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Families are the cornerstone of any society. Their
supply of paid labour is vital to the economy, as
is their unpaid labour in raising the next genera-

tion. The dynamics of who does which type of labour
within families continue to change. Women’s expand-
ing economic role has been the main impetus for erod-
ing the cultural idea that men should be primarily
responsible for paid work while women look after
unpaid household and family duties. Today’s couples
have a much more equal partnership in the sharing of
financial, child care and household responsibilities.

Understanding the changing division of labour within
families is crucial in developing effective policies.
Employers may be well over the idea that women’s
earnings are simply pin money for the family, but
accepting that men’s work schedules are increasingly
affected by home responsibilities, such as picking up
children from daycare, staying home with a sick child,
or taking parental leave, is relatively new. Changing
workplace practices, such as on-site daycare and flex-
ible work arrangements, as well as labour legislation
such as parental, maternity and compassionate care
leave confirm that “WLB (work–life balance) has
emerged as a critical public policy issue in Canada”
(HRSDC [2005?]). The increasing number of dual-earner
families and a heavier overall workload make balancing a
job and home life that much more difficult.

The division of labour within families is also of inter-
est from a sociological point of view. Women’s
entrenched participation in the labour market was
expected to launch “a revolution in the gendered divi-
sion of labor,” but the rate of change has been slow
(Cooke 2004). Tension from multiple daily demands
and a longer workday can arise when ‘second-shift’
duties are discussed and divided. An imbalance in the
division of household labour has been linked to mari-
tal conflict, reduced physical and mental well-being,
and lower wages (Cooke 2004; Coverman 1983).

Time-use surveys can illuminate overall trends in the
hours men and women spend on paid work and house-
work, as well as on child care and other unpaid house-
hold labour. Time-use diaries permit analysis of the
types of activities done on a daily basis, and for how
long. The study targets those aged 25 to 54 as they are
the most likely to be employed and have dependent
children at home, leaving them challenged for time.
The latter part of the article focuses on the hours of
work, the division of labour, and the well-being of
dual-earner families (see Data sources and definitions).

More time at the office, particularly for women

The average daily time spent on paid work, house-
work and other unpaid household duties (including
child care) for those aged 25 to 54 has increased steadily

Chart A Time spent on paid and unpaid work
has shifted among those 25 to 54,
particularly women

1 Numbers may not add due to rounding.
2 Primary child care and shopping for goods and services.
Source: Statistics Canada, General Social Survey
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Data sources and definitions

Every year since 1985, the General Social Survey (GSS)
has interviewed Canadians aged 15 and over living in the
10 provinces on a wide range of social issues. Using a
24-hour diary, the GSS collected detailed information on
time use in four different years using varying sample sizes:
1986 (16,400), 1992 (9,800), 1998 (10,700) and 2005
(19,600). Individual activities were recorded sequentially
throughout the day and subsequently coded to an inter-
national listing. Each day of the week is sampled. There-
fore, calculations are usually averaged over a 7-day period
(see below). While the 1986 survey collected data during
the months of November and December, the remaining
cycles covered a 12-month period. Most time-use surveys
include sections on the perception of time and indicators
of well-being.

The Labour Force Survey (LFS) collects information on
labour market activity every month during a one-week
period from all persons 15 years and over. It includes ques-
tions about the usual and actual weekly hours spent at a
person’s main job and any other job. The LFS participa-
tion rate for a particular group (for example, women aged
25 to 54) is the labour force in that group expressed as
a percentage of the population for that group.

Replacing the Family Expenditure Survey in 1997, the
annual Survey of Household Spending (SHS) collects
data on the expenditures, income and characteristics of
families and individuals living in private households. The
SHS category ‘domestic help’ includes, for example, house-
keepers, cleaners, paid companions and housesitters.

Paid work (time use) includes the work activities of all jobs
or businesses, while related paid activities include looking
for work, delays at work, and coffee breaks. Commute
to work is the total time spent travelling to and from the
workplace. Total paid work covers paid work, related paid
activities, and commuting.

Core housework (time use) includes meal preparation,
meal clean-up, indoor cleaning, and laundry. Core activi-
ties are those that are most likely done on a daily basis
and generally demand the most time. Non-core house-
work includes things such as outdoor cleaning, mending
or sewing, interior or exterior maintenance and repair,
gardening, pet and plant care, household paperwork, or
unpacking groceries. Total housework consists of core
and non-core activities.

Primary child care (time use) consists of activities directly
involving children, such as feeding, helping, teaching,
reading to, talking or playing with, medical care, and any
related travel such as taking children to school or driving
them to sports or other activities.

Activity participation rate (time use) indicates the pro-
portion of the population (or sub-population) that reported
spending some time on the activity on diary day. The
participation rate is a daily rate and, unless otherwise
specified, is an average over a seven-day week.

Average time spent on activities (time use) of the popu-
lation or a sub-population refers to the total t ime all
respondents reported spending on a given activity divided
by the population, and averaged over a seven-day week.
The time spent by participants refers to only those who
participated in that activity on diary day, but again aver-
aged over seven days.

Dual-earners are defined here as married or common-law
couples in which the main activity of both partners in the
previous seven days was ‘employed.’ Both partners had
to be currently living in the same household and not on
vacation from their job during the previous week. Since the
analysis focuses on the division of labour by sex, same-
sex couples were excluded.

Total paid work and housework time within couples
is the sum of minutes both partners spent on paid work
and related paid activit ies, and on core and non-core
housework, on diary day. This calculation uses the 24-hour
diary reporting for the respondent’s time, and the time-
related questions asked of the respondent for their part-
ner’s time. For example, if the respondent reported that
their partner worked on diary day, a follow-up question
asked the exact start and end times of all shifts worked
on that day. (Since respondents were not asked to report
any commute time for their partners, commute time for both
partners is excluded from the total paid work calculation.)

Respondents were also asked to estimate the total number
of hours their partner spent on core and non-core house-
work in the previous week. Therefore, average daily time
spent on housework by the partner was calculated by
adding the total weekly core and non-core hours, divid-
ing this amount by 7, and then (based on established
housework activity patterns), multiplying by 0.11 if diary
day was a weekday, and 0.22 if diary day was a Satur-
day or Sunday. Calculations of the average time both
partners spent on paid and unpaid work at the household
level are very consistent with individual level data—that
is, using only diary data for respondents by sex. Know-
ing the work dynamic within a couple is important for
understanding the individual work pattern and well-being
of each of the partners.

The target population includes all respondents aged
25 to 54 at the time of the survey. This is the core
working-age group and also the group most likely to have
dependent children living at home, thus increasing the like-
lihood of their having significant employment and home
responsibilities. In order to clearly examine the amount of
paid and unpaid labour done by those living alone or in a
couple, households with extra members, such as grand-
mothers or boarders, were excluded.
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over the past two decades, rising from 8.2 hours in
1986 to 8.8 hours in 2005. All of the increase comes
from paid labour, which rose from an average of 4.7
hours per day in 1986 to 5.4 hours in 2005, while
unpaid work dropped slightly. These findings refute
the theories that advanced technology and growth in
productivity capacity would invariably lead to increased
leisure time.1

Both men and women have added to their overall
workday since 1986 (Chart A). Most of the 0.6 hour
increase for men has come from unpaid work, rising
from 2.1 to 2.5 hours, although their paid labour also
rose (from 6.1 to 6.3 hours). The 0.7 hour increase for
women has come entirely from paid work (3.3 to 4.4
hours), despite a half hour drop in unpaid work (4.8
to 4.3 hours). Although gender differences in the divi-
sion of labour are still evident, they are slowly break-
ing down.

Converging labour force participation rates

The jump in the average time women spend in paid
labour is attributable not only to time spent on the
job, but also to an increase in their participation rate.
Canadian women have one of the highest participa-
tion rates in the world, a rate that is converging with
men’s. For example, while the difference in labour
force participation rates for men and women aged 25
to 54 was 24 percentage points in 1986 (94% for men
versus 70% for women), in 2005 it stood at 10 points
(91% versus 81%) (Chart B). Time-use data on aver-
age daily participation rates show a similar trend,

with the women’s rate rising from 44% in 1986 to
51% in 2005, and men’s decreasing from 68% to 65%
(Table 1).2

Men’s participation in housework up,
women’s down

The proportion of those doing some housework daily,
be it making sandwiches for lunch, vacuuming, or tak-
ing out the garbage, increased from 72% in 1986 to
79% in 2005. However, this increase is entirely attrib-
utable to men, whose participation rose from 54% to
69%, while women’s remained steady at around 90%.
Changes in the daily participation rate for core house-
work (meal preparation, meal clean-up, indoor clean-
ing, and laundry) are the most noticeable—40% to
59% for men, and 88% to 85% for women.

Even though the proportion of people doing house-
work of some kind has increased, the amount of time
spent at it has decreased (from an average of 2.7 hours
per day in 1986 to 2.5 hours per day in 2005) (Chart
C). All of the decrease comes from core housework.
Labour-saving devices such as dishwashers, and semi-
prepared or pre-packaged food items (such as pre-
washed bags of salad, already peeled carrots, or frozen
dinners) as well as numerous take-out options, may be
helping to cut down the time spent in kitchens.

Still, given the trend toward ever bigger homes,3 it
seems puzzling to witness a reduction in time spent on
housework. Canadians are not alone in this; a remark-
ably similar trend has been observed in the United
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Chart B  Women have increased their labour force participation dramatically, but men still put in
more hours on the job

Source: Statistics Canada, Labour Force Survey
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Table 1 Participation in, and time spent on, paid work, housework and other unpaid work

Men 25 to 54 Women 25 to 54

1986 1992 1998 2005 1986 1992 1998 2005

Average hours per day (population)1

Total paid and unpaid 8.3 8.6 8.9 8.8 8.1 8.4 8.5 8.8

Paid work and related 6.1 6.1 6.3 6.3 3.3 3.6 4.0 4.4
Work 4.9 5.1 5.1 5.3 2.8 3.0 3.2 3.7
Related activities 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.4 0.3 0.3 0.4 0.3
Commute 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.6 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.4

Housework 1.0 1.4 1.4 1.4 2.8 2.9 2.6 2.4
Core 0.4 0.5 0.7 0.7 2.5 2.3 2.2 1.9
Non-core 0.6 0.9 0.7 0.7 0.3 0.6 0.5 0.5

Other unpaid 1.1 1.1 1.2 1.1 2.0 1.9 2.0 1.9
Child care 0.4 0.4 0.5 0.5 0.9 1.0 1.0 1.0
Shopping and services 0.7 0.6 0.7 0.6 1.1 0.9 1.0 0.9

Average hours per day (participants)1

Total paid and unpaid 8.7 8.9 9.1 9.2 8.3 8.5 8.6 8.9

Paid work and related 9.0 9.4 9.5 9.7 7.6 8.0 8.2 8.5
Work 7.7 8.1 8.1 8.5 6.7 6.9 7.1 7.5
Related activities 1.4 1.2 1.3 1.1 1.1 1.0 1.0 1.1
Commute 0.9 0.8 0.9 1.0 0.7 0.7 0.8 0.9

Housework 1.9 2.0 1.8 2.1 3.1 3.1 2.8 2.8
Core 1.1 1.0 1.0 1.2 2.9 2.6 2.4 2.3
Non-core 2.2 2.3 2.2 2.5 1.3 1.6 1.4 1.8

Other unpaid 2.4 2.1 2.1 2.2 2.9 2.8 2.8 2.9
Child care 1.5 1.6 1.8 1.8 2.1 2.2 2.3 2.5
Shopping and services 2.3 1.8 1.7 1.9 2.4 2.0 1.9 2.0

Participation (%)

Total paid and unpaid 94 96 98 96 98 99 99 98

Paid work and related 68 65 67 65 44 45 48 51
Work 64 63 63 62 41 43 46 49
Related activities 46 48 51 39 29 33 36 30
Commute 61 57 59 58 39 40 43 46

Housework 54 67 77 69 90 93 94 89
Core 40 52 69 59 88 91 92 85
Non-core 26 38 36 31 23 37 42 35

Other unpaid 46 51 56 49 69 68 71 66
Child care 23 28 30 27 44 44 43 39
Shopping and services 32 33 39 31 45 47 51 45

1  Time averaged over seven days; numbers may not add due to rounding.
Source: Statistics Canada, General Social Survey
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Chart C  Overall, more people are doing some daily housework, but they are spending less time at it

1 By those who did some housework.
Source: Statistics Canada, General Social Survey

States. Between 1975 and 1995 the average weekly
hours Americans spent on housework dropped from
15.5 to 13.7. Furthermore, “women’s and men’s hours
spent in housework have converged over the period,
primarily due to the steep decline in women’s hours
of housework” (Bianchi et al. 2000). One reason for
the overall decline could be today’s service-oriented
economy. From take-out meals to snow removal,
groundskeeping and housecleaning, people buy many
goods and services once produced in the home.
Housework standards may also be falling and people
are less bothered if their house fails the ‘white-glove’
dust test. In the same vein, people’s priorities may have
changed as to how they want to spend their time
(Bianchi et al. 2000).

Overall, participation rates for other types of unpaid
labour—primary child care and shopping for goods
and services—have remained relatively stable over the
past 20 years. The average time spent has trended
upward for child care and downward for shopping.
However, the participation rate and time spent on child
care for those with children at home shows a more
noticeable increase, particularly among men (see Shar-
ing the caring).

Marriage today less likely to alter women’s
labour market behaviour

In both 1986 and 2005, married men with children
had appreciably higher daily participation rates for paid
labour than men living alone—roughly 70% versus

60% (Chart D).5 On the other hand, in 1986, married
women (with or without children) were significantly
less likely to participate in paid labour (39% and 49%
respectively) than those living alone (60%). By 2005,
however, no statistically significant difference was seen
between married women without children and those
living alone. And while the difference between mar-
ried women with children and those living alone was
21 percentage points in 1986, the difference in 2005
was down to 12 points.

Similar patterns emerge for daily hours spent on paid
work. While married men with children spent signifi-
cantly more time on paid work than men living alone
in both 1986 and 2005, women with children spent
significantly less than their counterparts living alone.
However, while paid work hours were significantly
different in 1986 for women living alone and married
women without children (5.0 and 3.9 respectively), no
significant difference was evident in 2005 (5.0 and 4.8).

Married women, with or without children, significantly
increased the average time they spent at paid labour
between 1986 and 2005. Therefore, although married
men (with or without children) still spent more time at
paid work than women in the same circumstances, the
difference has narrowed. For example, married men
without children spent an average of 2.2 hours more
time at paid labour than women in 1986 (6.1 versus
3.9 hours), but by 2005 the difference had dropped to
1.4 hours (6.2 versus 4.8).
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More married men now doing housework

In all family types, daily participation rates for house-
work continue to be significantly higher for women
than for men. However, the gap is narrowing. For
example, among married men with children, the par-
ticipation rate rose from 54% to 71%. Furthermore,
while the presence of a wife lessened men’s involve-
ment in housework in 1986 (single men had a partici-
pation rate of 61%, and married men 53%), 2005 saw
roughly 7 in 10 married men, both with and without
children, participating in housework. The increase in
husbands’ participation is a logical reaction to the real-
ity that most wives are now engaged in paid labour,
and for longer hours, and therefore have less time to

do housework. The significant increase in participa-
tion among men living alone may be partly attribut-
able to changing cultural norms, whereby both men
and women have been taught life skills formerly
reserved for the opposite sex. “It is likely more
acceptable for men to cook and clean, indeed, wel-
comed, for men to show competence at making a
home-cooked meal, for example” (Bianchi et al. 2000).

From the standpoint of time, married women, par-
ticularly those with children, continue to do significantly
more housework than married men, but the overall
difference has lessened. In 1986, women with children
did 2.2 hours more per day than their male counter-
parts (3.3 versus 1.1 hours), with the difference

Chart D  Daily participation in, and time spent on, paid work and housework, by living arrangements

Note: Except paid work for those living alone, all other differences between men and women are statistically significant.
Source: Statistics Canada, General Social Survey
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Table A Husband–wife families with children under 16
at home

1976 1986 1992 2005

’000 % ’000 % ’000 % ’000 %

Total 2,832 100 2,737 100 2,766 100 2,743 100

Dual-earner 1,021 36 1,453 53 1,595 58 1,879 69

Single-earner1 1,520 54 898 33 699 25 573 21
Mother at home 1,496 98 860 96 639 91 511 89
Father at home 25 2 38 4 60 9 63 11

Other2 290 10 386 14 472 17 290 11

1 Stay-at-home parent must not be looking for work, but must be able to work and not
attending school.

2 Includes no-earner families and single-earner families with an unemployed spouse.
Source: Statistics Canada, Labour Force Survey

Table B Average time1 spent on primary
child care by married persons
aged 25 to 54

Men Women

1986 2005 1986 2005

Hours
With children under 19
  at home 0.6(*) 1.0*(*) 1.4 2.0*
At least one child under 5 1.0(*) 1.6*(*) 2.6 3.4*
All children 5 to 18 0.3(*) 0.6*(*) 0.7 1.2*

Participation rate (%)
With children under 19
  at home 38(*) 52*(*) 67 72*
At least one child under 5 57(*) 73*(*) 92 94
All children 5 to 18 25(*) 40*(*) 52 60*

1 Population.
* Significant difference with 1986 at the .05 level or less.
(*) Significant difference between men and women at the .05 level

or less.
Source: Statistics Canada, General Social Survey

Sharing the caring

As the roles of men and women with
respect to paid labour and house-
hold maintenance continue to con-
verge, so too does the responsibility
for nurturing children. Once ex-
cluded from delivery rooms, men
are now not only labour coaches,
but active participants in the multi-
tude of tasks associated with car-
ing for babies and young children.
As with housework, a key impetus
behind men’s increasing role in
child care is the increasing partici-
pation of women in the labour
force. In 1976, 36% of couples with
dependent children at home were
dual-earner families; by 2005 the
proportion had increased to 69%
(Table A). Greater sharing of finan-
cial responsibil ity has led to “a
pattern of convergence whereby
women and men increasingly come
to see themselves not only as
co-parents but as co-providers for
their children.” (Daly 2004, p. 7). To some extent this at-
titude has become reality. Although still less involved in
primary child care than women, men have significantly in-
creased their participation. Primary care includes direct

involvement such as reading to children, taking them to
the park, helping with homework, or driving them to ac-
tivities (see Data sources and definitions). For example,
while just over 90% of women with pre-school children re-
ported doing primary child care in both 1986 and 2005,
men’s involvement jumped from 57% to 73%. However,
unlike housework where the average time spent has
increased for men but dropped for women, time spent on
child care has increased for both sexes. Overall, in 2005,
fathers with children under 19 at home spent about 1.0
hour per day on child care (up from 0.6 in 1986) and
mothers 2.0 hours (up from 1.4 hours) (Table B).4 Despite
the increasing time spent on paid labour, both have also
increased their direct involvement with their children. How-
ever, studies have suggested that fathers and mothers
provide different types of care. While “there is a trend of
convergence in the amount of time” mothers and fathers
are involved with their children, “women continue to carry
most of the responsibil ity dimension that involves the
planning, scheduling, orchestrating and coordination of
family activities” (Daly 2004, p. 12).

Another indication of change is the number of families with
a stay-at-home father. Although families with a stay-
at-home parent have declined substantially since 1986,
the proportion with a father in this role has increased from
4% in 1986 to 11% in 2005 (Table A). Furthermore, since
an amendment to the Employment Insurance Act in 2000
increased the length of paid parental leave from 10 to 35
weeks, fathers’ participation in the program has risen from
3% to 11%. The more than 1 in 10 fathers now taking a
formal employment leave to be home with their newborn
is not only a “statistically significant increase, but also a
socially significant one” (Marshall 2003).
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decreasing to 1.3 hours by 2005 (2.8 versus 1.5 hours).
This narrowing is the result of married men with chil-
dren spending significantly more time on housework,
and married women spending significantly less.

Dual-earners

The steady rise in women’s labour force participation
means that in most couples, even those with depend-
ent children at home, both spouses are now employed.
The proportion of dual-earners among husband-
and-wife families with children under 16 at home rose
from 36% in 1976, to 58% in 1992, to 69% in 2005
(see Sharing the caring). Without a doubt, juggling home
and work responsibilities is more challenging when
both parents are employed. Society has a vested inter-
est in ensuring that these individuals are able to meet
this challenge, since the consequences of being over-
burdened affect not only the health and well-being of
individuals and their family, but also the ability to be
effective in the workplace. Unmanageable responsi-
bilities in either sphere can have negative spillover
effects, such as inattentiveness at home or lack of pro-
ductivity at the workplace (Daly 2004).

Not only has the number of dual-earners increased
since 1992, so too has the average daily amount of
time these couples spend on paid work and house-
work combined (up 0.5 hours per day, a result of 0.7
hours more paid work but 0.2 hours less housework)
(Table 2).6 This net change within couples was due to
an increase in husbands’ paid work and housework
(0.3 hours and 0.1 hours respectively), and an increase
in wives’ paid work and decrease in housework (0.4
hours and -0.2 hours respectively).7

In both 1992 and 2005, each partner in dual-earner
couples did 50% of the combined paid work and
housework each day (Table 3). However, wives did
45% of total paid work but 65% of housework in
1992. By 2005 these proportions stood at 46% and
62%.

As in the general population, men in dual-earner fami-
lies have increased their participation in housework
(from 70% in 1992 to 74% in 2005), while the wom-
en’s rate has dropped (from 94% to 90%).

Children widen the gap...

Several factors are associated with who does what in a
dual-earner family, and how much time they spend.
For example, school-aged children at home add an

Table 2 Participation in, and time spent on,
paid work and housework in dual-
earner families

Participation Time per day1

1992 2005 1992 2005

 % Hours
Total
Both 99 99 15.3 15.8
Husband 99 98 7.7 7.9
Wife 100 99 7.6 7.8

Paid work
Both 72 72 11.5 12.2*
Husband 71 73 6.3 6.6
Wife 72 70 5.2 5.6

Housework
Both 82 82 3.8 3.6
Husband 70 74 1.3 1.4
Wife 94 90* 2.4 2.2

Wife's share 50 50
Paid work 45 46
Housework 65 62*

1 Figures may not add due to rounding.  Based on household
reporting; participation based on respondent reporting.

* Significantly different from 1992 at the .05 level or less.
Source: Statistics Canada, General Social Survey

average of 1.2 hours to a family’s workday, pushing it
to more than 8 hours for both parents (Table 3).
However, fathers tend to add both paid work and
housework (0.4 and 0.3 hours respectively) compared
with men without children at home, whereas women
add only housework (0.6 hours more than women
without children).

… and education narrows it

When only the wife in a couple has a university degree,
her share of housework decreases to 59%, compared
with 62% overall. Although not a strong finding, this
is consistent with other studies, which have found that
“increases in wife’s education, as a proxy for wage
rate, tend to be associated with an increased share of
housework for the husband” (Anxo and Carlin 2004,
p. 30). Also, lower levels of education for both part-
ners add to the length of the total workday (paid work
and housework). Families in which neither partner
graduated from university worked an average 16.3
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Table 3 Total average time spent on paid work and housework within dual-earner couples

Total paid Wife's
and housework Paid Housework proportion of time

Hus- Hus- Hus- House-
Both band Wife Both band Wife Both band Wife Total Paid work

Hours %

Total dual-earners 15.8 7.9 7.8 12.2 6.6 5.6 3.6 1.4 2.2 50 46 62

No children under 19
at home (ref) 15.2 7.6 7.6 12.1 6.4 5.7 3.1 1.2 1.9 50 47 61

At least one under 5 15.3 7.7 7.6 11.8 6.4 5.5 3.5* 1.3 2.1* 50 46 62
All between 5 and 18 16.4* 8.3* 8.2* 12.5 6.8* 5.7 4.0* 1.5* 2.5* 50 45 63

Both have university
degree (ref) 15.2 7.6 7.6 12.2 6.4 5.8 3.1 1.2 1.9 50 47 60

Wife only 15.0 7.6 7.4 11.5 6.2 5.3 3.5* 1.4 2.1 49 46 59
Husband only 14.9 7.5 7.3 11.6 6.3 5.3 3.3 1.2 2.1 49 46 62
Neither have a degree 16.3* 8.2* 8.1* 12.5 6.8 5.7 3.8* 1.4* 2.4* 50 46 62

Wife’s income1

Less than $30,000 (ref) 16.4 8.3 8.1 12.5 7.0 5.5 3.9 1.2 2.7 50 44 68
$30,000 - $59,999 15.4* 7.6 7.7 12.1 6.4 5.6 3.3* 1.2 2.1* 50 47 64*
$60,000 - $99,999 15.6 7.9 7.7 11.9 6.4 5.5 3.6 1.5 2.2* 49 46 60*
$100,000 or more 16.3 8.3 8.1 13.2 6.7 6.5 3.2E 1.6E 1.6*E 49 49* 50*

Husband’s income1

Less than $30,000 (ref) 16.0 8.4 7.6 12.1 6.5 5.6 3.9 1.9 2.1 47 46 52
$30,000 - $59,999 15.9 8.0 7.9 12.3 6.5 5.8 3.6 1.5 2.1 50 47 59
$60,000 - $99,999 15.5 7.9 7.6 11.7 6.2 5.5 3.8 1.7 2.1 49 47 55
$100,000 or more 16.1 8.1 8.0 12.6 6.8 5.9 3.5 1.4 2.1 50 47 61

Both full-time (ref) 16.1 8.0 8.1 12.5 6.6 5.9 3.5 1.4 2.1 50 47 60
Husband full-time,

wife part-time 14.1* 8.0 6.1* 10.3* 6.9 3.4* 3.9 1.1* 2.7* 43* 33* 71*
Husband part-time,

wife full-time 12.2* 4.2* 8.0 8.7* 2.7*E 6.0 3.5 1.5 2.0E 66* 69* 58

1 Based on respondent information only as the income of the spouse was not collected.
* Significantly different from reference group (indicated by ‘ref’) at the .05 level or less.
Source: Statistics Canada, General Social Survey, 2005

hours per day compared with 15.2 hours for those in
which both had a university degree. Most of the added
time came from housework.

Parity in labour when wives have high
income

High personal income, for either sex, is associated with
spending more time at a job and less on housework.
For example, compared with women whose annual
income was less than $30,000, those with $100,000 or
more did one hour more of paid work, and one hour
less of housework per day. (Both did an average of
8.1 hours of total work per day.)

Longer job hours often bring higher earnings, which
in turn can offer some relief from housework by pro-
viding the means to hire someone else to do it. In 2004,
only 7% of households with income less than $40,000
paid for domestic help, spending an average of $813.
This compared with 43% of households with $160,000
or more, who spent $2,150 (Chart E).

When wives have an income of $100,000 or more, the
division of paid labour and housework between part-
ners is more likely to be split equally. In these couples,
each partner spent about 6.5 hours per day on paid
work and 1.5 hours on housework.
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Chart E Higher income households are more likely to hire
domestic help

Source:  Statistics Canada, Survey of Household Spending, 2004

Furthermore, a wife’s income is likely to influence the husband’s time spent
on housework as well as her own. For him, time spent doing housework
rises along with her income, while for her, the time falls. On the other

hand, regardless of her husband’s
income level, a wife’s time spent on
housework stays the same. These
findings partly support the ‘relative
resources’ theory of the division of
housework, which suggests that
partners with relatively high educa-
tion and income have more power
to get out of doing housework
(Bianchi et al. 2000). Other research
has shown that high-income house-
holds are more likely to buy do-
mestic help, especially if the wife is
the primary earner. The latter are
twice as likely to hire help than high-
income households in which the
husband is the main earner
(Palameta 2003).

Finally, even though dual-earner
partners working full time both
contribute 8 hours of total labour
each day, husbands are more likely
than wives to spend more time at a
job (6.6 versus 5.9 hours) and less
time on housework (1.4 versus 2.1
hours). Past research has found that

Table 4 Indicators of well-being for couples aged 25 to 54

Satisfied with work– Not time Satisfied with
life balance stressed life generally

Men Women Men Women Men Women

%
Husband sole earner
No children under 19 78 … 64(*) 75 84 85
At least one under 19 69 * … 61 55* 82 85

Wife sole earner
No children under 19 … 82 79(*) 58 74 83
At least one under 19 … 73 77(*) 59 80 81

Dual-earners
No children under 19 78 76 62(*) 53 88 88
At least one under 19 77(*) 67* 58(*) 45* 87 86

Both full-time 77(*) 69 60(*) 45 87 87
Husband full-time, wife part-time 78 86 57 65 89 88
Wife full-time, husband part-time F 61 F F F 88

* Significant difference between those with and without children at the .05 level or less.
(*) Significant difference between men and women at the .05 level or less.
Source:  Statistics Canada, General Social Survey, 2005
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Table 5 Indicators of well-being for dual-earners by combined length of workday

Satisfied with work– Not time- Satisfied with
life balance stressed life generally

Men Women Men Women Men Women

No children under 19 at home %
Less than 18 hours 77 74 69 51 (*) 90 85
18.0 to 21.9 78 79 64 53 87 89
22 or more 77 66 50* 50 83 84

With children under 19 at home
Less than 18 hours 80 73 61 49 (*) 95 89
18.0 to 21.9 80 68 (*) 61 42 (*) 86 85
22 or more 71 52*(*) 49* 36*(*) 86 80

* Significantly different from couples with less than 18 hour day and no children at the .05 level or less.
(*) Significantly different from men at the .05 level or less.
Source: Statistic Canada, General Social Survey, 2005

time-stressed (65%), and have a high overall life satis-
faction rate (88%). On the other hand, women in dual-
earner couples working full time are much less likely
to feel satisfied with their WLB (69%) and more likely
to feel pressed for time (only 45% did not feel time-
stressed). However, despite the pressure of having chil-
dren at home and each partner having a paid job,
dual-earner men and women are the most likely to
report high levels of satisfaction with their life as a
whole.

Parenting and long hours more burdensome
for women

Not surprisingly, the longer a couple spends on an
average weekday working at their jobs and doing
housework, the more difficult it is to find balance in
life with time enough to accomplish everything.8

Women generally tend to feel more time-stressed than
men, regardless of length of workday or presence of
children (Table 5). For example, among couples with
the longest workday and children at home, two-thirds
of the women felt time-stressed compared with one-
half of the men. Research has found that mothers, re-
gardless of employment status, consistently feel more
time-crunched than fathers (Zukewich 2003).

Longer workdays and the presence of children also
affect women more than men in terms of WLB satis-
faction. Only 52% of women with children in couples
with long hours felt satisfied with their WLB, the low-
est rate overall. In contrast, 71% of their male coun-
terparts were satisfied. However, although overall life
satisfaction fell somewhat as the workday lengthened

not only are wives in these families more likely to do
most of the housework, but they also feel most
responsible for anticipating, planning and organizing
what needs to be done (Marshall 1993). Findings show
that husbands or wives who work part time and have
a spouse working full time have a shorter overall work-
day (paid work and housework) than their spouse.
However, many are likely spending a considerable
amount of time on child care.

Although time-stressed, employed parents
satisfied with life overall

Both children and work arrangements within families
influence work–life balance (WLB) satisfaction and
stress caused by lack of time. Sole earners in couples
with children at home had some of the lowest WLB
satisfaction rates (69% for sole-earner fathers and 73%
for mothers) (Table 4). Dual-earner fathers reported
the highest satisfaction rate (77%), significantly higher
than dual-earner mothers, who had the lowest (67%).

Men and women in dual-earning families, with and
without children, feel most stressed about not having
enough time. Given that children require a great deal
of time and energy, it is not surprising to find that
when both parents are employed, only 58% of fathers
and 45% of mothers did not feel stressed for lack of
time. Except in couples with dependent children and
the husband as sole earner, women reported being sig-
nificantly more stressed for time than men.

Interestingly, compared with other women, those in
dual-earner couples and working part time express the
highest WLB satisfaction (86%), are some of the least
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for both men and women in dual-earner families (with
or without children), the difference was not signifi-
cant, and the vast majority (80% or more) felt satisfied
with their life as a whole.

Conclusion

While women’s entry into the job market has been dra-
matic, men’s entry into housework has been gradual,
prompting some to call the latter a ‘stalled revolution’
(Cooke 2004). However, this study shows that,
although gender differences persist in the division of
labour, they are steadily diminishing. Since 1986, of
the total time spent on paid and unpaid work, women
aged 25 to 54 have proportionally increased their
average daily time at a job (4.4 hours of 8.8 in 2005),
while men have increased their time on housework
(1.4 of 8.8 hours in 2005). As women’s job attach-
ment has increased, so too has men’s involvement in
housework and child care. Women’s increasing hours
in paid labour (and thus income), combined with “nor-
mative changes in the direction of equality and shar-
ing” (Beaujot 2006, p. 24) is likely to further reduce
gender differences in the division of labour in the
future .

However, not only are more men and women sharing
the economic and domestic responsibilities in families,
but most are also increasing the length of their paid
workday. This has helped position work–life balance
among the top 10 issues in collective bargaining. It has
risen in importance because of the “increased recogni-
tion of the costs of work–life imbalance in terms of
workplace injury rates and the general health of work-
ers, as well as the development and well-being of chil-
dren and aging parents” (Canadian Association of
Administrators of Labour Legislation 2002, p. 4).
Dual-earner couples who worked long days doing their
job plus housework and who had dependent children
at home were less satisfied with their work–life bal-
ance. They also felt more time-stressed, particularly
women. However, despite these stage-of-life pres-
sures, the majority of dual-earner husbands and wives
felt satisfied with their life as a whole.

Increasingly, employees are legally entitled to various
kinds of paid and unpaid leave for family responsibili-
ties. As well, more workplaces are offering flexible
work arrangements, health promotion and employee
assistance programs, and other family support such as
on-site child care. It has been shown that employees

with flextime arrangements feel considerably less time-
stressed than those without this benefit (Fast and
Frederick 1996). In short, changing work arrangements
in the home are inspiring alternative work arrange-
ments at the office.

Notes

1 For a discussion of the different theories of leisure, see
Gershuny and Fisher (2000).

2 While both the GSS and the LFS show women’s average
hours at paid work increasing, the LFS shows men’s hours
falling but the GSS shows them increasing. It is difficult to
explain this difference, but some of it may be due to the
different collection methods of the two surveys (see Data
sources and definitions).

3 According to the census, the average number of rooms
per dwelling increased from 5.8 in 1986 to 6.3 in 2001.
Although square footage is not collected, this increase does
suggest larger homes.

4 Average daily time spent on primary child care for
participants has also steadily increased.

5 Married couples also include common-law couples.

6 A comparison of dual-earners couples from the first time
use survey in 1986 was not possible since information about
spouse’s main activity was not collected.

7 The increase in paid work between 1992 and 2005 would
have been larger if commuting to work had been included.
This activity increased during this time but was not part
of the calculation of work time within dual-earner couples
(see Data sources and definitions).

8 This section looks at the total paid work and housework
time couples do on an average weekday (Monday through
Friday). This is arguably the most hectic part of the week.
Women’s total labour as a proportion of the couple’s total
work day (paid work and housework combined) was around
50% for all lengths of days (6 hours of a 12-hour day, or 10
hours of a 20-hour day).
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