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Abstract 

Time regulation in the United States represents a complex intersection of geography, 

law, science, and public policy. From the establishment of standard time zones under the 

Standard Time Act of 1918 to the implementation of daylight saving time under the Uniform 

Time Act of 1966, timekeeping has evolved in response to economic, technological, and social 

demands. This paper examines the historical origins of standardized time, the legal framework 

governing time zones and daylight saving time (DST), the role of federal agencies in 

maintaining official time, and contemporary debates surrounding time reform. It argues that 

while time regulation has enhanced national coordination and economic efficiency, ongoing 

controversies regarding DST and regional time disparities reveal persistent tensions between 

uniformity and local autonomy. 

  



 

 

Introduction 

Time regulation is a foundational element of modern society, structuring economic 

activity, transportation systems, communication networks, and governance. In the United 

States, the management of time zones and daylight saving time reflects a deliberate effort to 

balance geographic realities with administrative efficiency. Although timekeeping may appear 

purely technical, it is deeply embedded in legal authority, federal oversight, and political 

negotiation (United States Department of Transportation [USDOT], 2022). 

The purpose of this paper is to analyze the development and regulation of time in the 

United States. Specifically, it examines (a) the historical creation of standard time zones, (b) 

the legal framework governing time regulation, (c) the scientific basis for official time 

measurement, and (d) contemporary challenges to the existing system. 

Historical Development of Standard Time 

Prior to the late nineteenth century, time was determined locally. Cities and towns set 

clocks according to solar time, creating significant discrepancies between regions. As railroads 

expanded across the continental United States, inconsistencies in local time created logistical 

difficulties and safety concerns (Bartky, 2007). 

In 1883, American railroads voluntarily adopted standardized time zones. This informal 

system divided the country into four primary zones: Eastern, Central, Mountain, and Pacific. 

Federal authority over time was formalized through the Standard Time Act of 1918, which 

established official time zones and introduced daylight saving time during World War I 

(Standard Time Act of 1918). 

The Standard Time Act marked the first federal intervention in time regulation, 

reflecting the increasing need for national coordination during wartime industrialization. 

Legal Framework Governing Time Regulation 

The Standard Time Act of 1918 



 

 

The Standard Time Act codified the four time zones across the contiguous United States 

and authorized federal oversight of time boundaries (Standard Time Act of 1918). Although 

daylight saving time was initially repealed after World War I, the time zone structure remained 

intact. 

The Uniform Time Act of 1966 

To address inconsistent observance of daylight saving time among states, Congress 

enacted the Uniform Time Act of 1966, which standardized the start and end dates for DST 

across participating states (Uniform Time Act of 1966). The Act allowed states to opt out of 

DST but prohibited independent modification of observance dates. 

Currently, most states observe DST from the second Sunday of March to the first 

Sunday of November, though Hawaii and most of Arizona do not observe DST (USDOT, 

2022). 

Federal Oversight 

The U.S. Department of Transportation oversees time zone boundaries and ensures 

compliance with federal statutes (USDOT, 2022). Meanwhile, the National Institute of 

Standards and Technology (NIST) maintains official U.S. time using atomic clocks 

synchronized with Coordinated Universal Time (UTC) (National Institute of Standards and 

Technology [NIST], 2023). 

Scientific Basis of Official Time 

Modern timekeeping relies on Coordinated Universal Time (UTC), which replaced 

Greenwich Mean Time (GMT) as the international time standard. UTC is based on atomic 

clock precision and global synchronization protocols (NIST, 2023). 

Each U.S. time zone is defined by its offset relative to UTC: 

• Eastern Standard Time (EST): UTC −5 

• Central Standard Time (CST): UTC −6 



 

 

• Mountain Standard Time (MST): UTC −7 

• Pacific Standard Time (PST): UTC −8 

• Alaska Standard Time (AKST): UTC −9 

• Hawaii-Aleutian Standard Time (HAST): UTC −10 

This system ensures synchronization across aviation, telecommunications, and 

financial markets (NIST, 2023). 

Geographic Scope of U.S. Time Zones 

The United States spans nine time zones when including territories. The six primary 

time zones across states are: 

1. Eastern 

2. Central 

3. Mountain 

4. Pacific 

5. Alaska 

6. Hawaii-Aleutian 

Additional zones include Atlantic Standard Time (Puerto Rico and U.S. Virgin Islands), 

Chamorro Standard Time (Guam), and Samoa Standard Time (American Samoa) (USDOT, 

2022). 

Time zone boundaries often follow state or county lines to maintain economic cohesion. 

Some states, including Florida and Texas, are divided between two time zones (USDOT, 2022). 

Daylight Saving Time: Policy and Controversy 

Daylight saving time shifts clocks forward one hour during warmer months to extend 

evening daylight. Advocates argue that DST promotes energy conservation and economic 

activity. However, research has produced mixed findings regarding energy savings and public 

health impacts (Prerau, 2009). 



 

 

Medical literature suggests that biannual clock changes may affect circadian rhythms 

and cardiovascular health, contributing to ongoing reform debates (Prerau, 2009). 

Legislative proposals to eliminate or make DST permanent reflect continued political 

disagreement at both state and federal levels. 

Contemporary Challenges in Time Regulation 

Regional Autonomy vs. National Uniformity 

States seeking permanent daylight saving time must obtain congressional approval 

under current federal law (Uniform Time Act of 1966). This requirement highlights tension 

between state autonomy and national uniformity. 

Economic and Technological Implications 

Globalized financial systems require precise time coordination across international 

markets. Differences between U.S. time zones and international time standards complicate 

scheduling and trade. 

Public Health Concerns 

Empirical studies link DST transitions to short-term health risks, including increased 

heart attacks and workplace accidents (Prerau, 2009). These findings contribute to ongoing 

policy discussions. 

Conclusion 

Time regulation in the United States reflects an evolving balance between geographic 

necessity, legal authority, and scientific precision. From the Standard Time Act of 1918 to the 

Uniform Time Act of 1966, federal oversight has structured the nation’s timekeeping system. 

While standardized time zones enhance economic coordination and administrative efficiency, 

ongoing debates regarding daylight saving time reveal unresolved tensions. 



 

 

As technological integration and global connectivity expand, future reforms may 

reconsider the structure of time regulation. Nevertheless, the current system remains 

foundational to American economic and social life. 
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