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Abstract
Internationally, there is much research interest in the potential challenges

associated with overwork within households, particularly for parents

raising children. New Zealand census data show that, when individuals

are considered, average hours of paid work for employed women and

men changed very little between 1986 and 2001. Yet, in this time period,

there were significant changes in both employment rates for women and

men and a polarisation of hours of work among these individuals. Further

affecting household working hours have been changes in family structure.

When total hours of work for both single parents and couple families with

young children are considered, a polarisation of hours of work is also

evident. However, the shift to long hours was larger than the growth in

short hours, while the average hours worked by couples with young

children also increased. These findings help explain why many sole

parents and couples feel that paid working time has increased and,

conversely, that family time has decreased. The paper concludes by

examining policy options available to governments in order to curb long

working hours.

INTRODUCTION 

International research indicates that over the past couple of centuries the average hours

spent by individuals in paid work have reduced (Bosch and Lehndorff 2001). Yet, in the

last decade, concerns about overwork in New Zealand have re-emerged (e.g. Department

of Labour 2004, New Zealand Council of Trade Unions 2002). A comparison of the

proportion of employees working 50 or more hours per week among a selection of

OECD countries shows that New Zealand has one of the highest proportions of

workers putting in long hours of paid work (Messenger 2004). Some of the concerns

about long hours of paid work relate to workplace health and safety issues, while
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others focus on the possible negative effect on families and children (Dawson et al.

2001, Golden and Jorgensen 2002, Pocock 2001, White and Beswick 2003).

This paper has four aims. The first is to document changes between 1986 and 2001 in

hours of paid work by New Zealand families with preschool children. While this

includes employed sole parents and employed child-rearing couples, most of the

attention is placed on couples given that there has been no significant research on the

total working hours of couples in New Zealand. 

Second, the paper canvasses possible explanations for the increase in working hours.

This is primarily to assess whether shifts in hours worked reflect changing working-

hour preferences or whether there are other drivers of change. Third, drawing on a

variety of studies, some of the effects of increased working hours on unpaid work –

including childcare and, ultimately, on child outcomes – are outlined. The final part of

the paper highlights policy options available to governments wishing to curb long

working hours, particularly among parents.

While this paper focuses on “overwork”, any research on balancing paid work and

family responsibilities in employed families needs to be set against an overall

polarisation in employment; that is, the division of child-rearing families into either

“work-rich” (i.e. all adults are in paid work) or “work-poor” (i.e. all adults are jobless).

Singley and Callister (2003), using Statistics New Zealand’s Household Labour Force

Survey data, have shown that while by 2002 strong economic growth had reduced

household joblessness back to near 1986 levels, other trends were of potential concern.

In particular, between 1986 and 2002 joblessness rose substantially among households

in which all working-aged members were Mäori, and joblessness also became more

concentrated in child-rearing and prime-aged (25–49 years) households. While jobless

households, and involuntary underwork in general, are also an important policy

concern, they are not addressed in this paper.

DATA AND METHODS

Although a wider programme of research uses data from the 1986, 1991, 1996 and 2001

New Zealand Censuses of Population and Dwelling, this paper focuses on changes

between 1986 and 2001. The censuses provide a record of usual weekly hours of paid

work, with individual hours recorded. Total work hours are used in this research; that

is, hours in all jobs are added together. No attempt was made to examine the

relationship between changes in multiple job holding and changes in hours of work.

The individual data can be linked at the household level for sole parents and for child-

rearing couples. In terms of couples, the paper firstly looks at changes in working hours

for partnered parents as individuals. It then considers total hours for couples. The
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measure used in this research is a household-based family unit. For example, sole

parents could be living in a household with other wider family or non-family members

but these other individuals are not considered. Equally, couples could be part of a

wider household unit. In addition, a child in a sole-parent family may be spending time

with a non-custodial parent, but this cannot be determined using census data.

Age for children and parents is an important variable in this research. The analysis is

restricted to parents with a youngest child under five. Although this is the age group

in which mothers’ working patterns are most strongly affected, in recent decades

growth in employment of mothers of preschool children has been particularly strong.

At the 2001 Census, within the 89,286 families with a youngest child aged under five,

47% of the female parents were employed in the week preceding the date of the Census

(Ministry of Women’s Affairs 2002). Yet international comparative data indicate

employment rates of New Zealand mothers with a preschool child are still relatively

low, particularly among sole mothers (Table 1). 

Table 1 Employment Rates for Mothers with a Child under 6 Years of Age
Total Mothers Partnered Mothers Sole Mothers

(ranked)

Sweden 75 81 65

Portugal 72 70 83

Finland 67 58 65

Austria 67 66 76

Netherlands 66 62 39

Canada 63 70 68

Belgium 62 72 49

United States 59 61 68

France 56 57 52

United Kingdom 55 61 37

Ireland 53 46 35

Germany 52 51 50

New Zealand 47 53 32

Greece 47 48 63

Italy 47 45 72

Poland 46 50 33

Australia 45 48 30

Spain 45 42 65

Source: Johnston and White (forthcoming)
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In terms of parent’s age, the main focus of this paper is on the largest child-rearing age

groups for children under five, that is the 25–34 and 35–44 years age groups. However,

the age group 25–34 years is of particular interest as, in early 2005, the government

stated that, while overall New Zealand’s labour force participation rates are high the

rate for some groups of New Zealand women, particularly those aged 25–34, are below

the OECD average (Clark 2005). This is not surprising given the overall employment

rates shown in Table 1. However, for individuals, some data outside this age range are

presented while, for couples, some initial data are presented based only on the child’s

age. While addressing age among sole parents is straightforward, defining couples by

age creates some conceptual challenges. In this study, couples are defined by the age of

the female partner. In addition, in this study only opposite-sex couples are considered.

The hours reported are only for those in paid work (and only those who recorded

actual hours). With regards to calculating average hours of couples only those couples

that were linked into paid work were included. In other words, couples where neither

partner was in paid work were excluded. This means that the calculation of hours

worked includes couples where one partner, usually the mother, was not in paid work. 

This analysis focuses on average hours and long hours of paid work. For this research, 50

or more hours per week is used as an indicator of long working hours for individuals and

sole parents. This was the cut-off point used by the Ministry of Social Development in its

2003 Social Indicators Report (Ministry of Social Development 2003). For long hours for

couples, two measures are used: combined 80 or more hours, and combined 100 or more

hours per week. Some data on short hours are also included to illustrate a polarisation of

hours. For individuals (this includes sole parents and partnered parents), under 20 hours

is considered short hours, while for couples 30 hours is used as the benchmark. 

Aside from age, the main variable considered for couples is education. Three

educational groups are used: 

• both partners have a degree or higher qualification

• neither has a qualification

• other combinations of qualifications. 

Ethnicity is also briefly considered. However, due to major methodological challenges,

this is based on the ethnicity of the child, not of the parents, and data are presented only

for 2001. 

Finally, a number of factors such as the changing age structure of the population; shifts

in the number of sole parents versus couples and increases in parental educational

achievements (particularly for mothers) all influence changes in working hours. In this

summary paper it is not possible to present all these data. However, background data

can be found in a number of recent reports, including the technical appendices of

Callister (2004a) and the Ministry of Women’s Affairs (2002).
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RESULTS

To set the scene for changes in employment for child-rearing families, some

background data on changes in average hours of employment for individuals in the

target age range are set out in Table 2. Although, when calculated across all age groups

15 years or older, average hours of paid work changed very little between 1986 and

2001, there were some significant changes in average hours worked among some age

groups, notably a decline among those aged 15–24. The strongest increase in average

working hours of employed individuals was among women aged 45–54, with an

increase of just over two hours per week. 

However, averages can disguise changes in the distribution of hours of paid work. For

individuals in the target age groups, there was an increase in the proportion working

either short hours or long hours between 1986 and 2001. Table 2 shows the proportion

of men and women in the target age groups working 50 or more hours per week. It

indicates increases in the proportion working long hours in most of the age groups

shown, particularly among men and women in the 45–54 age group. This is an age

group where, if the individual is a parent, the children will have already reached school

age or, in some situations, will have left home. When 1991 and 1996 data are included

in the analysis, there was a plateauing of this growth between 1996 and 2001 for most

groups of women and men; the notable exceptions were women aged 25–34 and 45–54,

where increases were seen over the whole time period. Table 2 also shows the

proportion of individuals working under 20 hours per week. The most significant trend

was the increase in the proportion of younger people working short hours. Some of this

will relate to students working part time. 

Table 2 Average Hours, Long Hours and Short Hours Worked per Week, by Sex
and Age, 1986 and 2001

Men Women

15–24 25–34 35–44 45–54 15–24 25–34 35–44 45–54

Average 1986 43.1 47.1 48.3 47.2 38.3 34.5 33.9 34.8
hours 2001 36.6 46.9 48.5 48.8 29.7 36.3 34.3 36.9

∆ 86–01 –6.5 –0.2 0.1 1.6 –8.6 1.8 0.4 2.2

% working 1986 18.3 30.9 36.5 32.3 6.1 9.3 10.3 10.1
50+ 2001 18.1 33.8 40.6 43.0 7.4 13.5 13.5 17.0
hours ∆ 86–01 –0.2 2.9 4.1 10.7 1.3 4.2 3.2 6.9

% 1986 6.4 1.9 1.6 1.9 10.2 19.8 19.3 16.7
< 20 2001 24.2 4.0 3.3 3.4 35.7 17.4 20.0 14.7
hours ∆ 86–01 17.8 2.1 1.6 1.5 25.5 –2.3 0.7 -2.0
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SOLE PARENTS

A number of studies have identified increasing employment rates for sole parents in

New Zealand (e.g. Goodger 2001, Singley and Callister 2003). These data also show that

employment rates for sole fathers (a numerically much smaller group than sole

mothers) are much higher than for sole mothers. In addition, these studies (and Table

1) demonstrate that employment rates for sole parents are much lower than for

partnered parents.

Table 3 shows the percentage point change in the proportion of male and female sole

parents with a preschool child working four main blocks of hours of paid work. There

was some polarisation of hours over this period, with an increasing proportion

working either short hours or long hours. For sole mothers, the strongest percentage

point growth was among those working under 20 hours. 

Table 3 Percentage Point Changes in Hours of Work for Employed Sole Parents
with a Child Under 5 Years, by Age of Parent, 1986 and 2001

Hours Male Sole Parents Female Sole Parents

25–34 35–44 25–34 35–44

< 20 4.0 5.3 9.5 9.4

20 < 40 –0.5 –6.6 1.1 5.6

40 < 50 –5.2 –4.5 –9.9 –17.3

50+ 1.6 5.7 –0.6 2.3

Table 4 shows the proportion of sole parents working particular hours in 2001. It

demonstrates that the largest proportion of sole fathers with a preschool child worked

within the standard 40–49-hour group, but that the group working either short or long

hours was still quite significant. Older fathers were more likely to work long hours.

Table 4 shows that hours worked by sole mothers are also influenced by the age of the

mother. For both mothers and fathers this will be in part influenced by the age of the

child, with more children closer to turning five years old in older age groups of parents.

In addition, a far higher proportion of sole mothers worked under 20 hours per week

in 2001 than did sole fathers.
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Table 4 Proportion of Employed Sole Parents with a Child Under 5 Years
Working in Each Group of Hours, by Age of Parents, 2001 data only 

Hours Male Sole Parents Female Sole Parents

25–34 35–44 25–34 35–44

< 20 8.3 8.6 38.7 34.8

20 < 40 10.9 9.9 30.9 33.1

40 < 50 53.9 50.5 24.3 22.8

50+ 26.9 31.0 6.1 9.3

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

The data on sole mothers and ethnicity suggest that, on average, mothers of Asian

children worked the longest hours per week (32 hours) and mothers of New Zealand

European children the lowest (25 hours).2 It is likely that educational differences underlie

some of the variations in hours between men and women and between the various

ethnic groups. Further in-depth research would be needed to better understand the

causes of these differences.

EMPLOYED COUPLES

Changes in Hours for Employed Mothers and Fathers

This first section considers working hours of partnered parents without considering

partner’s working hours.3 This is so some insight can be gained into how the changes

in working hours have been affecting mothers and fathers independently. Table 5

shows changes in average hours worked by partnered employed mothers and fathers

in the main age groups for couples raising preschool children. While the changes in

hours worked between 1986 and 2001 were not dramatic, there was some slight

increase in average hours worked.

Table 5 also helps assess whether there has been a polarisation of working hours of

partnered mothers and fathers with young children. While for mothers the data do not

support a growing polarisation of hours of work as seen among the wider population,

they do for fathers. There emerges a strong decline in the proportion of mothers

working short hours (under 20) and a slight increase, from a very low base, in the

proportion of fathers working under 20 hours. When long hours (50 or more) are

considered, there was a strong increase in the proportion of partnered fathers working
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these hours. However, the increase was primarily for those recording exactly 50 hours

rather than more than 50 hours. For partnered mothers, the increase in employment

rates was not equally matched by an increase in the proportion working long hours.

Nevertheless, due to both demographic and employment changes in the broad 25–44

age group, there were numerically slightly more partnered mothers with a preschool

child working 50 or more hours per week in 2001 than in 1986. The increase was from

nearly 3,978 in 1986 to just over 5,586 in 2001.

Table 5 Average Hours Worked per Week, % of Employed Partnered Mothers
and Fathers Working Under 20 Hours, and % Working 50 or More
Hours Per Week, by Age of Parent with a Child Under 5 Years, 1986
and 2001

Hours Mothers Fathers

25–34 35–44 25–34 35–44

Average hours 1986 25.3 26.6 47.1 47.5
2001 26.9 27.4 47.5 48.2
∆ 86–01 1.6 0.8 0.4 0.7

% working 1986 45.8 41.9 1.6 1.4

> 20 hours 2001 37.5 36.6 2.8 2.7
∆ 86–01 –8.3 –5.3 1.2 1.3

% working 1986 9.0 10.2 34.3 37.0
≥ 50 hours 2001 7.9 9.8 38.6 43.0

∆ 86–01 –1.1 –0.4 4.3 6.0

The data also show that although there are strong gender-based differences in work

patterns, when short hours are considered over time mothers’ patterns of paid work

have been changing to become closer to those of fathers. Yet the proportion of fathers

working long hours showed a strong rise, increasing the gap between mothers and

fathers in this area.

These data also need to be interpreted against a backdrop of changes in the number of

employed partnered mothers and fathers. In 1986, there were just under 45,000

employed partnered mothers aged 25–44 with a child under five years. This had

increased to nearly 64,000 by 2001. In contrast, the number of employed partnered

fathers aged 25–44 with a child under five declined from 116,000 to 100,000. These

changes reflect both changing demographics and changing employment rates of child-

rearing partnered mothers and fathers. 

Tables 6 and 7 explore the change in working hours of partnered parents by level of

highest education. To further simplify the analysis, only the 25–34 age group is
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considered. Table 6 shows that in 2001 the group of partnered fathers most likely to

work short hours were those with no formal qualifications. In contrast, the fathers most

likely to work long hours were those with degrees or higher educational qualifications.

When a more detailed analysis was carried out, it was found that many of the well-

educated fathers recorded exactly 50 hours of paid work, and it was poorly educated

fathers who were slightly more likely to work more than 50 hours.

Table 6 Changes in Hours of Partnered Employed Fathers Aged 25–34 with a
Child under 5 Years, by Highest Level of Education, 1986 and 2001

Highest qualifications % < 20 hours per week % ≥ 50 hours per week

1986 2001 ∆ 86–01 1986 2001 ∆ 86–01

Degree or higher 0.9 2.5 1.6 36.3 40.2 3.9

Other tertiary 0.9 2.1 1.2 34.3 38.8 4.5

School 1.4 2.8 1.4 36.2 38.0 1.8

No qualifications 2.9 4.1 1.2 32.0 38.5 6.5

The changes in working hours by education were also strong for employed mothers

(Table 7). Although well-educated mothers (any tertiary qualification) were the most

likely to be working short hours in 1986, this reversed in 2001. Linked to this, the

strongest decline in the proportion of mothers working short hours was among those

with a degree or higher. This was also the only group of mothers where the proportion

working 50 or more hours per week increased. In 2001, well-educated mothers with a

preschool child were the most likely to work long hours. However, across educational

groups, long hours of paid work were relatively uncommon among partnered mothers

with a preschool child. If long hours are required for career advancement in most

senior professional and managerial occupations, then compared with partnered fathers

few mothers are working such hours and this places them at a relative disadvantage. 

Table 7 Changes in Hours of Partnered Employed Mothers Aged 25–34 with a
Child under 5 Years by Highest Level of Education, 1986 and 2001

Highest qualifications % < 20 hours per week % ≥ 50 hours per week

1986 2001 ∆ 86–01 1986 2001 ∆ 86–01

Degree or higher 47.7 33.7 –14.0 8.8 11.5 2.7

Other tertiary 49.6 39.1 –10.5 9.2 7.7 –1.5

School 46.3 37.6 –8.7 9.7 7.0 –2.7

No qualifications 39.5 38.1 –1.4 7.9 7.7 –0.2
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The trends for those older parents with a child under five were broadly similar.

However, in this age group, a slightly higher proportion of both mothers and fathers

were likely to work longer hours. There are many possible explanations for this. One

contributing factor is that workers in this age group will be more likely to be in senior

positions in workplaces and therefore expected to work longer hours.

Underlying the changes in hours are strong changes in the proportion of qualified

working parents. For example, in 1986, 7.5% of partnered working mothers aged 25–34

with a child under five had a degree or higher qualification. By 2001, this had doubled

to 15.3%. At the other extreme, the proportion of working mothers with no formal

qualification more than halved from 25% to 10.8%. This reflects changes in educational

participation, as well as in employment and marriage rates by education.

Changes in Total Hours of Employed Couples 

The following data are again based around preschool children and, initially, do not

take into account the age of parents. Table 8 shows the proportion of child-rearing

couples working a total of under 30 hours per week or, in terms of long hours, between

80 and 100 hours and 100 or more hours per week in both 1986 and 2001. Again, it

shows an increase at both ends of the weekly working hours’ spectrum, but with the

strongest growth in longer hours. The increasing hours of work for couples primarily

reflect three trends: an increase in the proportion of fathers working long hours,

increasing employment rates for mothers and, at the same time, a decline in the

number of employed mothers working short hours. 

Table 8 Changes in Weekly Combined Hours of Paid Work for Employed
Couples with a Child Under 5 Years, 1986 and 2001

% in each group of hours

< 30 30 < 40 40 < 50 50 < 80 80 < 100 100+

1986 2.3 5.5 40.7 36.4 10.1 5.0

2001 4.2 3.4 27.4 42.2 15.6 7.2

∆ 86–01 1.9 –2.1 –13.3 5.8 5.6 2.2

Changes by age and education levels of both parents of a New Zealand preschool child

were then considered. At an aggregate level there was a rise in average combined hours

worked by couples aged 25–34 and 35–44 between 1986 and 2001. For the former group,

the rise was from 56 hours to 62 hours per week; for the latter it was from 58 to 63 hours.

Table 9 again restricts the analysis to couples where the mother was aged 24–34. It

shows the smallest rise in average hours was for couples where both partners had no
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formal educational qualifications. Underlying these data, however, are again major

changes in the qualification mix of couples in this age range. For instance, in 1986, 19%

of these couples had no qualifications, but by 2001 this had dropped to just 7%. The

decline was even stronger in the 35–44 age group, from 22% to just 6%. This reflects a

number of trends, including increased education levels among both men and women

and delayed childbearing, particularly among the well educated.

Table 9 Average Hours Worked per Week by Employed Couples Where the
Female Was Aged 25 to 34 Years with a Child Under 5 Years, by
Highest Qualification Gained, 1986 and 2001

1986 2001 ∆ 86–01

Both partners have degree or higher 56.5 60.9 4.5

Other combination of qualifications 56.6 61.9 5.3

Neither has a qualification 55.2 57.1 1.9

Total 56.3 61.5 5.2

In terms of longer hours (Table 10), while the differences were not great in 1986 it was

poorly educated couples that had the highest proportion working 80 or more hours of

combined work. By 2001 there was little difference by education level. This shows that

long working hours can now be found across the educational spectrum.

Table 10 Proportion of Employed Couples with a Preschool Child Working 80 or
More Hours of Combined Work Per Week Where the Female Was
Aged 25 to 34 Years, by Highest Qualification of Both Partners, 1986
and 2001

1986 2001 ∆ 86–01

Both partners have degree or higher 14.0 22.5 8.5

Other combination of qualifications 13.9 22.2 8.3

Neither has a qualification 16.7 21.1 4.4

Total 14.4 22.2 7.8

The proportion of couples with a preschool child working 100 or more hours per week

of combined work was then calculated. In total, 6.8% of couples aged 25 to 34 years

worked these hours. Well-educated couples were again very marginally over-

represented among those working long hours. At the other end of the hours spectrum,

poorly educated couples were slightly over-represented.
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While qualifications are of some importance with regard to hours of work, both at the

overall individual and household levels (particularly when average hours are

considered), the detailed analysis showed that it was partnered fathers with no formal

qualifications who tended to work longer hours (more than 50) than other partnered

fathers. Yet, overall, couples with no qualifications did not stand out as working the

longest hours. This suggests that some poorly educated partnered fathers may be

putting in long hours because their partner is less likely to be employed or, if

employed, is both low paid and puts in low hours of work.

Finally, when ethnicity was considered, the data showed only a small variation in

average hours worked by couples with a child under five. Couples with an Asian child

put in the longest hours (as did Asian sole mothers) but (unlike sole mothers) parents

of European children were not far behind. Couples with a Pacific child worked the

lowest average hours. Again, the reasons for these differences are unclear.

WHY MIGHT FAMILIES BE WORKING LONGER HOURS OF PAID WORK?

While not an ideal data source for understanding decision-making in families, census

data provide some grounds for speculating why some sole parents and couples are

working longer hours of paid work. Although the education data for couples suggest

there will be a group of poorly educated parents working long hours to make ends

meet, the data also indicate that some of the shift to longer hours for families is likely

to have come about through choice rather than simply economic need. As

demonstrated, most of the change in working hours has come through changes in

women’s employment. As a group, women are becoming better educated, with better-

educated women tending to have higher levels of employment and to work longer

hours than poorly educated women. A significant group of women are making positive

choices to participate in education, and higher employment rates are one outcome of

this. If gender equity both in a society and within individual opposite-sex couples is

seen to be a societal goal then the increasing education and employment of women

should be viewed as a positive trend.

However, as research in the United States shows, choice of working hours by both

women and men is still conditioned by a range of societal factors. For example, Schor

(1998) has argued that long hours have been driven by a culture of consumption.

Competitive materialism constantly requires additional financial resources, which

many Americans (and possibly New Zealanders) try to meet by increasing the number

of hours they work for pay. In addition, Bell and Freeman (2000) suggest that there are

particular incentives to work long hours 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
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attract a major earnings’ penalty. Even well-educated individuals may face wage

penalties and career barriers if they challenge working-hour norms.

There are a variety of other reasons for long hours of work. For instance, working such

hours may provide a higher level of job security. Hours of paid work may therefore

increase in times of high unemployment or other periods of job insecurity. Equally,

hours of work might increase in times of economic expansion and labour shortages. For

example, Hays New Zealand (2004) reported in August 2004 that 52% of New Zealand

companies had increased their overtime levels in the previous year. This was a period

when unemployment levels were very low and there were reported skill shortages. 

The housing market also potentially provides incentives to work longer hours. In a

time of rapidly rising property prices, owning a house may become unaffordable for

first homeowners working standard hours. Initial home ownership might become

more dependent on longer hours of work for individuals and couples.

Other data show that single people and couples without children tend to work the

longest hours (Callister 2004a). These also indicate that individual and family earnings

are closely correlated with hours of work. This suggests that, when compared with

non-parents, parents and even well-educated parents are being economically

disadvantaged through working shorter hours of paid work. Based on both New

Zealand and international fertility trends, it also appears that a significant number of

well-educated women are making a trade-off between fertility and success in their

careers (Callister 2002, Grant et al. 2004, Sceats 2003). Success in careers may not only

require unbroken periods of paid work, but also long hours worked.

However, census data are cross-sectional. It also needs to be kept in mind that over a

life-cycle many individuals and families, including the well educated, will have times

of high hours of paid work and other times of fewer hours. The changing employment

rates and hours of work (mainly for women) by age of child support this life-cycle

view. Higher employment rates and longer hours among older women (Table 2), either

with older dependent children or no dependent children in the home, suggest that

while time out of work, or reduced working hours, could be important for a period in

their working lives, there can also be long periods of relatively high employment over

a life-cycle. As noted in the OECD (2004) report, Babies and Bosses, while New Zealand

mothers tend to exit paid work when their children are very young, we have a stronger

return to paid work, and from part time to full time work, as the youngest child moves

into older age groups than in many other countries.

Census data provide little information on preferences for hours of work, aside from

“revealed preferences”. It would be useful to have a better idea of families’ preferences

regarding working hour, and particularly fathers’ preferences, given they tend to put
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in the longest hours of paid work in both sole-parent and couple households.

International research suggests a sizeable number of workers would prefer a different

workload. However, some workers want longer hours, some shorter ones. While it is

more likely that those working part time want longer hours and those working full

time the opposite, there are also part-time workers who want to reduce their hours and

full-time workers who want longer hours. This suggests that although flexibility in

time schedules and work patterns is growing, a significant number of workers are still

constrained by organisational schedules or economic necessities in their time allocation

(e.g. Bielenski et al. 2002, Böheim and Taylor 2004, Clarkberg and Moen 2001, Drago

and Yi-Ping 2003, Evans et al. 2001, Jacobs and Gerson 2001, Reynolds 2003, Stier and

Lewin-Epstein 2003, Wooden and Loundes 2001). 

Focusing specifically on fathers, research carried out in Australia on the working

preferences of partnered fathers suggests that, overall, fathers’ satisfaction with their

work hours decreased as the number of hours worked increased (Weston et al. 2004).

In addition, the proportion of fathers who would prefer to work fewer hours (taking

into account the impact this would have on their income) increases with the number of

hours worked. Yet, the research also found that a quarter of fathers working very long

hours (60 or more) were satisfied with their working hours. In New Zealand, an on-line

survey of fathers indicated that 80% of them wished they could spend more time with

their children (EEO Trust 2003). Also in New Zealand, the Ministry of Social

Development (forthcoming) has carried out some exploratory work on parents’

working-hour preferences. This again shows some mismatch between actual and

preferred working hours.

THE EFFECTS OF INCREASED WORKING HOURS ON UNPAID WORK, 
INCLUDING CHILDCARE

Consideration also needs to be given to the impact increasing working hours may have

on children. Discussions about the effect of paid work on family life are not new. In the

1950s, when mothers began increasing their participation in paid work concerns about

maternal deprivation were first raised (e.g. Bowlby 1952). However, research on the

effects of mothers’ involvement in paid work has become far more sophisticated. Based

on a review of international literature, the Ministry of Women’s Affairs (2004: 43)

conclude, “Maternal employment in itself has no significant negative or positive effects

on children, although some international evidence suggests small negative effects for

very young children”. However, the Ministry of Women’s Affairs goes on to note that,

“Early, extensive and poor quality non-maternal care combined with poor quality

home care leads to negative effects.” 

Like many studies of the effects of maternal employment, a range of factors influences

outcomes, including the quality of maternal employment and quality of time spent

Social Policy Journal of New Zealand • Issue 24 • March 2005 173

Overworked Families? Changes in the Paid Working Hours of Families with Young Children, 
1986 to 2001

ƒMSD11766_SP Journal 24_v4  1/4/05  11:38 AM  Page 173



with children. Where and when the work is carried out can also be important (Callister

2004c). However, while focusing primarily on maternal employment, the Ministry of

Women’s Affairs noted that one of the important influences on child outcomes is

paternal care, and certainly the census data show that it is primarily fathers who work

long hours. While there are still few studies of the effects of paternal employment – and

particularly long hours of work – on child outcomes, interviews with young

Australians about work–life balance issues suggest that many young people wanted to

spend more time with their fathers (Pocock 2004).

Knowing more about time spent with children requires information on total hours of

work, both paid and unpaid. New Zealand and overseas data provide some guide as

to what the effects on unpaid work might be. While total hours worked by sole parents

is important, given that this paper focuses primarily on couples the following review

data also only consider couples.

In New Zealand there has only been one time-use survey carried out, and so changes

in total working hours over time cannot be determined. This time-use study was

carried out much nearer to 2001 than to 1986 so will include families that have

increased their working hours. Across the total population the data show that men’s

and women’s total hours of work are very similar, but that men undertake more paid

work and women more unpaid work. When the sample is restricted to partnered men

and woman with a child under five, Stevens (2002) demonstrates that total hours of

work are higher for parents of young children than for men and women without

children.4 Steven’s data also show that the ratio of total hours of women’s to men’s

work was 0.96; that is, on average partnered men with a child under five work longer

total hours than partnered women. These data indicated that 19% of women’s total

work was paid, while for men it was 64%. The total hours data suggest that, contrary

to popular discourse, in New Zealand it is, on average, fathers who suffer more from

the “double burden” than mothers. The OECD (2004) has also produced a ratio of total

paid and unpaid time of women to men for couple families with a child under six years

of age. This ratio again shows that, on average, men work longer total hours than

women. The New Zealand ratio was 0.7, compared with ratios of 1.2 in Portugal (where

the double burden falls more heavily on women), and 1.0 in Switzerland.5  

However, these data are for all partnered men and women, not just couples where both

are employed. They include couples where the father works full time and the mother

stays at home. It may be that in New Zealand it is the potential for a “double burden”

that prevents some mothers from entering the workforce or moving from part-time to
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full-time employment. International time-use data restricted to couples where both

partners work full-time suggest that there is a significant double burden in some

countries but not others. Table 11 shows the ratio of women’s to men’s total work time

(paid and unpaid) in couple households with a child under five where both partners

work full-time. These data do not include New Zealand.6 The total work time for

couples in Sweden, a country where paid working hours are relatively short, is nearly

equal. However, in the other countries, women working full-time have a higher total

workload than men. 

Table 11 Ratio of Women’s to Men’s Total Work Time (Paid and Unpaid) in
Couple Households with a Child under 5 Years and Where Both
Partners Work Full-Time 

Ratio

USA (1995) 1.05

UK (1999) 1.16

Sweden (1991) 0.99

Italy (1989) 1.26

Source: OECD (2001)

While the “double burden” may be a problem for some parents, is it a problem for

children? In the United States, every five years, the Families and Work Institute

conducts a National Study of the Changing Workforce (Bond et al. 2002). This study

shows that the proportion of married wage and salaried employees who lived in dual-

earner couples has increased substantially, from 66% in 1977 to 78% in 2002. In the

same period, combined work hours for dual-earner couples with children rose 10 hours

a week, from 81 hours a week in 1977 to 91 hours 25 years later. But in a somewhat

surprising result, the combined time that parents spent caring for their children on

workdays increased – from 5.2 hours in 1977 to 6.2 hours in 2002.

This is not the only study to find such a result.7 Also in the United States, Bianchi (2000)

found that, despite the rapid rise in mothers’ labour-force participation, mothers’ time

with children has been quite stable over time. She notes that in the past, non-employed

mothers’ time with children was reduced by the demands of unpaid family work and

domestic chores and by the use of mother substitutes for childcare, especially in large

families. Bianchi comments that employed mothers now try to find new ways to

maximise time with children. For example, in all the years studied employed mothers
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undertook less housework than non-employed mothers, although total hours of

housework was also declining for both groups. The reduction in housework hours can

come about in a variety of ways. Standards may be lowered or housework time may be

“intensified”; that is, more work is carried out in less time. For example, dishwashers

or clothes driers may speed up housework, or individuals may simply work harder.

For those who can afford it, “professionals” are increasingly cleaning houses, while

other forms of household work, such as food preparation, are increasingly being

“outsourced”. Such strategies can lessen the potential “double burden”.

However, just as importantly, Bianchi also found that within couples, fathers are

spending more time with their children than in the past, potentially increasing the total

time children spend with parents even as mothers work longer hours outside the home.

This trend of increasing paternal care has also been shown by other overseas time-use

studies in a range of industrialised countries (e.g. Gershuny 2000, Yeung et al. 2001).

For example, in the United States, Bond et al. found that in dual-earner couples, since

1977 fathers have increased the time they spend on workdays doing household chores,

including childcare, by approximately 42 minutes, while mothers have reduced their

time by the same amount, although still doing more than fathers.

New Zealand time-use data also show that some parents are undertaking paid work at

home in the evenings and weekends, time that children will also be generally home

(Callister 2004c). A further investigation of these data indicates that nearly 24% of

working parents recorded undertaking simultaneous paid work and childcare with,

not surprisingly, almost all of the simultaneous childcare passive rather than active

childcare (Callister and Singley 2004). But given the popular idea that it is mainly

women who multi-task, an unexpected result was that when both passive and active

childcare are considered, there was little difference between women and men. The data

showed that just over a third of employed New Zealand mothers and fathers

undertook a spell of simultaneous work in weekends, while during the week the

figures were a fifth for fathers and a quarter for mothers. However, these data provide

no information on the quality of such childcare. 

Finally, another reason why parents may have been able to increase their hours of work

but not reduce time spent with their children is that they may have less time for

themselves. Research by Bond et al. (2002) has supported this notion. In the United

States, in 2002 fathers spent 1.3 hours on themselves on workdays, down from 2.1

hours in 1977. But the study found mothers have even less time for themselves – 0.9

hours versus 1.6 hours in 1977.

Overall, the various sources of data, including the data on why families are working

longer hours and the effects on children, suggest a very complex picture. There appear

to be both positive and negative outcomes associated with longer family working
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hours. However, preference literature from countries with long working hours

suggests some parents working long hours consider themselves to be overworked and

would like to find ways of reducing their paid work hours, but often face barriers to

doing so.

POLICIES TO REDUCE WORKING HOURS

Is the rise in working hours for some families likely to abate? In early 2005, the

government raised the issue of lifting employment rates for some groups of New

Zealand women (Clark 2005). A range of policies is to be developed to encourage more

mothers to enter (or re-enter) paid employment. Policies designed to bring more sole

parents into paid work may not increase average working hours for those employed

and, in fact, if new entrants work part-time may even reduce them. However, simply

through increased employment rates, unless this paid work only occurs in school time,

more sole parents are likely to spend less time with their children. If greater support is

given to working parents, it is possible that employment rates for partnered mothers

will also continue to increase. Unless there are quite dramatic changes in employment

rates and/or hours of work for fathers, this is likely to result in a further increase in the

average hours of work of child-rearing couples. 

A number of New Zealand studies have already provided reasons to expect some

further increase in mothers’ employment (e.g. Bryant et al. 2004, OECD 2004). If gender

equality is to be achieved in New Zealand through women’s patterns of work (both in

employment rates and hours worked) becoming more similar to those of men rather

than through changes in both men’s and women’s working hours, then inevitably

family hours of work will continue to rise. If, for example, employment rates for

partnered mothers reach those of Sweden (Table 1) and partnered New Zealand

fathers’ hours of paid work stay above those of Swedish fathers, then New Zealand

children will have parents working longer combined hours than their Swedish peers.8 

Alternatively, can governments do anything to reduce excessive working hours for

some parents? Initiatives to reduce working hours can be broadly divided into three

groups.9 The first involves government encouraging voluntary working-hour

reduction agreements between workers and employers. This is the approach taken by

Australia. This model relies on increasing flexibility in the labour market so employers

and employees can individually or collectively work out agreements that suit both 
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parties. This has been supported by campaigns to encourage the provision of work–life

balance policies in the workplace. This is, principally, also the model currently used in 

New Zealand. 

There are two, not mutually exclusive, types of legislation that have been used

internationally to try to reduce working hours. The first endeavours to place a cap on

working hours. The French 35-hour working week legislation is perhaps the best-

known example. The second type of legislation primarily gives support to those

wanting to work part-time. Examples can be found in both the United Kingdom and

the Netherlands. The latter policies are designed mainly to support workers fulfilling

their preferences rather than placing restrictions on workers’ choices. 

The British legislation, designed to support a reduction in working hours, falls into

both broad categories of legislation.10 The first, which aims to place a “cap” on working

hours, has a cut-off point of 48 hours. The second aims to support part-time work. For

instance, the Employment Act 2002 introduced new employment legislation designed

to help working parents. This legislation has many aims, but one of them is to reduce

any discrimination against part-time workers and workers who wish to work non-

standard hours. In this legislation, from April 2003 parents with young and disabled

children have the right to request flexible work to facilitate childcare (Tiger 2004).

Under the regulations, employees can request to: change the hours they work, change

the times they are required to work, or work from home (whether for all or part of 

the week). 

In a paper published in 2003, Barnard et al. argue that the various working-hours

legislation has so far had little impact on an ingrained culture of long working hours in

the United Kingdom. However, another paper puts forward evidence that suggests

that working time has been reducing (United Kingdom Government 2004). According

to the United Kingdom Labour Force Survey, the proportion of full-time employees

usually working over 48 hours per week has fallen since 1998. In the first quarter of

2003, 20.4 per cent of full-time employees usually worked more than 48 hours,

compared to 23.3 per cent in the same time period in 1998. This decline was driven by

a reduction in the number of men reporting long working hours. Between 1998 and

2003, no decline was evident in the proportion of women working over 48 hours

(United Kingdom Department of Trade and Industry 2004). 

There is much ongoing debate about both the philosophy and the actual workings of

the United Kingdom working-hour legislation. The United Kingdom government

believes that having a highly flexible labour market has been a key factor behind its
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recent strong employment performance. It also recognises working-hour preferences

are diverse of and the government does not want to overly restrict free choices made

by individuals. Overall, the government “believes strongly that the UK’s

competitiveness should not depend on people working long hours but equally that

people should be free to determine their own working patterns” (United Kingdom

Department of Trade and Industry 2004: 10). 

In the context of New Zealand’s aim to support a relatively high level of labour market

flexibility, the strategies adopted by the United Kingdom government appear a useful

model to explore further if the New Zealand government wishes to develop policies to

support a reduction in the proportion of New Zealanders working long hours of paid

work. However, the legislation that puts a cap on working hours potentially

diminishes preferences and there are a variety of ways of avoiding this particular

United Kingdom legislation. These methods include the following (Wooden 2003).

• Many of the individuals working long hours tend to be in occupations that are not

much affected by regulation, such as managers or the self-employed.

• Many of the additional hours are not directly paid for on an hourly basis and hence

presumably not recorded, thus making the policing of restrictions on hours difficult.

• Many of these extra hours are worked at home which, in most instances, will be

beyond the reach of regulation.

• Restrictions can always be circumvented, for example by shifting employees to self-

employed status, or by workers by taking additional part-time jobs.

A further problem is that if such schemes are designed with the aim of ensuring

children spend more time with their parents, both individuals and couples’ hours need

to be considered. For example, in a couple with children, one partner may work 55

hours a week with their partner at home looking after the children full-time. If a cap

was placed at 48 hours, as in the United Kingdom, then the main earner would have

their hours reduced. This may result in this worker spending more time with their

children, but is likely to reduce total family income and may force the other partner

into part-time work. It may potentially cut across the preferences of both partners in

this couple. In contrast, a couple where both partners worked 45 hours would not have

their working hours capped, yet potentially would be spending 35 hours more hours

per week away from their children. 

In contrast, it seems that those United Kingdom policies that promote higher-quality

part-time work may be more helpful in supporting the working-hour preferences of

many workers, and there appear to be fewer incentives to circumvent such regulation. 

However, given the worldwide problems of women’s over-representation in part-time

work and the resulting gender equity implications, particularly in terms of earnings, a

model developed in the Netherlands for supporting part-time work may merit further
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investigation (Callister 2004b). The proportion of men working part-time in the

Netherlands is relatively high and it would be worth exploring the reasons for this. One

possible factor is that achieving gender equity in both paid and unpaid work takes a

higher priority in many continental European and Nordic countries than it does in the

remainder of the OECD, including New Zealand, with many policies designed to

support equal sharing of work in both spheres. 

Finally, it needs to be kept in mind that government policies to reduce long hours of

work can only go so far. A review of work–life balance issues in New Zealand

concludes that organisational culture and businesss incentives are important

considerations in the design of work–life balance policy (Varuhas et al. 2003). The

authors argue that policy interventions that result in costs for the firm that are not

offset by benefits can create perverse incentives. These may cause firms to be reluctant

to hire staff who are likely to draw on family-friendly benefits. The researchers note

that government policies that require firms to provide family-friendly measures,

including working-time reduction policies, for employees are likely to be ineffective in

improving work–life balance if the workplace culture is not family friendly. Varuhas et

al. go on to suggest that while the government has limited ways of influencing

workplace culture in private firms, as a major employer itself in New Zealand it has the

opportunity to lead by example. This is a sensible suggestion that needs further

investigation.
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