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Abstract 
 
People feel increasingly time pressured, particularly 

in two-earner households.  But much of the time that 

people devote to paid and unpaid tasks is over and 

above that which is strictly necessary; in that sense, 

much of the time pressure that people feel is 

discretionary and of their own making. The 

magnitude of this ‘time-pressure illusion’ varies 

across population groups, being least among lone 

parents and greatest among the childless and two-

earner couples. 
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1 Introduction 

Being ‘money poor’ is a familiar phenomenon, a simple matter of not 

having enough money to meet one's needs in any of the many ways those 

might be specified.  Being ‘time poor’, by analogy, is a matter of not 

having enough time to do all the things one has to do (Vickery 1977). 

Many say that is an increasingly common phenomenon in modern 

societies, as working women and dual-earner couples more generally put 

in a ‘second shift’ at home after a full day in paid labour.  Others contest 

that fact.  The US President's Council of Economic Advisers (1999), for 

example, concludes that the ‘time crunch’ is real, but some academics 

dispute that claim.2 

The facts of the matter may be disputed, but the basic methodology for 

judging the extent of the ‘time bind’ is not.  To measure ‘time pressure’, 

we simply look at how many (or few) hours of ‘free time’ are left to 

people, after deducting the number of hours they actually spend in 

unavoidable activities of daily life:  paid labour; unpaid household work; 

and personal care (eating, sleeping, grooming and so on).   

That basic methodology is fundamentally flawed, however. Those 

activities may be necessary, in the sense that they represent things that 

must get done, but people may nonetheless spend more time than strictly 

necessary doing them.  Just looking at how much or little time people 

have left over might therefore be a good way of assessing whether they 

are ‘overworked’, in some sense or another (Schor 1991).  But it is not a 

good way of finding out whether they are genuinely ‘time poor’.   

                                                 
2  Compare Linder 1970; Hochschild 1989; 1997; Baxter and Gibson 1990; Schor 1991; 

Bittman 1992; 1999; Robinson and Godbey 1997; Esping-Andersen 1999, ch. 4; 
Bittman and Wacjman 2000; Gershuny 2000; Sullivan and Gershuny 2001. Jacobs and 
Gerson 1998; Jacobs and Gerson 2001. 
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For assessing ‘time poverty’, we would need to distinguish how much 

time people actually spend on the necessary activities of daily life from 

how much time they strictly need to spend on them. It should already be 

apparent that our focus is on the measurable aspect of time and we ignore 

the implications that arise from its non-measurable experienced 

dimension. In effect, we treat time commensurately with income, 

regarding ‘an hour is a hour’ in an identical fashion to ‘a dollar is a 

dollar’. In ordinary poverty research we would not deem spendthrift 

millionaires to be in poverty just because they chose to spend all that 

they have, and more, on the fanciest of food, clothing and shelter 

(Ringen 1988).  So too should the notion of time poverty be defined, not 

in terms of how people actually spend their time, but rather in terms of 

what time people strictly need to spend compared to what they have to 

spend. 

Here we seek to specify those crucial variables: how much time it is 

strictly necessary for people in various social circumstances to spend in 

unavoidable activities of paid and unpaid household labour and personal 

care.  We dub the residual — what is left over after those necessities 

have been met — ‘discretionary time’.  That represents the amount of 

time that is available to people to do with as they please.   

In practice, of course people tend to commit some (often lots) of their 

discretionary time to achieving more than strictly necessary.  They work 

longer than necessary merely to escape poverty; they spend more time in 

unpaid household labour and personal care than strictly necessary to 

keep themselves and their households up to minimally acceptable social 

standards.  They feel time pressured in consequence.  But much of that 
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pressure is of their own making, a consequence of choice rather than 

necessity.  This we dub the ‘time-pressure illusion’.   

As we shall show by reference to the 1992 Australian Time Use Survey, 

the amount of discretionary time actually available to people varies 

considerably depending on their social circumstances.  So too does the 

‘time-pressure illusion’, conceptualized as the difference between the 

amount of discretionary time they have and the amount of free time they 

actually experience.  People (lone parents) who have the least 

discretionary time are under least illusion.  At the other extreme, people 

(the childless, and to a lesser extent dual-earner couples) whose time 

commitments leave them with the least free time are not especially short 

of discretionary time:  they are under the greatest time-pressure illusion. 

2 Free Time versus Discretionary Time: 
Conceptual Preliminaries 

Time-use studies collect information from people about how they use 

their time, coding their reports into various categories.   The methods of 

collection vary, as do the names given to the categories.  But the 

substantive distinctions separating the categories are by now standard 

(Sorokin and Berger 1939; Szalai et al. 1972; Robinson 1977; 1985; 

Andorka 1987).  One category is ‘time spent in paid labour’.3  A second 

category is ‘time spent in unpaid household labour’ — cooking, 

cleaning, child-minding and the physical care of children, shopping and 

                                                 
3  We here try to confine ourselves to the narrowest form of this variable.  We include 

time spent in one's main or other job, overtime and work brought home and unpaid 
work for family business or farm.  These seem to be most comparable with what 
respondents would normally have in mind when reporting their ‘usual hours 
worked’.   Among the things we excluded (but which are often included) in this 
variable are:  breaks at work, job search activities, communication associated with 
labour force activities and travel associated with labour force activities.  
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so on.4  A third category is ‘time spent on personal care’ — eating, 

sleeping, grooming and so on.   These categories are now utterly 

conventional in time-use studies, and here we simply take them as given. 

Those three sorts of activities — paid labour time, unpaid household 

labour time and personal care time — collectively comprise time that is 

committed to what might be called ‘obligatory activities’ (Robinson 

1977, ch. 3).  The rest of one's time is conventionally called ‘free time’.  

That ‘free time’ is simply ‘the time left over after the activities’ in those 

other three categories (Andorka 1987, 151; Robinson 1977, ch. 4).5 

Here we propose to use those time-use categories in two ways.  Firstly 

and most straightforwardly, we shall simply adopt the standard time-use 

notion of ‘free time’ as our measure of how much time people actually 

have left over after the ‘obligatory’ activities of paid and unpaid 

household labour and personal care.  Secondly and more innovatively, 

we shall adapt those latter three standard categories to develop measures 

of how much time people need to spend in each of those activities. 

There has been surprisingly little previous discussion of how much time 

people should, or need to, spend on the unavoidable tasks of daily life.6  

Mother may have told you that you need eight hours of sleep a night; but 

                                                 
4  Analogous tasks of caring for dependent relatives living in households other than 

one's own fall under ‘voluntary work and community participation’.  We do not 
include that as part of ‘unpaid household labour time’ here, because we have no 
count  of how many people outside one's own household one is responsible for caring 
for, analogous to the number of people in one's own  household to which we here 
index ‘necessary unpaid household labour time’. 

5  ‘Free time’, is ‘distinguished from leisure, which means some subjectively gratifying 
activity leisure time’ (Andorka 1987, p. 151).   People who have ‘too much free time’ 
may not find it subjectively gratifying (Campbell, Converse and Rogers 1976, 356-7; 
Robinson 1977, ch. 6; cf. Gershuny 2000, 202-11).  

6  Robinson (1977, 45) canvasses these issues, but he quickly despairs that ‘these 
distinctions between “obligatory” and “discretionary” time become ... difficult and 
arbitrary’ and he abandons any attempt to distinguish whether time spent in 
‘obligatory activities’ (paid and unpaid household labour and personal care) is itself 
‘obligatory’ or  ‘discretionary’.   
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both folk wisdom and learned disquisitions have varied wildly over the 

past several centuries on this score (Ekrich 2001).  Trade unions have 

long campaigned for the forty-hour work week as an upper limit on paid 

labour time (ILO 1935/1996), but they have never specified any 

minimum hours (as opposed to wages) that might be necessary.  How 

much time needs to be spent in various unpaid domestic tasks is 

generally left up to intra-household negotiations. 

 

We attempt to address these issues head-on.  We propose certain 

standards for how much time it is strictly necessary for people to spend 

in the three unavoidable activities of daily living:  paid labour, unpaid 

household labour and personal care.  ‘Necessity’, by its nature, refers to 

bare essentials.  Accordingly, our estimates of ‘necessary time’ in each of 

these dimensions will be deliberately conservative. We acknowledge that 

(along with other attempts to develop statistical indicators of basic 

needs) the notions of necessity developed below rely on a set of 

judgments relating to the adequacy with which needs are met. The nature 

of these judgments will become clear as the argument is developed. 

 We begin with the least controversial of those three:  the amount of 

‘necessary time in paid labour’.  Here, the ‘bare minimum’ — the ‘least 

you can get by with’ — is putting in enough paid hours to get your 

income up to the poverty line.   Of course, most people choose to work 

more than that; but that is up to them, if that is how they choose to spend 

their ‘discretionary’ time.  Earning a poverty-level income is what should 

be regarded as strictly ‘necessary’, in terms of how much time people 

strictly have to put into paid labour.   

 



7 

 

 

Hence we define: 

 

‘necessary time in paid labour’ =  the amount of time necessary, at 

an individual's existing wage rate, to earn a poverty-level 

income 
 

‘Poverty’ we define in the usual way, as one-half the median equivalent 

income across the country. 7  (In that way ‘necessary time in paid labour’ 

is indexed to the country in which one lives — just as are measures 

suggested below of ‘necessary personal care time’ and ‘necessary time in 

unpaid household labour’).  ‘Equivalent income’ is an individual's pro-

rata share of total household income, adjusting for the economies of 

scale associated with larger households.  For simplicity, we use the 

square root of the number of individuals in the household as our 

equivalence scale, dividing that into the total household income to get 

the equivalent income to be assigned to each individual within that 

household. 

This indicator of ‘necessary time in paid labour’ is not altogether 

unproblematic.  For a start, it is subject to all the familiar controversies 

surrounding any poverty calculation:  whether poverty measures should 

be absolute or relative; where the line should be drawn (even if relative, 

whether the mean or median should be used); what equivalence scale 

should be used to adjust for household size; and so on.8  A further 

                                                 
7  See, generally, Atkinson 1998.  Ideally, we ought to analyze ‘disposable income’ net 

of government taxes and transfers here; but income reports on time-use surveys are 
invariably in ‘gross’ (pre-tax) terms alone, and that is what we will use in 
consequence. 

8  For surveys of these issues, see:  Atkinson 1987; 1995, esp. ch. 2; 1998, esp. Lectures 1, 
3; Saunders 1994, ch. 8. 
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problem, more specific to our own procedures, is that we assume that 

people could do the very same job, at the very same wage rate, for 

substantially fewer (or more) hours a week than they actually work:  

often that is plainly untrue (Lundberg 1985).  Still, whilst our 

calculations will inevitably prove controversial in all these various 

respects, some such controversy seems endemic to virtually all analogous 

economic exercises in these realms. 9 

There is no scholarly or intergovernmental consensus, analogous to that 

on the ‘poverty line’ for money, from which we can straightforwardly 

adduce how much time is necessary for people to spend on personal care 

and unpaid household labour. In those areas, measures of what is 

‘necessary’ have to be constructed from scratch.   

Presumably, ‘the necessary’ here should be defined somehow by 

reference to the actual distributions — just as, when specifying a poverty 

line in the dimension of money, what income is deemed ‘necessary’ is 

defined in terms of the actual distribution of income (specifically, as half 

the median).  But we cannot, with time as we do with money, simply take 

‘half the median’ as marking bare necessity.  Time, unlike money, is 

upper- as well as lower-bounded:  everyone has only 24 hours a day to 

allocate; no one can spend more than 24 hours a day on any activity or 

combination of activities.  Taking as our poverty line half the amount of 

time that the average person spends on that activity would yield 

                                                 
9   Similar problems to the last arise, for example, with all estimates of people's ‘earnings 

capacity’ (Garfinkel and Haveman 1977; 1978; Haveman 1993; Haveman and 
Bershadker 1998; 2001; Haveman and Buron 1993) and with all adjustments of GDP 
to take into account the imputed value of ‘household production’ (Beckerman 1978; 
Saunders, O'Connor; and Smeeding 1994; Goldschmidt-Clermont and Pagnossin-
Aligisakis 1995; OECD 1995; Ironmonger 1996).  Those calculations effectively assume 
that a large number of new workers could enter the labour market, yet the wage rate 
associated with any given suite of human capital characteristics would remain 
unaltered. 
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implausible estimates, in consequence (for example, that people ‘need’ 

only just over 4 hours a day to eat and sleep:  which is ridiculous). 

What we are looking for is some ‘lower bound’ — some inflection point 

in the frequency distributions — below which relatively few people seem 

to fall.  That lower bound of ‘necessity’ should obviously not just be the 

least that anyone spends.  To specify it that way would be to define time-

poverty out of existence (like defining money-poverty out of existence 

by defining the poverty line as equal to the least that anyone in the 

country earns:  politically convenient, but obviously absurd).10  Equally 

obviously, ‘necessity’ should not just represent the ‘average’, but rather 

the least you can ‘decently get by with’.  (After all, we do not want to 

leave half the population doing less than necessary, by definition:  that 

would be a distinctly odd sense of ‘necessity’).  Casual reflection on our 

own friends and relations confirms that some people clearly do spend 

lots more time in such activities (like grooming or sleeping or cooking or 

cleaning or whatever) than is strictly necessary, while others clearly 

spend lots less time than they really should by any objective standard.11    

In stipulating how much time is ‘necessary’ to spend on those unpaid 

activities of daily life, we are therefore looking for a cutting point 

somewhere in the bottom half of the distribution.  One standard way of 

specifying that would be to take the ‘mean minus N standard deviations’ 

as the cutting point.12  

                                                 
10  The ‘distance functions’ approach shares this same difficulty, albeit in multi-

dimensional space (Travers and Richardson 1993, 44-8). 
11  Just recall the phrase, ‘sleep deficit’ — a phenomenon which parents of newborns  

know all too well! 
12  We use medians in calculating cash poverty lines but means and standard deviations 

when dealing with unpaid household labour and personal care. The reason is that the 
distribution of equivalent cash income is typically much more skewed than are the 
distributions of unpaid household labour (for households of various specific sizes) 
and personal care.  In the Australian Time Use Survey discussed below, for example, 
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Here we define ‘necessary’ as the ‘mean minus one standard deviation’ 

in the amount of time that people actually spend, in ‘unpaid household 

labour’ and ‘personal care’ respectively.  That is our standard of the 

minimum amount of time it is strictly necessary to spend on each of 

those activities.   Thus: 

 

‘necessary personal care time’ = mean personal care time – 

one standard deviation in personal care time 

 

 

Analogously:  

 

‘necessary unpaid household labour time’ = mean unpaid 

household labour time – one standard deviation in 

unpaid household labour time 

 

 

Those stipulations satisfy the formal desiderata set out above.  Deducting 

something from the mean makes ‘necessary time’ fall, by definition, 

somewhere below the average.  Whether these specific procedures 

(deducting exactly one standard deviation from the mean) make it fall in 

the ‘right’ place is something that can only be assessed 

impressionistically in relation to the actual data.  But on the basis of the 

                                                                                                                                            
the skewedness statistic for the distribution of equivalent cash income is g1=2.38,  
whereas the skewedness statistics for these other distributions rarely go over 1.00 and 
never go above 1.34.  
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data reported in Section II below, these procedures seem the most 

plausible.13 

Note that the measures of ‘necessary personal care time’ and ‘necessary 

time in unpaid household labour’ as we have constructed them are 

‘relative’ rather than ‘absolute’ indicators of what is necessary.  How 

much we deem it necessary for you to do is a function of how much other 

people in your society do, as specified by the mean and standard 

deviation in those distributions across the population.  Note, however, 

these ‘necessary time’ indicators are no more relative in this respect than 

is the standard ‘necessary money’ specification of the ‘poverty line’ as 

half the average (there, median) equivalent income across the population.  

Also note that, if there is some absolute necessity involved — as for 

example the physiological need for sleep — then that should show up 

through our procedures as low variation (small standard deviations) on 

that measure. 

Everyone has to sleep and eat and bathe, whether they have a dozen kids 

or live alone.  So necessary personal care time will be assumed not to 

vary according to household structure:  it is just the mean minus one 

standard deviation across the sample.14  But it is obvious that we must 

                                                 
13   Our benchmark — because it is based on widely accepted conventions about how to 

set a poverty line in terms of money — is the proportion of people who fall below the 
cast poverty line.  In the 1992 Australian Time Use Survey data reported below, 13.90 
percent of the sample under consideration do so.  Ideally, we would like to set our 
standards for what is ‘necessary time in personal care’ and ‘necessary time in unpaid 
household labour’ in such a way that around the same percentage of the sample 
under consideration fall short of those marks.   These measures meet that criterion 
well:  12.53 per cent of people in the sample under consideration fall below that 
standard of ‘necessary personal care time’, and 15.01 per cent of people fall below 
that standard of ‘necessary unpaid household labour time’.     

14  There is some variation in time spent in personal care in households of different 
compositions; but the variation is not great and the grounds for thinking that less is 
‘necessary’ in one household type rather than another are sufficiently tenuous that we 
prefer here simply to ignore those modest variations.    
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index ‘necessary unpaid household labour time’ to household structure.  

If you live on your own, there is less that needs to be done (but there is 

also no one with whom to share the tasks).  If you are a sole parent 

responsible for a household with lots of young children, then there is 

much more that needs to be done and again no one with whom to share 

the tasks.  If you are in a two-adult household, there is a little more to do 

but two pairs of hands to share the tasks.15  

Finally, in calculations of how much time is necessary in both paid and 

unpaid household labour, we must be sensitive to the fact that the 

household's requirement pertains to the aggregate supply across the 

whole household.  The necessities in view are things that need to get 

done — money raised, meals cooked, diapers changed — by someone or 

another in the household.  But those are things that, if one person in the 

household does them, others need not.  This points to the crucial 

importance of looking at ‘necessary household tasks’ in a household 

perspective (and of looking at ‘distribution rules within the household’ 

concerning how they ought be done:  but that is the subject of a whole 

other article). 

Our notion of ‘discretionary time’ — time available to people to ‘do with 

as they please’ — consists of time left to them after life's necessities have 

been taken into account (personal care, paid work and unpaid household 

labour).  Thus, our basic definition of ‘discretionary time’ is:

                                                 
15  One of the set-piece battles in the war between the sexes, when it comes to unpaid 

household labour, is over whether all that work that women typically do in the 
household is really necessary after all — though empirical evidence suggests that, 
when asked separately what really is necessary, men and women tend actually to be 
in pretty close agreement (Bittman and Pixley 1997, 159-64).   
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‘discretionary time’=  168 hours/week (or 24 hours/day)  

 minus ‘necessary personal care time’  

 minus ‘necessary time in unpaid household labour’   

 minus ‘necessary time in paid labour’  

 

Like ‘free time’ in the standard time-use literature, our ‘discretionary 

time’ is a residual notion.  Unlike ‘free time’, it is the residual not of 

what is left over after people have done all that they choose to do in all 

these dimensions.  Instead, it is the residual of what is left over after they 

do the minimum they need to do in all these dimensions. 

That notion of ‘discretionary time’ is a measure of ‘autonomy’, in the 

first instance (Goodin et al. 1999, 34-6, 222-35).  That is to say, it is an 

indicator of the amount of time over which people have full control, free 

choice of how to spend it.  ‘Discretionary time’ might be an indirect 

indicator of ‘welfare’, as well, with the addition of one further 

assumption:  the assumption that people (either as an empirical 

generalization or an analytic necessity) choose in such a way as to 

maximize their own welfare.16  Insofar as that is true, then ceteris paribus 

a wider choice set automatically translates into higher welfare. 

                                                 
16  Revealed-preference economists and liberal political theorists both believe that they 

do, for example (Goodin 1995, ch. 8). 
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3 Time Use in Australia, 1992 

To illustrate the application of these concepts, we turn now to the data 

contained in the 1992 Australian Time Use Survey.17  We briefly describe 

that data set, before turning to describe how we operationalised our 

variables using it. 

The Data 

The 1992 Time Use Survey was a diary-based exercise conducted by the 

Australian Bureau of Statistics, involving 7056 persons fifteen years of 

age and older.  Respondents were asked to record in a diary what they 

were doing, indicating beginning and ending points of each activity 

within five minutes.18  Diaries were to be kept for two consecutive days, 

with care being taken to ensure equal representation of each day of the 

week and each period of the year.19  Respondents were asked to describe 

their activities in their own words, which were then coded by the ABS 

into some ten major categories (which we collapse further into the four 

categories described above — paid labour, unpaid household labour, 

personal care and a residual).  Respondents were also interviewed to 

obtain background information on age and sex, employment, education, 

income and so on.   

                                                 
17  We use this survey rather than the subsequent  (1997) one because, in virtue of his 

time as a researcher in the Australian Bureau of Statistics, one of the authors had 
access to fuller income data for the 1992 survey.  Our results are broadly (but not 
precisely) replicable on the version of that data file that is publicly available. 

18  If they were doing several things at once they were asked to distinguish their ‘main 
activity’ and ‘what else they were doing’; here we confine our attention to ‘main 
activity’ codes alone.  For a sample page from the Australian survey see Stinson 
(1999).  On the ‘diary’ versus ‘recall’ methodologies, see Robinson (1985).  

19  Fully 97.5 per cent of respondents completed a diary for both days (ABS 1993, 24).  
Whilst it might be thought that keeping a diary itself takes time, and does so 
disproportionately from some activities rather than others, the best evidence seems to 
suggest that there is no systematic bias introduced in the proportions of people's days 
spent on various activities as reported in diary-based versus other methodologies 
(Robinson and Godbey 1997, 61-7).   
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The full sample contained persons of all ages fifteen and above.  But 

since our main aim here is to assess the time pressures created by the 

conjunction of paid and unpaid household labour, we confined our 

analysis to cases of households where both the head of the household 

and the spouse (if there is a spouse) were of ‘prime working age’, 

between 25 and 54 years of age.  (The only exception was in calculating 

the national poverty line for income, which we did on the basis of the 

entire sample following standard conventions.) We also confined our 

attention to ‘one-family households’, to avoid the complications arising 

from the disparity of the different types of households lumped together 

under the ‘multiple-family household’ category.20 

Measuring ‘Free Time’  

‘Free time’, as conventionally defined, is the residual that remains after 

taking account of time that people have actually committed to ‘paid 

labour’, ‘unpaid household labour’ and ‘personal care’.  Those latter 

three variables are simply read off the ABS data, combining 

subcategories in standard ways to form those three aggregate variables. 21   

Table 1 reports the average (mean) amount of time spent in each of those 

activities.  It is well known from the time-use literature that unpaid 

household labour, in particular, varies substantially between men and 

women and depends heavily on whether or not they have children and 

whether or not both partners are in paid labour.22  Thus Table 1 reports 
the mean amount of time spend in each activity among heads of 

                                                 
20  We also confined the sample to households populated only by:  husbands, wives, 

lone parents, people living alone or children of any age.  Thus, for example, 
households in which the head's sibling also resides would additionally be excluded.   

21  Although, as discussed in footnote 3 above, our ‘paid labour’ variable is more 
restrictive than is often the case. 

22  It varies according to other things, too:  particularly the number of children and the 
age of the youngest child.  But to keep the table manageable we confined our report 
to a simple ‘no children’ versus ‘with children (of any age)’ breakdown. 
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households and their spouses, broken down according to gender 

and household structure (one-adult versus two-adult households; 

one-earner versus two-earner households; households with and 

without children). 
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Table 1:  Free time (mean hours per week) 

 
 male 

 
female total  

 no  
kids 
 

with 
kids 
 

total 
 

no  
kids 
 

with 
kids 
 

total 
 

no  
kids 
 

with 
kids 
 

total 
 

 
TWO-ADULT, ONE-EARNER HOUSEHOLDS 
 
•actual time 
in paid 
labour 
 

25.04  
38.55 

 
 
36.56 

9.94  
2.95 

 
 
3.98 

34.98  
41.49 

 
 
40.54 

•actual time 
in unpaid 
household 
labour 
 

20.47  
18.66 
 
 

 
 
18.93 

34.35  
52.88 

 
 
50.16 

54.82  
71.54 

 
 
69.08 

•actual time 
in personal 
care 
 

70.00  
68.74 

 
 
68.93 

72.87  
70.66 

 
 
70.98 

142.86  
139.40

 
 
139.91 

Free time  
(168 hrs/wk 
minus all of 
above) 

52.49  
42.05 
 

 
 
43.58 

50.85 
 

 
41.51 
 

 
 
42.89 

103.34  
83.56 
 

 
 
86.47 
 

N= 50 290 340 50 290 340 50 290 340 
 
TWO-ADULT, TWO-EARNER HOUSEHOLDS  
 
•actual time 
in paid 
labour 
 

44.73  
41.90 

 
 
42.71 

34.60  
23.46 

 
 
26.64 

79.33  
65.36 

 
 
69.34 

•actual time 
in unpaid 
household 
labour 
 

14.53  
19.78 

 
 
18.28 

22.34  
40.04 

 
 
35.00 

36.87  
59.82 

 
 
53.28 

•actual time 
in personal 
care 

67.31  
66.12 

 
 
66.46 

70.73  
68.66 

 
 
69.25 

138.04  
134.78

 
 
135.71 

 
Free time  
(168 hrs/wk 
minus all of 
above) 
 

41.43  
40.20 
 

 
 
40.55 

40.33 
 

 
35.83 
 

 
 
37.12 
 

 81.76  
76.03 

 
 
77.67 

N= 126 316 442 126 316 442 126 316 442 
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Table 1: Continued 
 
ONE-ADULT, ONE-EARNER HOUSEHOLDS  

                        (* multiply   one-adult
                    household   totals   x  2

                       for  comparability with
"total" columns above)

•actual time 
in paid 
labour 
 

39.38  
30.19 

 
 
38.65 

35.08  
33.99 

 
 
34.57 

37.31*  
33.63*

 
 
36.13* 

•actual time 
in unpaid 
household 
labour 
 

14.38  
16.72 

 
 
14.56 

18.44  
29.21 

 
 
23.52 

16.33*  
28.03*

 
 
20.09* 

•actual time 
in personal 
care 
 

66.96  
69.44 

 
 
67.16 

67.74  
67.82 

 
 
67.78 

67.33*  
67.97*

 
 
67.54* 

Free time  
(168 hrs/wk 
minus all of 
above) 
 

47.29  
51.65 
 

 
 
47.63 
 

46.74 
 

 
36.98 
 

 
 
42.14 

47.02* 
 

 
38.37*
 

 
 
44.24* 

N= 81 7 88 75 67 142 75 67 142 

In Table 1, ‘free time’ ranges from a low of 35.83 hours a week for 

mothers in two-earner households to a high of 52.49 hours a week for 

men in childless, one-earner couples.  Most values cluster in the low 40s.  

Men invariably have more ‘free time’ than women, but only occasionally 

by a large margin.  People without children almost invariably have more 

‘free time’ than people with children, almost invariably by a much wider 

margin.23   

                                                 
23  Lone fathers are a striking exception.  The sample contains few (only seven) 

households of this type, so those statistics might be unreliable.  Still, on that 
evidence it seems that lone fathers have more free time than childless single men (or 
indeed any except one other group in Table 1).  Lone fathers report doing less time 
in either paid labour or unpaid household labour than fathers in the other two 
household categories.  One explanation might be that they need to do less.  The 
wage rates of lone fathers are higher (A$21.04/hr) than any of the other subgroups 
we examine, by a wide margin (lone men without children is next highest, at A$ 
15.85; working mothers in one-earner households are lowest, at A$12.59).  Thus lone 
fathers can earn more money working fewer hours in paid labour.  Similarly, their 
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Much the most striking feature of Table 1, however, is the fact that 

people in dual-earner households have systematically less ‘free time’ 

than people in either of the other household types.  That is true whether 

they are women or men; and that is true whether they have children or 

not.24 

That finding is of course familiar to followers of the time-use literature.  

But on the face of it, that finding should still be surprising. Of course, it 

is no surprise that two-earner couples might enjoy less ‘free time’ than 

one-earner couples:  more time goes into paid labour there, after all.  

Naively, however, we should surely expect ‘free time’ to be lowest of all 

among lone parents, who have to do all the household's paid work and all 

the household's unpaid work all by themselves, without a partner to help.  

It is thus genuinely surprising that both men and women, and both 

childless couples and couples with children, have less ‘free time’ in two-

earner couples than in any other household type. 

Measuring ‘Discretionary Time’  

‘Discretionary time’, as we have defined it, is what is left over after three 

different ‘temporal necessities’ have been met:  ‘necessary time in paid 

labour’; ‘necessary time in unpaid household labour’; and ‘necessary 

personal care time’. Those variables were estimated from the 1992 

Australian Time Use Survey in the ways set out in Section 1 above. 

                                                                                                                                            
unpaid household labour — which is a function of the number of people in their 
household — is less because they tend to have fewer children living with them (1.14 
on average, as compared to lone mothers' 1.58 and couples' 2.22 where there is only 
one wage-earner and 2.04 where both partners are in paid labour). 

24  This is certainly true of the childless, whether they are men or women.  It is also  
certainly true comparing fathers in dual-earner households with lone fathers, and 
mothers in dual-earner households with women in one-earner households.  In the 
remaining pair of cases, the differences are less striking although nonetheless in the 
same direction. 
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To estimate ‘necessary personal care time’ — how much time is strictly 

necessary for sleeping, eating, grooming and so on — we begin by 

noting how much people actually spend on those activities, as in Table 1. 

Across the sample of prime-aged heads of households and their spouses, 

the average (mean) amount of time spent on these activities was 69.60 

hours a week, with a standard deviation of 11.73.  Following the 

procedures set out in Section I, we then reckon ‘necessary personal care 

time’ to be the mean less one standard deviation of that distribution, or 

57.87 hours per week.  In Table 3, we assign that value to everyone.25 

‘Necessary paid labour time’ is defined in Section 1 in terms of how long 

people would have to work, at their existing wage rates, to achieve a 

poverty-level income.  We calculate a ‘poverty line’ of the sort discussed 

in Section I for the entire sample (here, and only here, including 

respondents of all ages), based on income as reported in the Australian 

Time Use Survey.26  We then calculate how much income would be 

needed by each household to escape poverty by multiplying that 

individual-level poverty line by the square root of the number of 

members of that household (the equivalence scale we used in 

constructing the poverty line).  That represents the amount of income 

needed by the household.   

To determine how long people in the household would have to spend in 

paid labour to earn that much money, we calculate their wage rates, 

                                                 
25  As seen from Table 1, there is a little variation between men and women in actual 

personal care time, but not much — too little, we think, to justify ascribing different 
amounts of ‘necessary personal care time’ to each of them.  There is greater 
variation across household types, but that is more likely a result of people in time-
pressed households skimping on personal care.   It is unlikely that people's need for 
time to eat or sleep varies depending on how many children they have. 

26  The median weekly equivalent income in this survey was A$366.04, which is 
broadly in line with evidence from other surveys of the same period.  The poverty 
line is half the median, or A$183.02 per week. 
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simply by dividing their reported weekly income by their reported hours 

of work.27  In households where there is only one wage-earner, we 

allocate responsibility for necessary paid labour to the sole wage-earner.  

The amount of ‘necessary time in paid labour’ for the sole earner is 

simply the amount of money the household needs to escape poverty (as 

calculated above), divided by the sole earner's wage rate.  Other people 

in the household, if present, are assumed to have minimal responsibilities 

for necessary (as opposed to discretionary) paid labour. 

In households with two wage-earners, we apportion necessary paid 

labour responsibilities between earners in proportion to their actual 

incomes.  Thus, we determine the total amount of income actually 

received by the head of the household and the spouse, and what 

proportion of this amount the head of household and the spouse each 

provides; we determine how much total income the household needs to 

escape poverty; and we then assign each wage-earner responsibility for 

earning the same share of that sum as each presently provides of total 

income.28  How much time it is necessary for each wage-earner to spend 

in paid labour is that sum, divided by that person's own wage rate.   

Following the logic set out in Section I, how much ‘necessary unpaid 

household labour time’ must be performed in any given household is set 

at the ‘mean minus one standard deviation’ of the amount presently 

being done.  As evident in Table 1, the amount presently being done (and 

                                                 
27  We assigned a wage rate to people in this way only if they reported that ‘wages and 

salaries’ constituted their ‘main source of income’.  Insofar as these people also 
receive some income from other sources (investments, gifts, government), they will 
need to work less hours in paid labour than we here estimate to get their 
household's income up to the poverty line; but since the 1992 Australian Time Use 
Survey does not itemize income by source, we have no way of adjusting our 
estimates to avoid this effect. 

28  Children might also contribute supplementary income to the household, but our 
procedures assume that responsibility for meeting basic household necessities falls 
to the head of household and spouse alone.  
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so too, by our definition, the amount that needs to be done) varies with 

household structure — and ‘necessarily’ so, at least as regards the time 

costs of extra members of the household.29  We therefore calculate 

‘necessary unpaid household labour time’ for households of different 

sizes, as reported in Table 2. 

Table 2:  Necessary unpaid household labour time, by household size 

number of 
people in 
household 

time in unpaid household labour  
(hrs/wk) 
 

 

 actual necessary  

 mean standard 
deviation 

(mean minus 
standard 

deviation) 
1 person 17.91 12.63  

5.28 
2 people 41.70 23.94  

17.76 
3 people 59.11 26.84  

32.27 
4 people 69.13 26.66  

42.47 
5 people 73.81 26.02  

47.79 
≥ 6 people 84.04 29.99  

54.05 

The standard deviations in unpaid household labour time are high 

relative to the mean, certainly much higher than in the case of personal 

care time (where the mean was 69.60 hours a week and the standard 

                                                 
29  Other variations between households types — such as the larger total amount of unpaid 

household labour performed in two-adult, one-earner households as compared to two-adult, 
two-earner ones — is more likely to be discretionary.  Attempting to be conservative in our 
specification of what is strictly ‘necessary’, we decline to take those differences into account.  
That conservatism also leads us to specify unpaid household labour time costs in terms of the 
number of extra members of the household, without differentiating between extra adults and 
extra children.  Time-use data show that people spend much more time in unpaid household 
labour when a second adult is added to the household than when the first child is added to a 
single-person household.  The most plausible explanation of this is that they enjoy doing so:  
it is implausible that they need to spend more time taking care of their partner than their first 
child.  
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deviation only 11.73).  But this is unsurprising.  After all, ‘personal care’ 

— eating and sleeping, showering, brushing your teeth and so on — is 

something that everyone has to do every day.  Hence, time-use studies 

based on diaries kept over one or two days inevitably catch everyone 

doing those sorts of things; and the standard deviation in time spent on 

those activities is correspondingly small.  Some aspects of ‘unpaid 

household labour’ are daily activities broadly like that (cooking and 

caring for the children, for example).  Others however, (weekly grocery 

shopping, the weekend washing, the spring cleaning) clearly are not. 

Daily time-use diaries will inevitably catch some people doing once-a-

week (or once-a-year) unpaid household tasks, making the standard 

deviation there much higher.  

Assuming that the number of hours spent in each of those activities is 

roughly normally distributed across the population — which is the case 

with respect to time spent in unpaid household labour as well as personal 

care — roughly the same proportion of the population (15.87 per cent) 

will lie one full standard deviation or more below the mean, regardless of 

how large or small that standard deviation is relative to the mean. 

In one-adult households, we simply assigned the relevant value from 

Table 2 as the ‘necessary unpaid household labour time’ to be done by 

the sole adult in the household.  That assumes (as we shall similarly 

assume in the case of other households as well) that full responsibility 

for all the necessary unpaid household labour falls to the adult members 

of that household, and to them alone.  Undoubtedly, children — 

particularly older children — do perform useful chores around the house.  

Our assumption is merely that it is the adult(s) in the household who bear 
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ultimate responsibility for seeing to it that all strictly necessary tasks are 

performed in the running of the household.  

In households with two adults, we apportion necessary unpaid household 

labour responsibilities between them in proportion to the amount of 

unpaid household labour they actually do at present.  That is to say, for 

each household we determine how many total hours of unpaid household 

labour are being done by all the adults in it, and what proportion each 

adult is presently doing; and we then assign to each adult an amount of 

‘necessary unpaid household labour time’ that corresponds to the same 

proportion of the total necessary for the person's household as a whole, 

as given in Table 2. 

‘Discretionary time’ is just what is left over, after all three types of 

‘necessary time’ have been deducted.  To calculate the mean amount of 

‘discretionary time’ available to people in each sort of household, we 

simply deduct from the total number of hours in a week (168) the number 

of ‘necessary hours in paid labour’, ‘necessary hours in unpaid 

household labour’ and ‘necessary hours in personal care activities’. 
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Table 3:  Discretionary time (mean hours per week) 
 
 male 

 
Female total  

 no  
kids 
 

with 
kids 
 

total 
 

no  
kids 
 

with 
kids 
 

total 
 

no  
kids 
 

with 
kids 
 

total 
 

 
TWO-ADULT, ONE-EARNER HOUSEHOLDS 
 
•necessary 
time in paid 
labour 
 

13.53  
26.37 

 
 
24.48 

4.02  
2.08 

 
 
2.37 

17.54  
28.45 

 
 
26.85 

•necessary 
time in 
unpaid 
household 
labour 
 

6.27  
10.41 

 
 
9.81 

11.49  
32.10 

 
 
29.07 

17.76  
42.51 

 
 
38.87 

•necessary 
personal care 
time 
 

57.87  
57.87 

 
 
57.87 

57.87  
57.87 

 
 
57.87 

115.73  
115.73

 
 
115.73 

Discretion-
ary time   
(168 hrs/wk 
minus all of 
above) 
 

90.34 
 
 

 
73.35 

 
 
75.85 

94.63  
75.95 
 

 
 
78.70 

184.97  
149.31
 

 
 
154.55 
 

N= 50 290 340 50 290 340 50 290 340 
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Table 3 Continued 
 
TWO-ADULT, TWO-EARNER HOUSEHOLDS  
 
•necessary 
time in paid 
labour 
 

11.40  
22.10 

 
 
19.05 

8.93  
11.61 

 
 
10.85 

20.33  
33.71 

 
 
29.90 

•necessary 
time in 
unpaid 
household 
labour 
 

6.54  
13.14 

 
 
11.26 

11.22  
28.26 

 
 
23.41 

17.76  
41.40 

 
 
34.66 

•necessary 
personal care 
time 
 

57.87  
57.87 

 
 
57.87 

57.87  
57.87 

 
 
57.87 

115.73  
115.73

 
 
115.73 

Discretion-
ary time   
(168 hrs/wk 
minus all of 
above) 
 

92.20  
74.89 
 

 
 
79.83 

89.98  
70.26 
 

 
 
75.88 

182.18  
145.15

 
 
155.71 

N= 126 316 442 126 316 442 126 316 442 
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Table 3 Continued  
 
ONE-ADULT, ONE-EARNER HOUSEHOLDS  

                        (* multiply   one-adult
                   household   totals   x  2

                       for  comparability with
"total" columns above)

  

•necessary 
time in paid 
labour 
 

13.57  
16.52 

 
 
13.80 

14.58  
22.96 

 
 
18.53 

14.05*  
22.35*

 
 
16.72* 

•necessary 
time in 
unpaid 
household 
labour 
 

5.28  
19.83 

 
 
6.44 

5.28  
25.75 

 
 
14.94 

5.28*  
25.19*

 
 
11.69* 

•necessary 
personal care 
time 
 

57.87  
57.87 

 
 
57.87 

57.87  
57.87 

 
 
57.87 

57.87*  
57.87*

 
 
57.87* 

Discretion-
ary time   
(168 hrs/wk 
minus all of 
above) 
 

91.28  
73.78 

 
 
89.89 
 

90.27 
 

 
61.43 
 

 
 
76.66 

90.80*  
62.60*
 

 
 
81.72* 
 

N= 81 7 88 75 67 142 156 74 230 
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The results of these calculations are presented in Table 3.  ‘Discretionary 

time’ as reported there ranges from a low of 61.43 to a high of 94.63 

hours a week.  Intervening values are dispersed through the 70s, 80s and 

90s. Women have marginally more ‘discretionary time’ than men in 

traditional one-breadwinner households; the situation is reversed, by an 

equally modest margin, among two-earner couples or lone parents.   The 

one constant is that people without children invariably have considerably 

more ‘discretionary time’ than people with children. 

Whereas in Table 1 it was two-earner couples who enjoyed 

systematically less ‘free time’ than all others, in Table 3 it is only lone 

mothers who are remarkably short of ‘discretionary time’.  Single people 

without children, in contrast, have about as much ‘discretionary time’ as 

people without children living in couples.  Similarly, people (especially 

men, but to a large extent women as well) in two-earner couples have 

about as much ‘discretionary time’ as do people in one-earner couples — 

with how much, exactly, depending on whether or not they have 

children.  

4 The Time-Pressure Illusion  

Comparing the results of those two previous sets of calculations allows 

us to assess the extent to which the time pressures people are under are 

the products of ‘choice’ or ‘necessity’.  

Table 4 reproduces means of ‘free time’ from Table 1 and means of 

‘discretionary time’ from Table 3, for people in various social 

circumstances.  The extent of the ‘time-pressure illusion’ reported in 

Table 4 is simply the difference between means of ‘discretionary time’ 

and ‘free time’ for each group.  That statistic is offered as an indicator of 
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the extent to which people have chosen to devote more of their time than 

strictly necessary to the unavoidable tasks of paid labour, unpaid 

household labour and personal care.  

Two comments are in order, before turning to the findings contained in 

that table.  One concerns the extent to which people really have a ‘free 

choice’ over how much extra time to devote to those tasks.  There may 

be reason to doubt that, at both the micro and macro levels.  At the micro 

level, any particular individual is always in some very particular 

circumstances.  People with serious illnesses may need to sleep more 

than others; people with disabled children may need to spend more time 

in unpaid caring labour than others; some people with inflexible jobs and 

few employment options might have to work lots of hours in order to 

remain in paid work at all.   

But those are just the sorts of personal idiosyncrasies that talking in 

terms of ‘means’ is supposed to avoid.  At the macro level, one might 

suppose that there are ‘social expectations’ constraining people's choice 

to devote very much less time than they actually do to those tasks.  But 

those are just the sorts of social norms that are supposed to be captured 

by indexing our standards of what is ‘necessary’ in each dimension to the 

average (mean or median) of what is actually done, give or take a 

standard deviation or a half. 

A second issue concerns the appropriateness of the term ‘illusion’ in this 

context.  In one sense, the time pressure that people are actually under is 

not at all an illusion.  They really are working, cooking and sleeping all 

those hours; they really do have only that much free time left over.  What 

is illusory is merely the sense of ‘pressure’ — the suggestion that they 

were ‘forced’ to do all those extra hours, above and beyond what was (by 
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our standards) necessary. In another sense, too, the use of the 

psychologised term ‘illusion’ is slightly out of place in the present 

context.  We have no data on people's subjective mental states:  just on 

their objective time commitments.  Hence, strictly speaking, we are 

dealing here with ‘grounds’ for illusion — with how much free time 

people would have left over after doing what is minimally necessary to 

discharge their other commitments.  Whether those objective facts give 

rise to a subjective sense of being under time pressure is something that 

cannot be answered through the 1992 Australian Time Use Survey 

(though there is much evidence which suggests that they do).30 

                                                 
30  From the 1997 Australian Time Use Survey (ABS 1998, 12), among many others.   
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Table 4:  Time-pressure illusion (mean hours per week committed to 
necessary tasks, in excess of that necessary to commit to them) 
 
 
 male 

 
female total  

 no 
kids 
 

with 
kids 
 

total no 
kids 
 

with 
kids 
 

total no 
kids 
 

with 
kids 
 

total 

 
TWO-ADULT, ONE-EARNER HOUSEHOLDS 
 
Discretion-
ary time  
(mean per 
week) 
 

90.34 
 
 

 
73.35 

 
 
75.85 

94.63  
75.95 
 

 
 
78.70 

184.97  
149.31
 

 
 
154.55 
 

Free time  
(mean per 
week) 
 

52.49  
42.05 
 

 
 
43.58 

50.85 
 

 
41.51 
 

 
 
42.89 

103.34  
83.56 

 
 
86.47 

Time-
pressure 
illusion 
(difference 
between the 
above) 
 

37.85  
31.30 

 
 
32.27 

43.78  
34.44 

 
 
35.81 

81.63  
65.75 

 
 
68.08 

 
TWO-ADULT, TWO-EARNER HOUSEHOLDS 
 
 

  

Discretion-
ary time  
(mean per 
week) 
 

92.20  
74.89 
 

 
 
79.83 

89.98  
70.26 
 

 
 
75.88 

182.18  
145.15

 
 
155.71 

Free time  
(mean per 
week) 
 

41.43  
40.20 
 

 
 
40.55 

40.33 
 

 
35.83 
 

 
 
37.12 
 

 81.76  
76.03 

 
 
77.67 

Time-
pressure 
illusion 
(difference 
between the 
above) 
 

50.77  
34.69 

 
 
39.28 

49.65  
34.43 

 
 
38.76 

100.42  
69.12 

 
 
78.04 
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Table 4: Continued   
 
ONE-ADULT, ONE-EARNER HOUSEHOLDS  

                        (* multiply   one-adult  
                    household   totals   x  2 

                       for  comparability with 
"total" columns above) 

   

Discretion-
ary time  
(mean per 
week) 
 

91.28  
73.78 
 

 
 
89.89 
 

90.27 
 

 
61.43 
 

 
 
76.66 

90.80*  
62.60*
 

 
 
81.72* 
 

Free time  
(mean per 
week) 
 

47.29  
51.65 
 

 
 
47.63 
 

46.74 
 

 
36.98 
 

 
 
42.14 

47.02*   
38.37*
 

 
 
44.24* 

Time-
pressure 
illusion 
(difference 
between the 
above) 
 

43.99  
22.13 

 
 
42.26 

43.53  
24.45 

 
 
34.52 

43.78*  
24.23*

 
 
37.48* 
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With those issues addressed, we can now turn to examine the evidence 

on the extent of the ‘time-pressure illusion’ in Table 4.  What we see 

there is that the ‘time pressure illusion’ is greater for childless people 

than for those with children.  People in couples without children devote 

between 37.85 and 50.77 more hours a week to paid and unpaid 

household labour and personal care than they strictly need to; and lone 

childless individuals fall around the middle of that same range.   Among 

couples with children, the time pressure is less illusory.  People there 

devote only 31.30 to 34.69 more hours a week than necessary to those 

tasks.  And for lone parents, the time pressure is still less of an illusion.  

They devote only between 22.13 and 24.45 hours a week more than 

strictly necessary to those tasks. 

The second major conclusion to be derived from Table 4 is that the group 

of people with systematically the least ‘free time’ — two-earner couples 

— is also the group which is systematically most under the ‘time-

pressure illusion’. Comparing like-for-like down each column (‘men 

without children in two-earner couples’ to ‘men without children’ in the 

other two household types, and so on), we see that people in two-earner 

couples almost invariably score higher on the ‘time-pressure illusion’ 

than do people in other household types.31 The differences are sometimes 

fairly modest (as when comparing ‘two-earner couples with children’ to 

‘one-earner couples with children’), but other times the differences are 

substantial.  The ‘time-pressure illusion’ experienced by parents in two-

earner households is between 41 and 57 per cent greater than that 

experienced by lone parents. 

                                                 
31  The partial exception is women with children in one-earner households, whose time 

pressure illusion is virtually identical to that of mothers in two-earner couples. 
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5 Conclusions  

The aims of this article have been two-fold. One has been 

methodological. We have introduced a new concept - that of 

‘discretionary time’ - and we have attempted to show how it might be 

operationalised through the sort of data available in ordinary time-use 

surveys.  Here we have illustrated one particular application of that 

concept, albeit by adopting a uni-dimensional notion of statistically 

measurable time, to issues of ‘time pressure’. But the same ‘discretionary 

time’ concept has potentially far wider applicability as a measure of 

autonomy and social welfare, more generally.32  In that role, we might use 

it in any of the many other ways we use such social standards - in cross-

time and cross-country (as well as, obviously, cross-gender) 

comparisons, in assessing issues of poverty and social inequality and in 

recommending remedies to alleviate them. 

The second and more substantive aim of this paper has been to explore 

whether the ‘time pressure’ that people feel they are under is real or 

imagined - or, more precisely, in our terms whether it is a matter of 

choice or of necessity.  That people work long hours, at home and on the 

job, is one thing; whether they have to or not is quite another.  Ordinary 

time-use measures of ‘free time’ address the former question alone.  We 

address the latter question, by looking at ‘discretionary time’ alongside 

those more traditional measures.  Doing so suggests that those who feel 

most overworked - those who have least ‘free time’ - largely do it to 

themselves.    

 

                                                 
32  For precursors in this vein, compare:  Campbell et al. 1976; Beckerman 1978; Van 

Parijs 1995; Goodin et al. 1999, 34-6, 222-35; Goodin 2001. 
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