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Abstract
Work–life balance is a relatively recent social policy concern in New

Zealand. This research note illustrates how the New Zealand Time Use

Survey can provide an understanding of the way New Zealanders

manage their work and family lives. It shows that while a significant

proportion of individuals undertake some paid work outside of core

Monday-to-Friday daylight hours, New Zealand is still far from becoming

a 24-hours-a-day, seven-days-a-week society. Equally, while many

workers undertake some work at home, home has not become the primary

workplace for most New Zealanders. The data also show that, for some

workers, long hours of paid work do not automatically mean little time

spent with children. Using these and other examples, the paper

demonstrates that there needs to be some caution when developing

simple indicators of work–life balance. Finally, some suggestions for

further time-use research are set out.

INTRODUCTION

Work–life balance discussions are increasingly coming to the fore in most

industrialised countries. In New Zealand, work–life balance has been a key component

of research in the Future of Work programme run by the Department of Labour, and,

in late 2003, the Department of Labour initiated the New Zealand Work–Life Balance

programme. Similarly, the Ministry of Social Development has undertaken a Work,

Family and Parenting Study project. The Ministry of Women’s Affairs has also had a

long interest in the broad areas of family-friendly work practices and work–life

balance, and was the key government agency behind the development of New

Zealand’s Time Use Survey. 

1 Acknowledgements
I would like to thank Sylvia Dixon and Susan Singley, who were joint authors of two of the papers upon

which this research note draws. I draw on three papers here, one commissioned by the Department of

Labour (Callister and Dixon 2001) and two funded by the Foundation for Research, Science and

Technology (Callister 2003, Singley and Callister 2004). 

Correspondence
Email: paul@callister.co.nz

ƒMSD11260_SP Journal_June_v7  27/7/04  9:15 AM  Page 108



The Time Use Survey was a nationally representative survey that collected data on

both paid and unpaid work, and time spent on personal care and leisure activities. It

thus provides a useful source of information on how New Zealanders integrate their

paid-work commitments with other aspects of their lives. Yet, despite the richness of

this data source, New Zealand work–life balance researchers and policy makers have

overall made little use of the information collected. 

This research note has two aims. The first is to show how a number of work–life issues

can be investigated using time-use data. Three issues that are commonly discussed in

the work–life balance literature have been chosen as examples: 

• Has New Zealand become a 24-hours-a-day, seven-days-a-week society?

• Has the workplace become “home” for many white-collar workers as suggested by

Hochschild (1997)? Alternatively, has the home become a workplace for a

significant number of workers? 

• Do long hours of paid work necessarily mean less time with other family members? 

The second aim is to demonstrate that, while there is an obvious attraction in

developing simple indicators of work–life balance (for instance, the proportion of

employees working 50 or more hours per week), such single-variable measures can be

misleading. 

Finally, some suggestions are made for further work–life balance research that would

use time-use data.

This research note draws on three papers: Callister and Dixon (2001), Callister (2003)

and Singley and Callister (2004). 

NEW ZEALAND HAS NOT BECOME A 24-HOURS-A-DAY, 
SEVEN-DAYS-A-WEEK SOCIETY 

Despite the extension in recent decades of retailers’ trading hours (facilitated by

legislative changes) and the growth of the hospitality industry, we are still far from

having paid work spread across 24 hours a day, seven days a week. Yet, for some

groups of people, work outside “core” hours is important. As a basic summary statistic,

we calculated the proportion of work recorded in the time diaries that was undertaken

during Monday to Friday between 8am and 6pm. If work was evenly spread over the

whole week, including the weekend, and across 24 hours, then just under 30% of work

would be undertaken in these “standard” hours. In fact, 74% of work was undertaken

in this time. There was surprisingly little variation in this figure when gender,

household type and parental status were considered. Of the remaining working time,

10% was carried out on weekends between 8am and 6pm, and the remaining 16%

during evenings, nights and the early hours of the morning.
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However, this figure of approximately one-quarter of paid working time being

undertaken outside conventional business hours is just one way of measuring out-of-

core-hours work, that is, as a proportion of the total amount of work carried out over a

day. We can also look at the proportion of workers who do some of their paid work

outside these times. In fact, more than 60% of working diary-days from Monday to

Friday involved some work outside the core period. However, most was carried out on

the boundaries of the core. Very few people work solely during evenings or nights. On

weekdays, only 1.7% of working days conformed to this type. 

Nor does the international research literature support the notion that, in recent

decades, there has been a dramatic shift to a 24-hour-a-day, seven-days-a-week society.

There are certainly some studies in the 1990s that do show a small growth of aspects of

non-standard hours, such as working in weekends or evenings (e.g., for Britain,

Harkness 1999; for the European Union, Evans et al. 2001). Using a number of

Canadian time-use surveys, Harvey (1996) shows a growing dispersion of start times,

with work starting both earlier and later in the day. This view is supported by research

in the United States (Hamermesh 1995). However, further studies show a slight decline

in other aspects of non-standard work, such as evening or night work (e.g., for the

United States, Hamermesh 1999). Longer-term studies in the Netherlands also question

any significant shift in when work is carried out (Breedveld 1998).

While these are broad statistics, the Time Use Survey allows in-depth investigation of

issues around core hours that are important for the development of work–life balance

policies. For example, the Time Use Survey shows how occupational segregation and,

ultimately, pay disparities between women and men could be influenced by something

as simple as the daily starting-time for certain jobs. In the early morning, there were

large differences between the proportion of men and women who were working. Men

were more than twice as likely to be working between 4am and 6am. The male rate was

still almost double the female rate in the 6am to 8am period. At a more detailed level,

at 7am on a weekday, on average, 20% of male tradespeople were at work; by 7.40am,

this had risen to half. In comparison, at 7am, only 11% of female tradespeople were at

work; by 7.40am, this had still only risen to 27%. The later start for women, particularly

mothers, partly reflects higher rates of part-time work amongst this group. But the later

start for mothers might also indicate childcare constraints in the early morning. 

While policy makers consider day care, after-school care and even weekend care in

terms of supporting working parents, little attention has been given to early-morning

care. Even if such care is available, getting young children ready and then transporting

them to a centre at perhaps 5.30am or 6am can be stressful for both children and parents. 

If particular occupations tend to start work early, this may deter individuals with care

obligations from involvement in such occupations. It could even discourage some
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people from entering these occupations if they think that they may have early-morning

care obligations in the future. In couples, one way around this is for one partner to start

later. However, this individual has to be in an occupation where it is possible to start

at a later time. While some jobs, such as milking cows or preparing breakfasts in hotels,

clearly need to begin early in the morning, a later start for workers in particular

occupations, such as the construction industry, may represent a simple “family

friendly” policy change by businesses. After-school care for dependent children is

likely to be much easier to organise than early-morning care.

As a further illustration of the value of time-use data, the New Zealand data show that,

although the differences were small, partnered women with a child under five were the

group of women most likely to be working in the evening. At first sight, this may

appear to be a “family unfriendly” pattern of work. However, this issue has been

explored in more detail in the United States, where it has been demonstrated to be a

means of parents sharing equally in childcare. Therefore, this pattern of work has been

perceived by many parents themselves as “family friendly”. In the United States,

Hamermesh (2000) found that couples, and particularly those with higher incomes, had

a strong tendency to work similar shifts, with the result that they had joint leisure.2

However, children reduce the “jointness” of spouses’ leisure, with the largest changes

taking place among new mothers. Also in the United States, Presser (1988, 1994) found

that, while couples often work at similar times, a significant proportion of two-parent

families have non-overlapping shifts. She found that one-third of dual-earner married

couples with pre-school children managed their childcare by having non-overlapping

shifts. 

THE WORKPLACE HAS NOT BECOME HOME FOR MOST WORKERS

While home has traditionally been seen as a refuge from the workplace, United States

researcher Arlie Hochschild (1997) proposed that long hours spent in workplaces

reflected that home could be a place of conflict and stress. Hochschild argued some

workplaces have “become home”, with this finding widely reported in the popular

media. While subsequent United States social survey data challenge this view (Kiecolt

2003), the time-use data also allows some testing of this theory in a New Zealand

context.

Hochschild’s notion of the workplace becoming home is that of white-collar workers

staying on late into the evening at their workplaces. While data from both the Census

and Household Labour Force Survey suggest there is a group who work long hours,
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overall the time-use data show that, during the week, relatively few people work

during the day and then late into the evenings. The data (which include those

individuals who work only in the evening) show that, while over 90% of men who

worked during the week were actually working at some time between 8am and 4pm,

in the period 6pm–8pm, this had dropped to 29% and further to 20% between 8pm and

midnight. For women, the figures were 87%, 22% and 18%. When occupation was

considered, it was found that 15% of male and female managers were working at 7pm

during the week, whereas 27% of men and 20% of women in sales and service

occupations were at work. 

However, one major advantage of the Time Use Survey is that it allows researchers to

also assess where this work was undertaken. Knowing where work is carried out,

along with the type of work, can provide important contextual information. For

example, Breedveld (1999:138) notes:

Obviously there is no comparison between driving a draughty bus until
midnight and finishing up some paperwork over a cup of coffee in one’s
living-room. Going out to patrol a half-empty shopping mall is not the same
as filling the gap between dinner and late-night television with some reading
and writing.

When the “where” variable is considered, the New Zealand Time Use data show that,

among those white-collar workers working late into the evening, a significant

proportion are at home when undertaking such work (see section on hours of work).

Even if this is unwelcome “spillover” of their job for many workers, a high proportion

of workers who have some choice as to where to work choose to work at home rather

than in the workplace in the evenings.

YET HOME HAS NOT BECOME THE MAIN WORKPLACE FOR MOST WORKERS

Despite nearly 10% of non-agricultural work in New Zealand being undertaken at

home, and over a quarter of non-agricultural workers reporting undertaking such

work, the New Zealand Time Use data (supported by overseas time use and labour

force surveys) suggest that relatively few people work primarily from home. Instead,

it seems that there are three main patterns of work at home: 

• undertaking most of one’s work in an external workplace, and supplementing it

with shorter periods of work at home in the evenings and/or weekends

• undertaking most of one’s work in an external workplace, and staying home and

working from there, possibly for an extended period of time, on particular

weekdays

• undertaking most or all of one’s work at home. 

Paul Callister
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The data suggest that the first pattern is numerically the most important, with a large

group of people undertaking some work from home. However, home work, even if

generally for short periods, still presents some problems for those designing health and

safety regulations. While managers may be meticulous in ensuring safe work practices

are used within the workplace, such safe work practices may be ignored once

employees are working at home.

LONG HOURS OF PAID WORK DO NOT AUTOMATICALLY MEAN LITTLE TIME
SPENT WITH CHILDREN

New Zealand, like the United States and Britain, stands out internationally in terms of

having a significant group of workers who put in long weekly hours of work (Callister

1998, Jacobs and Gornick 2001). However, Census data also show that, for prime

working-aged individuals and couples, hours of work have become more polarised

since the mid-1980s (Callister 1998). Some workers are working shorter hours, while

another group have extended their hours of paid work. Included amongst those New

Zealanders working long hours are parents of young children. 

Long working hours represents a possible concern for policy makers. In large part, this

concern relates to the potential negative effect of long hours of work on the quality of

family life. For example, research in the United States on welfare reform, while

showing many benefits associated with these reforms, also raises questions about

negative effects on adolescents as a result of the childcare problems associated with

mothers working full time (Morris et al. 2002). In Britain, policy makers have raised

concerns about the long hours of paid work among fathers of young children (Equal

Opportunities Commission 2003). New Zealand’s EEO Trust (2003) has identified

similar concerns with regards to working fathers. Also in New Zealand, a study by the

Council of Trade Unions (2003) has identified some of the family-related problems

associated with long hours of paid work. 

Yet, at the same time, it is well established that having an adequate household income

is important for personal and family wellbeing. This is particularly relevant to families

with dependent children (Carlson and Corcoran 2001). For many people, long hours of

work are necessary in order to earn an adequate income (Rones et al. 2001). In addition,

as Bell and Freeman (2001) demonstrate, in countries with a high level of wage

inequality, such as the United States, Britain and New Zealand, working hard is

potentially rewarded through career advancement, while a lack of perceived effort can

attract a major earnings penalty. Thus, finding ways to balance paid work effort and

time spent with family members or friends presents a challenge both for many

individuals and for policy makers.
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Yet, simply looking at weekly hours of paid work can be misleading when considering

time spent with family members or friends. The New Zealand Time Use data suggest

that those individuals in higher-skilled occupations generally have more control over

when and where they work than their counterparts in lower-skilled jobs. Through this

higher level of control, they may be working longer hours and earning higher incomes,

but still be achieving a better work–life balance than those in lower-skilled, lower-

status and lower-paid occupations. They might also be better supported by taxpayers

in achieving this work–life balance than a lower-paid worker. 

For example, a well-paid manager who is part of a couple household may work at a

workplace from Monday to Friday between the hours of 8am and 6pm. During this

time, the couple’s children could be attending school followed by an after-school

programme. This manager may then undertake some additional work at home in the

evening and weekend. In relation to older children, including teenagers, working at

home in the evenings and weekends can provide an opportunity for parents to have a

“presence” in order to guide and monitor behaviour. Lareau (2000), although not

specifically studying time use, suggests that the “presence” of fathers at home in the

evening can be important for the wellbeing of children. She provides examples of

fathers overseeing their children’s homework. 

When individuals in managerial, professional and technical occupations worked in the

early morning and/or late evening, they undertook a much higher proportion of this

work from home than was the case for other occupations. For men working after 8pm,

when this work was measured in five-minute slots, the proportion of work carried out

at home hovers around the 70% mark for professionals and just over 50% among

managers. For women, the patterns are more complex, but managers have a peak

around 60% while the high point for professionals is 70%.3  

Morning work is not considered in most work/family discussions, and there may be

stress associated with early-morning work both at home and at the workplace.

Nevertheless, it is very different to get up in winter in a warm house to do some pre-

work reading over breakfast while ensuring your children pack a healthy lunch,

compared to going out in the cold and the dark to catch an early morning bus to work

and having to leave your children to pack their own lunch.

Another advantage of time-use data is that it not only indicates when and where work

is being undertaken, but it also provides data on simultaneous work. The New Zealand

Time Use data show that, for professionals and managers who have dependent

children, over 40% of the time they spent working in the late evenings was recorded as

being simultaneous paid work and childcare (Singley and Callister 2004). This confirms

Paul Callister
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that such parents could be in a monitoring/mentoring role at these times even if still

working.

In contrast, a single parent in the hospitality industry may be required to work Friday

nights and weekends, times when formal childcare is generally not available. For single

parents who work evenings and/or weekends outside the home, the ability to monitor

and mentor a child is substantially reduced. Children may be at home alone in the

evening.4 In this example, the hospitality worker may work relatively few hours of paid

work, have a low weekly income, and also have a less satisfactory work–life balance

than the manager. 

These examples illustrate why policy makers need to take into account not only hours

of paid work but also work schedules, where work is carried out, occupation and

family type when considering strategies for improving the work–life balance of New

Zealand workers. The complexity of the relationship between working hours and time

spent with family members suggests that simple policy solutions to increase family

time, such as France’s 35-hour working week, may not be entirely effective. 

FUTURE RESEARCH

There are other work–life balance research questions that could be explored using time-

use data. For example, while managers and professionals tend to work long hours of

paid work, individuals in these occupations are also more likely to have contracted out

work, such as house cleaning, that other groups might have to undertake themselves.

Being able to contract out some parts of unpaid work, such as house cleaning,

potentially means that the total daily work hours (paid and unpaid) of the “over-

worked” managers and professionals might actually be less than for other seemingly

less “over-worked” occupations. This hypothesis could be tested using time-use data.

Such research would help better identify those groups at risk through overwork.

As another example, for a significant number of couples in the New Zealand Time Use

data set, there is information available on both partners. These data have yet to be used

by researchers. Issues such as joint patterns of both paid and unpaid work could be

explored, including whether a significant number of New Zealand couples with young

children use non-overlapping work shifts to manage childcare. It would also provide a

better understanding of the gender division of paid and unpaid work within

households. This, in turn, would assist our understanding of inequalities in

employment and earnings between women and men. For example, the 2001 OECD
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and Hill 2002).

ƒMSD11260_SP Journal_June_v7  27/7/04  9:15 AM  Page 115



Social Policy Journal of New Zealand • Issue 22 • July 2004116

Paul Callister

study Balancing Work and Family Life shows the ratio of women’s to men’s total work

time (paid and unpaid) in couple households with a child under five in a range of

countries. These data do not include New Zealand.5 The data provide a richer indicator

of gender equity, including whether a “double burden” existed for employed mothers,

than would mere measures of paid work. For instance, these data indicate that, in

Sweden, total work time amongst couples where both were in paid work was nearly

equal. However, in the other countries examined, women in paid work had a higher

total workload than men. To date, New Zealand studies of inequality in unpaid work

have focused on individuals (who may be living in couples) rather than on patterns of

work within couples themselves. 

CONCLUSION

This research note shows how New Zealand Time Use data can be used to explore

some important work–life balance issues. It also demonstrates the need for caution

when developing simple indicators of work–life balance. Life is complex and, as in

most areas of social science, single-variable measures can be misleading. Finally, it

argues that the time use survey is an under-utilised data set. As more interest focuses

on work–life balance issues, policy makers and researchers need to consider new ways

that might be employed to shed light on important research and policy questions. Also,

the more value that is extracted from this data set, the more likely that the Time Use

Survey will be repeated in New Zealand in coming decades.
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