The Sexual Division of Labour:

The Use of Time

by Susan Clark and Andrew S. Harvey

Although critics of the recent women's
movement have agreed that the resur-
gence in feminism has been unco-
ordinated, atheoretical and character-
ized by very divergent philosophies,
one common underlying theme is the de-
sire to improve women's status by les-
sening the effect of sex-role stereo-
typing. (1) Safilios~Rothschild main-
tains that:

Liberation of women and men
requires that they act according
to their wishes, inclinations,
potentials, abilities, and needs
rather than according to the
prevailing stereotypes about sex
roles and sex appropriate modes of
thought and behaviours. (2)
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Evidence of the channelling of people's
talents and abilities, both of women
and men, is well documented for all
spheres of life whether one considers
education, (3)paid work, (4) the mainten-
ance of the household and care of
children(5)or people's aspirations and
plans for the future.(6) The recent
women's movement is now over ten years
old and after numerous commissions and
task forces, considerable research and
a whole spate of research reports and
books, concern is being expressed about
whether the position of women has im-
proved significantly. In the mid-
1960s the very assessment of the status
of women was made difficult in many in-
stances by the lack of research in im-






portant areas. Although it would be too
optimistic to say that that situation
has been completely rectified, there has
been a great deal of interest in ques-
tions of direct relevance to women, and
we now have a considerably stronger

basis of information from which to argue.

Some of the data would certainly lead
one to question the assertion that women
have been progressing on all fronts(7)
One area in which there has been consid-
erable debate is that of participation

by men and women in housework and child-
care.

Housework has been a neglected area of
study in sociology and the other social
sciences. |t is only recently that we
have had very detailed research into the
allocation of household tasks between
household members. Earlier research,
much of it concerned with participation
in the labour force and its effects on
the running of a household, has not
been very precise in describing the
amount of time and commitment required
of couples who maintain a household,
work outside the home and perhaps

raise children as well. The use of
time-budgets whereby people are re-
quested to keep a very detailed ac-
count of how they spent one 24-hour
period has become widely accepted as a
research tool in the western countries
since the mid-1960s,(8)and this allows
us to analyse in far greater depth just
how wives and husbands may or may not
cooperate in meeting their total obli-
gations.
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Since people spend, on average, between
15 and 21 hours(9)a day in their homes,
and ''the family environment is the
major influence in determining the
quality of the next generation and is
dependent upon the income, attitudes,
education and capacity of parents' (10)
it is apparent that the importance of
research into the household unit cannot
be underestimated. Indeed, if we are
interested not only in whether the
present generation of adult women are
improving their status, but also whether
future generations are going to grow up
with attitudes and abilities which allow
them to live their lives in greater
equality than we presently do, then we
have a very real interest in what
children may be learning through role
models in the home. The extent to
which household work is seen as the
'natural' domain of one or other of the
sexes and the question of whether the
rigid division of labour is changing
are crucial questions which have to be
answered.

The evidence that women and men perform
particular household tasks which are
seen as appropriate to their sex is
quite clear and consistent. Walker, in
her study of household activities,
shows that women are primarily respon-
sible for regular house care and meal
preparation, physical care of family
members, after-meal clean up and mar-
keting. Husbands do help with marketing
but otherwise their contributions to
the running of the home are in the
areas of the care and maintenance of



the yard or garden and the equipment
used in these activities, care of the
car, occasional or seasonal care of the
house; e.g., washing windows, redecora-
ting or repairing furniture and equip-
ment,and some activities concerned with
the care of children such as reading to
them, helping them with their homework
or taking them to special events and
functions. (11) The work men do in the
household, therefore, tends to be of a
less regular nature than that of women
and often involves jobs over which
there is considerable leeway in terms
of when the tasks have to be performed.
Similar findings on how the household
tasks are shared by women and men are
reported for London by Young and
Willmott, (12)for Paris by Michel, (13)
as well as for Poland, (14)Russia(15)

and Canada. (16)

The question which has interested most
of these researchers is the extent to
which women may have to carry a double
workload if they are in paid employ-
ment and are still considered to be
responsible for a household to which
other members may make only small con-
tributions. |In such circumstances
women would have very long work hours
and less time for leisure pursuits.
This question of the double workload
for women has been very important in
east European countries where women
have a very high participation rate in
the labour force{17) and is of increas-
ing importance to western countries as
more women take on paid employment.(18)

No research reports indicate that where
both husband and wife are in the labour
force there is an equal sharing of the
household tasks, but there is some in-
dication that husbands do perform more
household tasks if their wives work.
Michel, for example, in her study of
Paris argues that when women work they
acquire more power with which to bar-
gain in the family and one consequence
of this is that the husbands are ob-
liged to do more work in the household.
Meissner et al have termed this an
adaptive partnership, "in which 'the
family' (i.e., marriage and the house-
hold) is a self-balancing system which
adapts to structural changes and in-
ternal requirements."(19) It is this
type of family which Young and Willmott
consider will become more common in
future decades. Basing their conclu-
sions on interviews with nearly 2000
people from the London Metropolitan
Region, they maintain that:
Husbands also do a lot of work in
the home, including many jobs which
are not at all traditional men's
ones. . . There is now no sort
of work in the home strictly re-~
served for 'the wives' even
clothes~washing and bed making
still ordinarily thought of as
women's jobs, were frequently men-
tioned by husbands as things they
did as well. . . . But if the
trend was towards it, most married
couples were obviously still a
long way from the state of unisex
that some young people had arrived
at. There were many roles which

kg



were still primarily the preroga-
tive of one sex or another, par-
ticularly in the classes which
were not so far on in the process
of change. (290)

They further state:
In London, and probably elsewhere,

when wives worked outside the home,
their husbands more often worked
inside it. 1In the interests of
symmetry it was only fair, as hus-
bands and wives saw it, for the men
to do more so that their wives
could do less.(21)
Observations such as these would lead
one to be somewhat optimistic about the
position of women in the family. Changes
may be slower than one would wish and
the equalization of responsibility for
child care and the running of the house-
hold is still a future goal for many
couples, but at least the developments
appear to be in the appropriate direc-
tion. For Canadian women, therefore,
the conclusions Meissner et al draw from
their Vancouver data are particularly
disturbing.(22) 1In this report the
authors maintain that husbands give very
little additional time to the household
and to their wives even if the wives are
in the labour force and, in terms of
developing a theory of dependent labour,
Meissner et al seek to explain why the
traditional division of labour in the
nome will be unlikely to alter very
significantly.(23) Several possible
explanations can be advanced for these
contradictory findings and theories.
Different conclusions may arise from the
manner in which the studies were con-
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ducted; for instance the Vancouver data
is far more detailed than that of
Michel. tt may be that earlier reports
were inaccurate about the relative work-
loads of men and women because the re-
search techniques were not designed to
measure the full extent of a person's
participation in the household. On the
other hand there is the possibility
that Canada differs from other western
countries in that while their family
organisation is becoming more symmetri-
cal, ours is still based on a tra-
ditional division of labour and shows
no marked signs of becoming more
egalitarian.

Within the Canadian context it is pos-
sible to compare the Vancouver findings
with those of a very similar survey
conducted in Halifax. By doing so it
is possible to determine whether the
conclusions based on the west coast
data are supported by those from Nova
Scotia. To the extent that they are,
attention has then to be directed to
whether or not Canada is unique in
this regard or whether alternative ex-
planations can be found which would
account for why we appear to be dif-
ferent from other countries.

The Halifax data comes from the Dimen-
sions of Metropolitan Activities Sur-
vey (DOMA) conducted in 1971-72 in
Halifax, Dartmouth and parts of Halifax
County. (24) As in the Vancouver study,
respondents were asked to keep a time
diary. The Halifax time budget study,
however, was designed to be a replica



of the multinational project(25)and re-
quired people to keep an account of all
the activities they performed, when the
activities took place, where and with
whom, for one 24-hour day. Sampling
design, instrumentation and coding
procedures were identical with those of
the multinational project. The Van-
couver and Halifax surveys, while not
completely identical in these respects,
are sufficiently similar to allow for
meaningful comparisons between the

east and west coasts since in both in-
stances the assessment of wives' and
husbands' contributions to the house-
hold are based on detailed time budget
data.

Although the activities in which people
engaged in Halifax were originally

coded into 99 different categories, for
the purposes of this discussion these
have been reduced to just eight cate-
gories in order to make the comparisons
between different groups of individuals
less complex. Table 1 lists the activ-
ities which comprise each of these 8
categories. In any comparison of the
activities undertaken by particular
groups of people it will be very appar-
ent that the way in which the activities
are categorized is crucial to many
arguments. For example, whether one set
of people has more or less leisure than
another depends on what activities are
seen as leisure time pursuits. House~
work is particularly problematic in this
regard since the same activity, for
example sewing, may be regarded as a
work or a leisure task. Given such

problems it becomes understandable why
one could easily reach different con-
clusions about the amount of time people
spend in housework, child care or
leisure.

Before moving to a comparison of the
Halifax and Vancouver data, a brief
description of the time and activity
patterns of the Nova Scotia respondents
will be given as a background for later
discussions. |f one takes the entire
sample and compares the time expenditure
of women and men, one finds that the
overall hours of work and non-work do
not vary between the sexes, although

the manner in which the work time is
spent does differ.(See Table 2). Both
sexes spend 7.8 hours per average day
{(26)in work but for the men most of this
time is spent in paid employment,
whereas for the women the greater per-
centage of the time is taken up with
household work, to which men contribute
1.5 hours. Although the non-work activ-
ities involve the same total time, 16.2
hours, again the manner in which the
time is used does vary. Women, for in-
stance, spend somewhat more time in

self maintenance and in particular on
sleep. This then gives them less time
for leisure pursuits and they reduce

the time they spend on both homecentred
and other forms of leisure activities

in comparison to the men.

As mentioned previously, one of the in-

terests of researchers has been the ex-
tent to which married women in the
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labour force work longer hours than
their husbands. Since our data indicate
that women and men spend the same amount
of time on work and non-work activities
when comparisons are made between all
women and all men irrespective of their
employment or marital statuses, it fol-
lows that if one group of women works
very long hours then another group must
have a considerably easier work load.

In fact this proves to be the case when
comparisons are made between women ac-
cording to their marital and employment
statuses and the presence or absence of
young children; i.e., children under 12
years. Table 3 presents a summary of
this data for the women. Work hours

for different groups of women vary by
3.9 hours with single unemployed women
working the smallest number of hours

and married employed women with no

young children the longest. This latter
group appears to work even slightly lon-
ger than those women who are employed
and also have young children and this
perhaps runs counter to common sense
assumptions which would suggest that
young children require more time than
older children.(27) However, other fac-
tors which are not taken into consider=
ation here, for example, the number of
children in the household, may account
for this minor variation in time.
Essentially all married women who are
also in the labour force will spend an
average of 9 hours a day in work activ-
ities. The largest increases in work
time for women occur when a single

woman changes from being unemployed to
being employed (an increase of 3 hours),

when an unemployed woman becomes a be-
comes a married housewife (an increase of
2.3 hours) and when the housewife has
young children (an increase of 1.3
nours). Married women who have no

young children and decide to enter the
labour force are likely to add 2.1

hours to their work hours.,

Work hours for men are generally less
than for the corresponding group of
women. (See Table 4). Unemployed men,
whether single or married, work the
least number of hours of all categories
of men and women. Employed men with no
young children have the heaviest work-
load, as did the women in the corres-
ponding category, but the men spend .6
hours less on work than do the women.
The same time differential is also

found between employed men and women with
young children. It is very apparent from
Tables 3 and 4, however, that the dis-
tribution of work hours between market
and non-market work varies very con-
siderably between the sexes. The tra-
ditional division of labour is evident
in that for all categories men spend
more time on market work than women and
women spend more time on non-market
tasks than the men. If, for instance,
one compares married employed women and
men both with and without young children,
one finds that the time spent by men in
market work varies by only .l hours and
the time spent on non-market activities
does not alter at all but stays at 1.9
hours. For women it is clear that the
presence of young children does affect
how they allocate their work hours. The
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Women

. Men

Key to Tables 3 and 4

Single employed women or men
Single unemployed women or men

. Married

Married
Married
Married
Married

employed women or men with young children (i.e. children under 12)
employed women and men with no young children

unemployed women with young children

unemployed women with no young children

unemployed men both with and without young children

(See over)



TABLE 3

The Allocation of Time by Different Categories of Women, for an average day, in hours and tenths of hours.
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TABLE 4
MEN

WORK

(N)

The Allocation of Time by Different Categories of Men, for an average day, in ours and tenths of hours.
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fact that women with young children
spend nearly equal amounts of time in
market and non-market work indicates
that such women are more likely to hold
part-time jobs in order to leave suf-
ficient time available to meet household
demands. When there are no young chil-
dren the women increase their hours at
market work and decrease household tasks
by nearly 1 hour. The shorter market
work hours of women arise mainly from
the fact that more women than men are in
part-time employment. Twenty-nine per-
cent of married employed women with
young children work in part-time jobs
and 18% of those without young children.
Less than 2% of the men in the corres-
ponding categories are in part-time
nccupations.,

Although attention has so far been
directed towards employed women, it can-
not be assumed that unemployed women are
sitting at home idle. Housewives with
young children put in a full 8 hour work
day and even those housewives without
young children are spending approxi-
mately 7 hours on work. |t is really
only single unemployed women and unem-
ployed men who are very deviant in terms
of their time allocation to work.

I f one considers activities other than
work it is obvious that those who spend
the fewest hours on work have the most
hours to spend on all other pursuits.
Although considerable variation is found
in how people allocate their time for
some activities, others show quite uni-

form patterns. Women, for example, are
likely to spend more time than men on
total self-maintenance and in particu-
lar they spend this additional time in
extra sleep. In comparison men sleep
less but use slightly more time than

the women on eating and personal care.
The exception to this general pattern
are again found among the unemployed

men and single unemployed women, all of
whom spend considerably longer time in
sleep than do other people. It has been
suggested that very long periods of
sleep are an indication of the margin-
ality of a group(28)and to the extent
that men are expected to be employed, as
are single women, then one could maintain
that these groups are somewhat outside
the norms of Canadian society. Indeed,
since they have very different patterns
of time use in all areas from other men
and women, this may also be related to
their marginal status and in fact make
their marginality apparent to others.
Single employed men may also seem some-
what deviant with regard to their sleep
time as they average only slightly over
7 hours whereas it is customarily as-
sumed that most people need around 8
hours sleep in order to function satis-
factorily. The lack of sleep of this
group cannot be attributed to the fact
that they are so hard pressed for time
that they have to reduce their sleep
time but must be interpreted as a choice
made by such men who prefer to spend
extra time on leisure pursuits.

While women do not cut down on their
sleep time as a response to time pres-
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sures, it is noticeable that married
employed women with young children, a
group that does carry heavy work re-
sponsibilities spend less time on other
forms of self-maintenance than anyone
else. It appears that such women may
try to gain time by taking shorter meal
periods in particular.

When one considers leisure time pursuits,
however, it is not this group of women
but those who are married and employed
with no young children who have the

least amount of time for hobbies, enter-
tainment and general relaxation. It is
in these activities that men show con-
siderable gains over women. Men spend
at least 5 hours a day in leisure activ-
ities and this rises to over 7 hours if
they are unemployed. Only those women
who are not in the labour force have as
much as 5 hours a day at their disposal
for leisure.
use is similar for all groups except
single employed males. With the excep-
tion of this group, people spend more
time in homecentred leisure activities
than in those activities which take them
outside the home. Single working men,
however, reverse this pattern. Unem-
ployed persons, whether female or male,
spend more time in home-centred activi-
ties than anyone else but it is notice-
able that employed women and housewives
with young children all spend less than
2 hours a day outside the home in free
time activities. By contrast only those
men who are employed and have young
chiildren do not spend at least 2 hours a
day in non-home-centred pursuits. In
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The pattern of leisure time

summarizing the Halifax data one would
have to argue that the traditional div-
ision of labour is very much in evidence.
Men are engaged primarily in market work
and only incidentally in the household
tasks; whereas for most women the re-
verse is the case. Married employed
women do work longer hours than other
groups although it can be argued that
some women, like some groups of men, are
not overburdened with work. Support for
the traditional female/male roles is al-
so found in the fact that women are
generally more home centred in terms of
their leisure activities and that single
unemp loyed women spend more time on
other self-maintenance activities than
any group of people whereas the men in
the corresponding category spend the
least time of anyone.

Table 5 presents a comparison of the
Halifax and Vancouver data for selected
activities and groups for one week.

“"One job'' women refers to women who are
housewives and ''one job'' men to men who
are the sole wage earners for the family.
""Two job'' women and men are those who
belong to two income households. The
pattern of time expenditure for men and
women is virtually identical for the two
cities. The time expenditure pattern
refers to the fact that if one were to
rank order the groups in terms of the
amounts of time spent on particular ac-
tivities then the rank ordering for
Halifax would be the same as the rank
ordering for Vancouver. But, although
the pattern of time use is the same, the
actual amounts of time spent in dif=-
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ferent activities does vary between the
east and west coasts in some instances.

For both cities, women in two job fam-
ilies have the heaviest work load and
the least amount of time for leisure,
averaging at least 63 hours a week in
work activities, while housewives have
the fewest hours of work and the most
leisure. Among the men, the single wage
earners in Halifax work longer than men
in dual-earning families although in
Vancouver this difference is not
apparent. Comparisons between the east
and west coasts indicate that, with the
exception of housewives, Halifax people
work less, sleep less and have more time
for leisure than their Vancouver counter-
parts. Halifax housewives work longer
hours than those in Vancouver but still
manage to have the greater amount of
leisure time of the two groups. The
comparisons of actual time differences
are somewhat tentative as in some in-
stances the Vancouver data unaccountably
covers only 165 hours rather than the
168 required for one complete week. Con-
sequently, Table 6 presents the data in
terms of the percentage of time used in
certain activities but these results
again confirm the somewhat different
lifestyles which seem to be apparent be-
tween the two cities. Because the Hali-
fax housewives work longer hours and the
women in dual earning families shorter
hours than their Vancouver counterparts,
the actual increase in work hours ex-
perienced by married women who enter the
labour force in Nova Scotia is not as
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great as in Vancouver. Vancouver women
increase their weekly work hours by
10.1%, or about 17 hours in comparison
to the 11.2 hours or 7.6% for Halifax
women. As Meissner suggests, however,
the strategies women adopt to cope with
their dual obligations are to reduce
their non-market work and to take on
part-time paid employment rather than
full-time. The amount of time both
groups of women cut out of their non-
market work is strikingly similar, 23.1
hours (13.7% of the total work hours)
in Halifax and 23.9 hours (14.6%) in
Vancouver. Nevertheless, Halifax women
are still spending a greater percentage
of their work hours in household work
compared with the Vancouver women but
they do not work such long hours in paid
employment. The longer leisure hours of
the Halifax women are also apparent in
both categories and indeed, it is the
Vancouver wife in the dual-earning
family who has the least amount of free
time. Having considered some aspects
of women's time allocation, the crucial
questions then concern men's time pat-
terns. Married men in Halifax do more
non-market work than the Vancouver men
whether their wives work or not. In
one income families Halifax men average
2.8 hours more than those in Vancouver
and 3.8 hours more if their wives work.
This brings the Halifax men's hours in
household tasks up to 12.6 hours and
14,7 hours a week. In contrast to this,
Vancouver men allocate more time to
market work than those in Halifax, and
nore time to sleep. Halifax men have
the largest time expenditure of any
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group on seif-maintenance other than
sleep and, among the men, have the most
free time. Women's time spent on eating
and personal care does not vary very
much with city or work status but for
the men there is a regional variation of
at least 3% hours.

In the light of these data from Halifax
and Vancouver what conclusions can be
drawn? Men clearly are still in the
stage of ''"helping'' with the household
maintenance and are not equally respon-
sible with women for this part of the
total work load even though their wives
may alsoc be in the labour force. Does
this token help give support to the de-
pendent labour hypothesis or could one
interpret even the small increases in
time spent on household duties by Van-
couver men as an indication that couples
are moving towards an adaptive partner-
ship model? At the present time it
appears that the wife does most of the
adapting; she reduces her household
work and leisure hours quite signifi=
cantly and is more likely than her hus-
band to hold a part-time job. Men adapt
minimally to the change in circumstances
caused by their wives ceasing to be
full-time housewives and entering the
labour force. |t can be seen that the
extra time they devote to household
duties is to a large extent compensated
for by the fact that they reduce the
hours they spend in market work and
therefore their total work hours alter
very little. Other areas of their time
expenditure are also just about un-
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changed. The question of whether such
data supports one or other of the hypo-
theses mentioned is more problematic and
cannot be answered by simply using the
time-budget data from these two cities.
instead one also needs much more in-
formation than we presently have about
the relationship between a woman's em-
ployment and the status position of the
family for instance,(29)the motivation
behind women choosing to enter the
labour force(30)and the relationship be-
tween these reasons and their husbands'
attitudes towards equalizing the total
work load.

Given that a total amount of labour has
to be done to maintain the household both
financially and in terms of household
tasks, the tendency for women to meet
their obligations by taking on part-time
rather than full-time work is not neces-
sarily undesirable. What is undesirable
is that much of the part-time work avail-
able to women is low paid, insecure and
presents no opportunities for career ad-
vancement. While these conditions apply
and while women continue to be discrim-
inated against in full-time work in terms
of pay and opportunities, then the de-
cision for the couple to adapt to its
total work obligations by the husband
working part-time, would be irrational if
one is seeking to maximize either status
or income, or both. The relationship be-
tween the division of labour in the fam-
ily and the marketplace, therefore, is

of crucial importance and a lessening of
sex-role stereotyping within the family
is unlikely to occur unless the employ-



ment situation changes.

What is also apparent from this time-
budget data is that women's work hours
are much more affected by their progres-
sion through the life cycle than are
men's. Although unemployed men have
very few hours of work, once they join
the labour force their hours are rela-
tively constant. The fluctuation in
men's working hours is not tied to their
life cycle in the same manner as it is
for women since their unemployment is
unusual and probably unplanned. Women,
on the other hand, work relatively

short hours when they are unemployed

but long hours if they are married and
in the labour force. [t seems that
women are likely to move through an
orderly sequence in terms of their

work hours connected with their stage in
the life cycle. Thus, women move from
being singie and employed to being mar-
ried and employed. This is often fol-
lowed by a stage where a woman would be
a full time housewife with young chil-
dren to be followed by a return to the
labour force when the children are
older. With each of these stages women's
total work hours fluctuate. Since, on
the average, men spend more years in the
labour force than do women, it is pos-
sible that throughout their lifetimes
women and men spend close to the same
total amount of time in work activities.
If this is the case then the usual con-
cept of the adaptive partnership model
may not be appropriate if one is attemp-
ting to equalize the workloads of wives
and husbands in the short run by re~

quiring men to take on additional house-
work. Perhaps an alternative solution
would be to seek to reduce the time
necessary for household maintenance by
selling such services on the market and,
if necessary, subsidizing them. Time on
household tasks could be considerably
reduced if meals at reasonable cost were
available, for instance, or if people
returned to using laundries rather than
each household having its own private
facilities. Such services would then

be available to all people as a social
benefit. In essence we need to indus-
trialize housework.

Does the Vancouver time use foretell
Halifax's future? To the extent that

the population in Canada is becoming
more concentrated in large metropolitan
areas, (31)that the increase in women's
employment in Nova Scotia is such that
women's participation in the labour force
does not equal that of British Columbia
(32)and in view of the doubt placed on
the assumption that work hours are de~
creasing, (33) then one would assume that
Vancouver is more ''advanced'' than Halifax
and does indeed predict what lies ahead
for Haligonians. Of importance here is
the extent to which people's individual
choices can and do effect their time use
rather than being determined, for
example, by the physical structure of the
city which may cause people to travel
long distances to work, to shop or for
leisure. Given such considerations, it
is apparent that any changes or dissimi-
larities in the distribution of work
activities between women and men arise
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from very complex motivations and con-
ditions. Clearly, related improvements
in the status of women are going to be
equally complex to create and maintain,
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