and K2. An isolated occurrence will, in this model, be illustrated 

as a point, but it must have both a state of time and space. Different locations in time and 

space are ruled by different institutional logics, which are the cognitive maps by which 

the individuals navigate. Here arise several questions that have to be answered through 

empirical investigations. How does a specific individual handle new systems of norms? 

How do individuals overcome inert factors and deal with dysfunctional institutions? And 

which are the possibilities and restrictions that create a pattern of how to act in each 

system of norms? To answer these questions empirical data collection is required and 

needs to be both of high quality and neatly organized.  

The concept of individuals stresses Hägerstrand (2009) is to have a further 

meaning than other living creatures. Rather, it should be understood as a coherent 

“package”, that can be a human, an animal, an organism, a population, a firm, a 

governmental body, an organization or an artifact.   

By pointing out the constraints of individuals (these are all indivisibles) in a given 

situation it is possible to give an overview of the potential outcomes (Hägerstrand, 2009; 

Ellegård & Nordell, 1997; Committee of regional investigation (Expertgruppen för 

regional utredningsverksamhet), 1970). Constraints of capacity can be spatial, mental, 

biological and intellectual. Constraints of connection can be seen in relationship to 

individuals with intentional power and relationship to artifacts without intentional power. 

Finally, constraints of authority are expressed through both restrictions of laws and 

regulations and also discourses, norms and cultures. They are also expressed through the 

power of human individuals in relation to other individuals. To bring in various 

constraints to describe structures or institutions is necessary to explain behavior that 

simpler analyses cannot. These concepts will later on be related to the evolutionary 

economic concepts of bounded rationality, interdependencies and competition.  

The different forms of constraints on the individual also rely on different 

approaches to power. To take place in time, one must have the power to occur at that 

specific time. The lack of power analysis is a quite common problem in geography in 

general, and thus it has opened up for the so called New Cultural Geography (Atkinson, 

2005) that still has much to learn of power analysis. Giddens (1984) formulates criticism 

towards time-geography when he concludes that, “Time-geography involves only a 

weakly developed theory of power”. However, he sees a potential in the “constraints” of  
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which Hägerstrand speaks are all modalities for the engendering and sustaining of 

structure of domination” (Giddens, 1984:117). The time-geographic meaning of power 

opens for a combined understanding of power, assembling all different forms and 

meanings of power, which is needed for a time-geographic analysis since it includes all 

these different forms of “individuals” that make up the processes in time-space. The 

discursive meaning of power is usually seen as more complex. Foucault (1997) states that 

no one possesses power; that power is just expressed through its consequences and these 

can be recognized in agents behavior. The concept of power will, however, only be 

briefly elaborated upon in this paper. 

But time-geography, as mentioned in the beginning, has developed over the years 

and laid ground for, among other theories the study of diffusion of innovations (Rogers 

1962) social theory (Giddens 1984) and migration and transportation (see for ex Lenntorp 

1977; 2004). Even if there are theoretical ambitions in the time-geography approach, it is 

mainly ontological with explicit methodology and descriptive tools.  

Five basic characteristics ground the idea of time-geography (Thrift 2005). First, 

Thrift points out the power of “thereness”, what in contemporary discourses may be seen 

as an analysis of a “physical mindfulness”. Second, he points at time-geography’s holistic 

approach in considering time and space as more than socially-constructed categories. 

Third, time-geography is applicable to both humans and inanimate objects. Fourth, he 

states that time-geography offers a geographical ethics centered on “wise use of time and 

space”. Finally, he argues that time-geography provides a language that can “register the 

world in different ways”. These five basic, almost ontological, statements indicate 

institutional change and time-geography. This implies an extension of the analysis of 

time in political and economic institutional changes. These perspectives, in combination 

with the conceptualization of constraints, will be further developed and discussed as a 

potential for temporal institutional analysis.  

The basic idea in time-geography (Asplund, 1983) is whether different actions 

and choice of possibilities is limited within time and space. You could say it is all about 

the possibilities in putting through a certain effort. Essentially it is not the time-use in 

itself that is important, but rather the constrains that moderate the time-use and binds the 

time-use into different options of action. Possibilities and limitations that arise are 

dependent of how the surroundings are structured. What is controlling the competition 

from one action to another is also important. Thus, focus is at constrains in time-space. 

To conclude this section, this approach in time-geography is appropriate to be 

viewed as social scientific in the sense that time-spatial relationships in the world 

determine what is suitable to do and not to do. The morphological approach in time-

geography (i.e. the study of form and structure) does not leave out social questions, which 

one can be seduced to think. Hägerstrand (2009:124, auth. trans.) explain that, “The lack 

of habit in concretizing social flows in material and time-spatial concepts lead to that 

reaction. The social power – aware or unseen – is crucial to direct trajectories and access 

to space inside the physical, legal and other established rights”. Further he stresses that 

the place of control is an open question. A science of joining different perspectives is 

needed to illuminate these relations, he ascertains. 
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Political and economic institutions, constraints and 

competing opportunities 

Within social sciences, models of flow patterns have similarities with biological models 

of ecosystems (Hägerstrand, 1991a). Models of ecosystems stress biochemical flows of 

material, energy and information. In similar ways are flows of economic activities studied 

in input and output models (Leontief, (1986[1966]). Also in political science there are 

similar models in which policy flows are studied in an input and output perspective 

(Easton, 1965). Though, this is only spatial processes. Several scholars (for example 

Pollitt, 2008; North, 2005; Pierson, 2004; Thelen 2000; Lundquist, 1994) have 

emphasized the need for temporal aspects, since earlier events give meaning to the 

development. Time-geography goes one step further and thinks of these movements as 

flows in time as well. In this perspective societies and human communication are not 

static objects but rather processes that run constantly. Individuals (agents) do not act in a 

passive structure but live within it, change it and return to it in similar ways as plants and 

animals in an evolutionary way. The concept of evolution deserves a further elaboration 

but is not within the scope of this paper. Instead we will take a closer look at 

Hägerstrand’s concepts of constraints, which address several intersections between time-

geography and institutional theory.  

Institutions are a structural phenomenon articulated by patterns of rules and 

norms. All human activity demands a structure that defines what is appropriate to do in a 

certain situation. North (2005) talks about institutions as the rules of the game, and about 

humans as the players in the game. He argues that to understand change, and not only 

economic growth, institutions seem appropriate to begin with. 

The institutional prerequisites function as a frame to what is possible. The rules or 

norms specify what is appropriate to do in a certain situation (i.e. an adequate logic). This 

is not deterministic since agents are not slaves under the institutional logics (March & 

Olsen, 1984). They are parts of other institutional norms and consequently have pressure 

from more than one direction. Agents also transfer knowledge in several ways. These 

norms are forming, not determining. Agency and attitudes adjust to the logic in a given 

institution. Within a particular situation, the agent can only choose according to their 

perception of the possibilities and constraints in the situation (Wilsford, 2010). In 

analyzing crucial situations, where institutions are perceived as dysfunctional or unstable, 

the outcome of agency can be observed (Ostrom, 2005). These observed interactions in a 

certain institutional setting become visible in a long-term perspective. Institutions can 

function as constraints, but they can also offer possibilities.  

But how will these constraints fit into an institutional theory? To repeat in short, 

constraints of capacity regulate individual limitations on issues like education, finance, 

social and medical grounds. Constraints of authority regulate freedom of action and 

access through instructions, routines, rules and laws which control what is allowed to be 

done and who is allowed to make choices. Constraints of coupling regulate individual 

possibilities to act in the social, economic or technical environment. In the next section, a 

closer look will be taken at these constraints and how they relate to the concepts of 

bounded rationality, competition and interdependency.  

Constraints of capacity and bounded rationality 

Constraints of capacity can be divided into spatial, biological, mental and intellectual  
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(Hägerstrand, 1991). This can be illustrated by an example of a disabled person. 

Equilibrium problems, reduced muscle capacity, and reduced mobility in arms or legs can 

make it difficult to move throughout space. Also breathing problems and acute pain can 

make it difficult to move. There can also be difficulties in processing and interpreting 

information due to speech or language concerns. One could also say that this concerns the 

individual’s power over themselves. How the disabilities cause difficulties in relation to 

the surroundings varies of course. Also how the surroundings look is dependent on how 

human and non-human resources of power interact.  

The point is that the cognitive limitations of individuals’ minds and the limited 

amount of time they have to make a decision are essential in decision-making. Bounded 

rationality, coined by Simon (1967[1955]), is based on the idea that rationality in 

decision-making is limited by the information individuals have and takes into account the 

cognitive limitations of both knowledge and cognitive capacity. The concept of bounded 

rationality revises the assumption that perfectly rational decisions are often not feasible in 

practice. Individuals apply their rationality only after having greatly simplified the 

choices available. Thus, the decision-maker is searching for a satisfactory solution rather 

than the optimal one.  

This could be exemplified by an entrepreneur or a firm. The entrepreneur’s 

capacity articulated in knowledge and cognitive ability is conveyed already by 

Schumpeter (1983[1934]). The entrepreneur is a protagonist, willing to invest their 

resources, time, energy, reputation and money with a purpose to bring in future returns.  

A similar reasoning could also be used when speaking of the capacity of the firm 

expressed as its liquidity, debts ratio and equity ratio, i.e. the firm’s financial strength and 

ability to meet its payment obligations. 

Constraints of authority and competition 

Further, constraints of authority can be categorized as follows (Ellegård & Nordell, 1997, 

Wihlborg, 2005): Constraints of authority of human individuals’ power in relation to 

other individuals, constraints of authority expressed through rules and laws (formal 

institutions) and constraints of authority expressed through discourses, norms and culture 

(informal institutions). This can be interpreted as an individual’s power over another. To 

the disabled person this can be all about the placement of a clothes hanger to how access 

ramps are shaped. In designing a ramp in a correct way there are tools, guidelines and 

policies based on law and regulations on access and also on knowledge in disability 

associations. Constraints on authority expressed through discourses, norms and culture 

have to do with attitudes and values that exist in the community.  

The crucial thing is that constraints of authority have an obvious relation to 

power. The striving to attain a position of power is best described by the concept of 

competition. Competition as a concept exists in natural sciences as well as in social 

sciences and can be described as a contest of resources, goods, social status, or 

leadership. Adam Smith (1998[1776]) described it as allocating resources to the most 

highly-valued users. Constraints of authority could, for example, be the constitutional 

prerequisites that regulate the market, but also informal financial behavior and local 

traditions. Every entrepreneurial effort which challenges existing economic boundaries 

can mean difficulties. As in the example above, the entrepreneur has to deal with the 

reaction of the social environment against the person trying to create something new. In 

economic life this can be expressed by the resistance of those who feel threatened by an 

innovation for political or financial reasons. 
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Constraints of coupling and interdependency 

Constraints of coupling can be separated into two groups; Constraints of coupling in 

relation to human individuals with intentional power, and non-human individuals 

(artifacts) with no intentional power (Whilborg, 2005). This means that constraints of 

coupling regulate, for instance, a nursing staff’s possibility to coordinate patient meetings 

and communicate with patients and other citizens by technical artifacts. The disabled 

person in the above-mentioned examples can further be dependent on a wheelchair to 

move around or technical resources to communicate. The possibilities of how the 

disabled can connect to other parts of the society are also dependent on how, for example, 

buses, telephones and doorposts are constructed.  

The core issue is that individuals may be emotionally, economically, ecologically 

and/or morally responsible to each other. The term interdependence is a mutual 

relationship between individuals (actors) and implies that one individual cannot act apart 

from another. The obvious examples are, of course, agreements between firms and 

contracts with partners, customers, or clients.  

A view supported by Tapscott & Williams (2010) is that computer technology has 

enabled greater communication, interaction and interdependencies. They state that 

interdependency is transforming businesses and the world in general, “In an age when 

everything and everyone is interconnected through networks of glass and air, no one, no 

business, organization, government agency, country or society, is an island” (Tapscott & 

Williams, 2010: 34). They see interdependency as one of the principles that facilitate 

progress in knowledge and innovation.  

Technological innovations are a critical interface between actors and biophysical 

surroundings and institutional systems. Since they (i.e., the Internet, mobile phone or the 

tablet computer) change human behavior, and thereby have an impact on institutions. 

Also the converse is true; institutions have an impact on how technical innovations are 

used. Further, the progress of social technologies is dependent on the adaption and 

implementation of physical technologies.  

Conclusions 

In the paper it is demonstrated and exemplified how institutions and constraints relate to 

each other. While above-mentioned examples could of course be elaborated upon, they 

show that it is not easy to interpret how to categorize one’s empirical data in relation to 

the concept of constraints. However, this is something I read as Hägerstrand leaves to the 

object of the study and its purpose. It is ascertained that all of the concepts of constraints 

contain some kind of power dimension, which deserves to be elaborated upon.  

Although this view may stand in contrast to more conventional theoretical 

approaches, it requires discussion and consideration, since influence of limiting forces 

and structures are often ignored. The aim has been to set out some groundwork to show 

that the concepts of constraints have the possibility to give a more nuanced understanding 

of the dynamics and limits of policy-making and policy agency processes. By this, the 

time-geographic concepts have potential to be helpful in empirically-related works when 

grading and ordering institutions of relevance concerning economic and political 

evolution. Since the focal point is on constraints in time space, a further challenge is how 

to visualize this in the time-geography model.  
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