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T H E  R O L E  O F  S O C I A L  AT T I T U D E S ,  M A R K E T S  A N D  T H E  S TAT E

ver since the French 
Revolution western 
civilisations have 
placed a commitment 

to the value of equality at the
centre of their cultures. Although
the modern value of equality of
opportunity presupposes that
some degree of inequality is
either desirable or unavoidable,
it at least guarantees everybody
an equal opportunity to become
unequal. According to this doc-
trine, social rewards should be
achieved on the basis of merit,
and ascribing social status on the basis of membership of
a social category (for example, belonging to a particular
race or gender) violates the principle of equality of
opportunity. 

On the best evidence available1, unpaid domestic
labour is assigned on the basis of gender. On average, the
time that men devote to unpaid family responsibilities is
half that spent by women. Almost2 regardless of their posi-
tion in the life course, men’s weekly hours of unpaid work

E
is far more likely to be a fixed
quantity. The time women spend
in unpaid work varies throughout
the life course, expanding and
contracting in accordance with
their responsibility for others
(spouse, children or a frail rela-
tive) (Bittman and Pixley 1997).

Moreover, a reduction in men’s
paid work hours generally results
in greater leisure time, so that
men literally can chose between
(paid) work and leisure. The best
predictor of the hours men
apportion to leisure are the hours

they must commit to paid work. For women, however, it
is statistically more likely to be a choice between paid and
unpaid work. In other words, the best predictor of the time
women spend in paid work is how little or how much time
they spend in child care and other domestic responsibil-
ities (Bittman 1991). 

Taking all this information together, if one asks how
family responsibilities affect the life chances of men and
women, then the answer is that family responsibilities do

Michael Bittman

Despite more than two decades 
of attempting to renegotiate the
domestic division of labour in 
Australia, family responsibilities still
fall disproportionately on women.
The paper illustrates the flows of
social exchanges between the family
and the market and the family and the
state, particularly in relation to some
aspects of domestic labour.
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not harm the careers of men but have negative effects on
the careers of women.

The social disadvantages that flow from women’s fam-
ily responsibilities under current arrangements include:
interrupted labour force attachment and therefore depre-
ciated human capital (skills and experience) so that few
women recapture the career trajectory they had before
childbirth; lower earnings, especially lifetime earnings, and
less employment security; increased exposure to the risk
of poverty; restricted opportunities for public participa-
tion, since family responsibilities are organised around pri-
vatised homes; increased dependency; and falling
birthrates (below population replacement in most OECD
countries) because lower fertility is a way to reduce the
negative effects of family responsibilities.

The central policy question is: How can we best bring
about a change in this situation? Broadly there might be
three means of altering the ways of reducing the unde-
sirable effects of family responsibilities.

First, there could be a renegotiation of responsibilities
within households leading to a more equitable division
of labour between men and women.

Second, households could outsource some of their
domestic labour to the market, thereby reducing the bur-
den of unpaid work faced by women. For example,
households could employ a cleaner, get in food cooked
outside the house, pay someone else to walk the dog. 

Third, the state could absorb some of the responsibili-
ties formerly performed by households. The clearest exam-
ple of this is government-sponsored child care centres.

The following sections look at each of these three alter-
natives in turn.

According to the opinion polls, there has been a distinct
change in men’s and women’s values concerning the sex-
ual division of domestic labour. In Australia, the large
majority of both men and women believe that housework,
child care and shopping should be shared equally between
men and women (Bittman and Pixley 1997). Researchers
in this field of study talk about the diffusion of ‘egalitar-
ian’ attitudes. However, actual behaviour tells a different
story. In Australia in 1992, the ratio of men’s to women’s
time spent in unpaid work was 34 : 66 (Bittman and Pix-
ley 1997).

A simple test of the rigidity of sex roles is the degree
of segregation of domestic tasks. Segregation refers to the
fact that a task is sex-stereotyped by being viewed as the
exclusive responsibility of one sex, creating a division
between ‘women’s work’ and ‘men’s work’. In 1992,
Australian men continued to specialise in mowing the lawn
and polishing the car, while women still did an over-
whelming proportion of laundry, physical care of children,
cleaning and cooking. Even when both partners are in full-
time employment, that is, when the ‘breadwinning’ role
is shared, the sex segregation in unpaid work does not
diminish; both men and women conform to stereotype
(Bittman and Pixley 1997).

Summarising briefly the history of the sexual division
of labour in Australia 1974–1992, it would be fair to say
that there have indeed been changes, although not nec-
essarily those which might have been expected (Bittman
1995). Although the gap between men’s and women’s
average time spent in unpaid work has decreased, this
has come about because of an unexpected sharp reduc-

tion in women’s hours of unpaid work rather any large
change in men’s hours. The most dramatic change can
be seen in the diminishing hours women spend in the
kitchen, and in laundry, ironing and clothes care.
Arguably, women have also increased their activity in
home maintenance and car care – both classical mascu-
line areas of responsibility. In other words, women’s
hours of unpaid work have become more like men’s
hours.

Let us call this the ‘masculinisation of women’s domes-
tic labour’. While men have increased the hours they
devote to child care, their share of this responsibility has
not grown because women’s time spent in child care has
increased at the same rate.

Why has change in the organisation of domestic work
taken the form of the masculinistion of women’s hours?
After all, one might expect that, since men are as equally
committed as women to the new values of domestic
egalitarianism, these new attitudes would result in
increased participation in unpaid work by men. How can
individuals reconcile a strong commitment to egalitarian
sharing of housework, with the actual inequality in the
division of domestic tasks (that is, a ratio of 2 : 1)?
Researchers so far have proposed as a solution to this
paradox, either what has been called the theory of
‘lagged adaptation’, or something that might be called
‘pseudomutuality’.

The theory of lagged adaptation, proposed by
Gershuny, Godwin and Jones (1994), is the change you
are about to have when you have not yet had a change.
It presupposes that men need more or better socialisation
if they are to perform the more equitable roles of hus-
band and father newly demanded of them. Due to a tra-
ditional upbringing, the theory goes, men lack domestic
competence and appropriate role models. 

However, an investigation of longitudinal data (from
1984–1989 in Germany), together with cohort analysis of
the Australian data, does not support this hypothesis
(Bittman and Matheson 1996). There is some evidence
for a very small short-term lagged adaptation (after five
years men work out how to use the washing machine).
But the sons of women influenced by second wave femi-
nism are no more housework-ready than the generation
before them. Tracking individuals over time confirms that
women’s adaptations are far greater than those made by
men, and that they are immediate. The changes in the
pipeline appear, once again, to be chiefly in the behav-
iour of women, with only marginal changes in men from
the current or future generations.

‘Pseudomutuality’ is a miscarried solution to the prob-
lem of a disjunction between perceptions of equality and
actual inequality. It involves an ideological embracing of
mutuality without any adoption of mutual practices. In a
small scale qualitative research project involving 65 cou-
ples, my students and I have discovered that this is a reg-
ular and relatively stable outcome. There are two chief
mechanisms at work in the creation of pseudomutuality,
namely, misapprehension, and discursive redefinition of
equality. With the aid of these processes, men tend to
inflate the size of their own contributions and diminish
the significance of their partner’s contributions. Women
often collude in these processes and usually found it dif-
ficult to raise these issues without approaching the brink
of divorce.

There exists an unexpected broad consensus about the
need for equality in the domestic division of labour in Aus-
tralia. However, the accumulated findings of numerous
studies using a variety of methods show that 25 years of
exhortations and demands have not substantially increased
the contribution made by Australian men to the total
unpaid work performed. The activities of individuals
and governments over a quarter of a century have not suc-
ceeded in renegotiating the domestic division of labour,
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Renegotiating the Domestic 
Division of Labour



except by making it more acceptable for women to
devote less time to domestic tasks. 

Equity between men and women is improving only
because the time women spend in domestic labour is com-
ing down, not because that of men is rising. What we are
witnessing is a process of women taking matters into their
own hands. Thus the obvious question is: how have
women achieved this historic reduction? The answer
appears to lie in the growth of domestic outsourcing ser-
vices and of provision by the state.

Commodifying what was once produced in the home has
been labelled ‘outsourcing’. The Australian business ana-
lyst and forecaster, Phillip Ruthven (1997), provides a
colourful description of the whole gamut of western his-
tory in terms of outsourcing. He claims that ‘it is only by
outsourcing of household activities that any industry can
be created’.

Ruthven (1997: 2) summarises this process, saying: ‘We
outsourced the growing of things to create the agrarian
age of industries. We outsourced the making of things to
create the industrial age of industries. We are now out-
sourcing the doing of things (services) to create the
infotronics age.’

According to Ruthven, households in the agrarian or
pre-industrial period had to be, or tried to be, largely self-
sufficient. They produced and consumed almost all the
goods and services themselves, as household-unit
economies. During the industrial period, households
concentrated on working outside the home to acquire mar-
ket, but most household services were provided on an
amateur do-it-yourself basis. In contrast, the post-indus-
trial age is characterised by the growth of household ser-
vice industries (Ruthven 1997; Ruthven 1994).

Ruthven (1994) predicts that in the next century
kitchens and laundries will become museum pieces, or
fade into history. The design of modern apartments already
reflects this, and houses
will follow suit with only
vestigial/emergency equip-
ment needed for the much-
diminished role of these
once-important activities at
home.

Ruthven is not alone is
presuming a significant
increase in employed
domestic work throughout
the developed world.
Many writers have spoken
about a resurgence of
domestic employment
(Gorz 1994; Hondagnue-
Sotelo 1994; Wrigley 1991).
Until the 1970s all the
efforts of researchers of paid domestic employment had
been devoted to explaining why domestic service was
characteristic of pre-modern societies (Coser 1973). 

Perhaps this association with feudalism, hierarchy and
servility explains the high level of unease, even alarm,
surrounding the academic discussion of this issue, espe-
cially among feminists. Recent qualitative studies of
domestic workers have been in the genre of occupa-
tional studies, and have tended to concentrate on the 

Outsourcing Domestic Labour 
to the Market

significance of paid domestic labour for dividing women,
either by class or by race/ethnicity (Romero 1992; Glenn
1992; Arat-Kroc 1989). According to this view, work as a
paid domestic servant in the homes of the wealthy is one
of the few employment opportunities available to immi-
grant women and to women of colour. Paid domestic
work becomes a low skill, low pay labour market ghetto,
reproducing hierarchical relations of gender and race,
from which there is little hope of escape.

In one of the ironies of history, exploitation of women
domestics is viewed by some feminists as the undesirable
outcome of the very success of feminism. According to
this line of reasoning, the growth in the demand for paid
domestic service is seen as a consequence of the emer-
gence of a category of highly paid women working in
management and other formerly
male-dominated professions.
The professional success of
these women is only possible
on the basis of escaping the
entanglements of home, creat-
ing the demand for paid domes-
tic labour.

In the United Kingdom the
class nature of the resurgence
of domestic labour takes 
precedence over its racial or 
ethnic dimensions. The work of
Gregson and Lowe (1994) has

attracted significant interest. On the evidence of a rising
number of advertisements, they concluded that there
had been a boom in the demand for paid domestic work-
ers, especially nannies and cleaners. Under a Thatcherite
social policy regime which did little to redistribute wealth
to the needy, the growing income disparity between
double income professional households and low income
households explains both the demand for paid domestic
labour and the groups willing to supply it.
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There exists an unexpected broad
consensus about the need for
equality in the domestic division
of labour in Australia. However,
accumulated findings show that
25 years of exhortations and
demands have not substantially
increased the contribution made
by Australian men to the total
unpaid work performed.
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Replacing tasks entirely

Recently I have had the opportunity to study outsourcing
expenditure for the decade 1984 –1994. My information
is based on the analysis of three Household Expenditure
Surveys (HES) conducted over this period by the Australian
Bureau of Statistics. HES is collected by means of an
expenditure diary, and contains detailed information
about expenditure on all items.

Let us begin with an analysis of the most recent data
(1993–94) about expenditure on the commercial goods
and services which replace tasks entirely.

The first surprise is that the activity which is the source
of so much hand-wringing self-reproach – cleaning – is
the smallest item of expenditure. As can be seen in Fig-
ure 1, only 4 per cent of households bought any clean-
ing services on the market in the two-week period
covered by the survey. Importantly, despite the claims of
Gregson and Lowe (1994), this proportion did not increase
over the ten years of the study, even among the highest
income groups – real expenditure between 1984 and 1994
remained constant. So much for the alleged boom in out-
sourced cleaning!

It could be argued that domestic cleaners are more
likely to be paid cash in hand which could affect the lev-
els of reporting. However, there is no reason to believe
that the rate of under-reporting would have changed over
this period. And in any case, these estimates are similar
to those found in other surveys.

Nine per cent of households outsourced some gar-
dening/lawn mowing, indicating that more than double
the number of households outsourced the predominantly
masculine activity of yard work than replaced even some
portion of the predominantly feminine activity of clean-
ing. Ten per cent of households outsourced clothes care
by making use of dry cleaning and laundry services.

While about 10 per cent of all Australian households
purchased some kind of child care, a more meaningful
statistic is that 30 per cent of households with a child
aged 0–12 years did so (the range used in the calculation
of official child care statistics)3 Child care is obviously a
significantly outsourced activity in Australia.

As Figure 1 shows, all these varieties of outsourcing pale
into insignificance in comparison with the outsourcing of
food preparation (meals out, take-away food and school
lunches). In any two-week period, over 90 per cent of
households outsource some food preparation. In an
inversion of the pattern for practically all other activities,
less than 10 per cent of households shun market replace-
ments altogether for their home cooking. Strangely, there
is no hand-wringing about women and immigrant work-
ers in the restaurant industry.
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Over the decade, expenditure on complete replacement

of home cooking (both sit-down meals out and take-away)
increased by 9 per cent for a typical family. There is also
evidence of a shift in the balance between take-away food
and meals out. In a related development, the proportion
of grocery purchases which are raw foods has declined
significantly over the decade. This is coupled with a sig-
nificant increase in the proportions of grocery expendi-
ture on both the semi-prepared (frozen sheets of pastry,
bottled pasta sauces) and high convenience foods (which
require, at most, re-heating). Like preserves and jam, home
production of many cooked items may be displaced by
market production.

The other great growth area in outsourcing is child care.
For a dual-income family with a child aged three years,
expenditure on child care grew faster than home cook-
ing replacement. It has risen more steeply (24 per cent
growth ) in the last five year than in the five years before
(9 per cent growth).The use of market services for gar-
dening and lawn mowing is growing, but more weakly
than food preparation and child care.

The outsourcing of laundry and clothes care has con-
tinued to move in the opposite direction from that of
food and child care – that is, from the market to the
household. The social historian Ruth Schwarz Cowan
(1983) drew attention to the fact that more laundry was
performed at home after World War II than before it, and
the results of this analysis suggest that this process is con-
tinuing as we approach the new millennium. Just why
laundry should be increasingly performed by the house-
hold itself while most other domestic goods and services
are increasingly outsourced raises the question of
whether this has something to do with convenience or
relative prices.

Outsourcing and social inequality

How does the consumption of outsourced domestic ser-
vices relate to social inequality? Does differential access
to market-provided domestic goods and services lead to
the polarisation of opportunities by social class? An
analysis of expenditure patterns shows that the con-
sumption of outsourced domestic goods and services
increases as income increases. Furthermore, there is no
case where these goods and services could be technically
classed luxury goods. Seventy per cent of even the poor-
est households (in the bottom 10 per cent band of the
income distribution) bought a meal out, take-away food,
or a school lunch in the two-week period. However,
these low income households in 1993–94 spent an aver-
age of less than $8.00 per week, while households in the
highest 10 per cent of the income range spent approxi-
mately $46.00 per week on meals out and take-away
food. As expected, among households with the lowest
income, outsourced food is more likely to be take-away
food than among those with the highest income. 

The consumption of paid child care among families
with children aged 0–12 years also increases regularly with
income. Interestingly, in 1994 there was evidence that poli-
cies to increase the access of low income groups to child
care had been relatively effective. Even among households
with incomes in the lowest 10 per cent of the range, nearly
one quarter purchased child care services (compared with
40 per cent among the high income households). In
contrast to most other outsourced domestic commodities,
this is a very compressed distribution of consumption
opportunities by income. The predominant form of child
care service is institutional (expenditure on child mind-
ing centre fees, creche fees, kindergarten or pre-school
fees), with less than 1.3 per cent of Australian households
with a child between the ages 0–12 years employing a
nanny. Australians, it seems, typically do not use nannies
and consequently there has been no boom in this kind
of employment.
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Figure 1. Proportion of Australian households outsourcing domestic 
tasks (in previous two-week period) in 1993–94



Only 2 per cent of households with incomes in the low-
est three-quarters of the income range outsourced any
cleaning, compared with 13 per cent of richest (10 per cent
of ) households. However, the effects of age on the con-
sumption of cleaning services of all kinds are more pow-
erful than those of income. The elderly rather than the
wealthy are the greatest consumers of paid cleaning ser-
vices. The consumption of gardening services or laundry
and dry cleaning rises with income, but the effects of age
are more mixed.

United Kingdom and Australia compared

How can we reconcile the results of Gregson and Lowe
(1994) with published results for the United Kingdom?
There are two broad alternatives. Either things are very
different in Australia from the United Kingdom, or using
advertisements in The Lady is a poor way to measure
demand. I think that in the case of child care the differ-
ences between the United Kingdom and Australia over the
1980s and early 1990s are likely to reflect the political dif-
ferences (cabinet incumbency by parties with very differ-
ent political programs), and the consequent differences in
the balance of state and market provision. While Australia
significantly expanded and subsidised institutional child
care places over this period, the United Kingdom did not.

In the case of cleaning, nothing suggests itself, although
one could make up a story about different histories of
class formation – for example, that Britain’s aristocratic
past is more conducive to domestic service than Australia’s
symbolic commitment to egalitarianism. Alternatively,
their study’s methodological limitations may have misled
Gregson and Lowe. However, the answer to these ques-
tions will remain unknown until there is a similar study
of expenditure on domestic outsourcing in the United
Kingdom.

The historical balance of political forces in Australia and
New Zealand meant that both countries developed their
state welfare policies around the central element of wage
agreements which attempted to institutionalise the male
provider or family wage system (Castles 1985; 1992). A
meagre safety net was provided for the needy – males
unable to act as providers and those who lacked the ‘pro-
tection’ of a male provider.

It is clear that delivering welfare to all citizens through
the family wage is no longer a possibility. The precondi-
tions for this system, if they ever existed, have now col-
lapsed on both sides. Appealing to the need for interna-
tional competitiveness in a global economy, employers
have demanded competitive wages and labour market
flexibility. The idea of paying a wage to support someone
other than the wage-earner has lost favour, even among
the unions that once promoted it. The kind of dependence,
subordination and seclusion of women implied in the fam-
ily wage model has been increasingly rejected by women.
Women have sought to increase their independence from
men by forming their own links with the labour market,
and divorce rates are relatively high.

In the first part of this paper I have argued that the cost
of family responsibilities is borne inequitably by women.
This is especially true of mothers. This can be seen in
women’s lower wage rates, depressed lifetime earnings,
meagre lifetime savings, and reduced independence.
From the economic point of view, I believe that children

State Absorption of Some 
Household Responsibilities

should be considered a public good.
Unlike private goods, in principle
everyone benefits from public goods.

‘Lighthouses, roads, immunisation
programs and street lighting are exam-
ples of the “purest” public goods
because they cannot be supplied to
any one person without being auto-
matically available for everybody (the
non-excludability principle), and their
individual users cannot be made to pay
for them. Thus a ship-owner wants a
lighthouse to protect his ship, but once
built a lighthouse cannot exclude offer-
ing to all other ships protection from
foundering (Bittman and Pixley 1997:
196). Using this term from economics
is another way of saying that, although children have
ceased to be an asset providing private returns to their par-
ents (as they were in earlier times), they still provide a
‘public return’ to our collective futures. 

Put crudely, the older generation depends on other
people’s children (and on the taxes they pay) for trans-
fers from the working population to the retired. Employ-
ers also ‘free ride’ off the public goods aspect of children.
They want a supply of workers already endowed with
human capital (acquired skills and capabilities) due to the
personal expenditure of time and money by parents, espe-
cially mothers, and to resources supplied by govern-
ments. Parents and education authorities who have made
the investment cannot exclude employers from using the
public goods aspect of children. On the contrary, parents
usually want their children to find employment.

Given that the ‘family wage solution’ is no longer
possible, what policy options are available? My answer to
this question revolves around the redesigning of public
policy in terms of both the basis for entitlement and the
kinds of services that should be supplied. Under the 
family wage system, support for parenthood was mostly
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Equity between men and women is
improving only because the time
women spend in domestic labour is
coming down, not because that of
men is rising. What we are witness-
ing is a process of women taking
matters into their own hands.

Pi
ct

ur
e:

 R
ho

nd
a 

M
iln

er



delivered as a set of entitlements available to the male head
of the household, or contingent upon the absence of a
male head. The family wage policy regime for ensuring
the welfare of children was full male employment, a wage
sufficient to support dependents, tax deductions to off-
set the costs of dependents, and entitlements for those
without the protection of a male provider – pensions wid-
ows or deserted wives.

Reconstructing women’s social role

An alternative, in the age of dual-income families, is to treat
women as individuals, rather than as under the protection
of the male family head. This implies policies that encour-
age a strong attachment to the labour market and attempts
to remove barriers to gender equality in earnings, espe-
cially lifetime earnings. Income from a living wage
finances an acceptable standard of living during working
life, and contributory superannuation can be used to
ensure retirement incomes. Under these conditions divorce
need not plunge women into poverty or stigmatised wel-
fare dependency. These proposals, as Sainsbury (1996)
points out, involve the state in a program of gender
reconstruction, encouraging men and women to form the
appropriate expectation of their changed social roles.

These reforms on their own would not be sufficient.
There is also a need to ensure that having children does
not disadvantage parents, especially mothers – that is, for
so-called ‘horizontal’ equity between families with chil-
dren and those with no children. This requires measures
that directly address the problem that the present system
inappropriately privatises the public goods aspect of
children. In the first instance this means establishing
institutions, such as parental leave and universal entitle-
ment to child care, which allow individuals and families
to have children without being penalised. 

Parental leave compensates those undertaking the pri-
mary care of children for absences from the paid work-
force to raise infant children. In a number of countries,
parental leave is available to both parents. Replacement
rates are tied to expected earnings and combined with a
guarantee of being able to return to the job without loss of
status. Poor parental leave guarantees encourage women
to exit the workforce, to become dependent on men and
or the state, leading to a depreciation of human capital
(skills trust) and creating powerful disincentives to return
to what then becomes low paid, low skill jobs.

Entitlement to subsidised child care is an important
corollary of the policy of horizontal equity. If the key to
income security is labour market attachment, and if the
decision to have children is not to be penalised, then 
parents should face similar labour market entry costs to
workers without family responsibilities.

Finland and Australia compared

To Australian ears, these proposals may sound utopian,
but they are not. They have been introduced in various
countries and we can study their effects. Many of the pol-
icy proposal have been introduced in Finland. Since
both Australia and Finland conducted time use surveys in
1987, there is the opportunity to compare the results of
the naturally occurring experiment in social policy and
directly study the effects on the distribution of family
responsibilities.

As might be expected, men’s ‘working hours’ in Aus-
tralia and Finland are roughly similar. Despite recent
industrialisation, Finnish women are more strongly
attached to the labour market than their Australian coun-
terparts. The most profound difference between the
countries is the gender gap in average hours of paid work
– the gap between Australian men’s and women’s hours,
is double that between the sexes in Finland (Bryson,
Bittman and Donath 1994).

Conversely, as can be seen in Table 1, the average time
spent in unpaid work by Australian women is significantly
greater than that of either Finnish women or men from
either country. Finnish women spend 22 per cent less time
than Australian women in unpaid work.

It is equally clear that in absolute terms Finnish men
do no more than their Australian counterparts (around 15
hours per week). Once again, any progress towards sex-
ual equality in Finland appears to have come from the
reduction in time spent by women, and not as a result of
an increased commitment of time by Finnish men.

This pattern also holds true for time parents say they
spend in face-to-face child care as a main activity. After
controlling for confounding factors, Australian women’s
responsibility for child care is consistently high through
those years most crucial to career development. Compared
with Australian women, the effects of child care for
Finnish women appear to be remarkably less burdensome.
Indeed the Finnish women’s pattern appears closer to that
of men in general. Men follow the now familiar pattern
of three to four times lower involvement, with Finnish men
being involved the least.

Some 80 per cent of parents of children under school
age in Finland work outside the home and so it is to be
expected that the Finnish system of maternity/paternity
leave and child care is comparatively comprehensive
(Huttunen and Tamminen 1989). In addition to a child
allowance system that provides parents with a modest slid-
ing scale of benefits until their children are 17, the Fin-
ish state provides maternity/paternity leave, nursing
leave, reduced working hours, and compulsory education
between the ages of 7–17 years.

At the time of the survey, expectant mothers in Finland
are eligible for a government grant of three month’s
maternity leave at full replacement of their previous pay.
Up to 30 days of this grant may be taken before the baby’s
due date of arrival. All parents are granted a further
seven and half months parental leave at 80 per cent of pre-
vious earnings. Parents can divide this leave so that the
father’s share is up to but not exceeding six and half
months. In practice, only 5 per cent of fathers take up this
opportunity but most take 12 days off work after the birth
of their child (Huttunen and Tamminen 1989).

In addition to leave, each new mother receives a
maternity benefit to cover the basic clothing, bedding and
other equipment for the new baby. After the expiry of
maternity/paternity leave, parents are entitled to nursing
leave until their child reaches the age of three. Parents tak-
ing nursing leave their job but forfeit their salary but are
eligible for a cash benefit equivalent to the costs incurred
by the state in the provision of municipal day care. Par-
ents of children under four years of age and children just
beginning school qualify for state compensated reduced
working hours.

The Finnish 1973 Children’s Day Care Act was aimed at
ensuring the right to public support for day care for all chil-
dren under three years of age. The Act prescribes the mini-
mum staff qualifications and child/staff ratios according to
the age of the children and the type of group which apply
to both private day centres their municipal counterparts.
Additionally, family day care in Finland is run along lines
familiar to Australians except that family day care staff must
complete a minimum 250 hour course of instruction and
are supervised by university trained overseers.
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Table 1. Time spent in unpaid work (weighted population means; 
hours per week)

Hours per week
Women Men Gender gap

Australia 33.02 15.40 17.62

Finland 25.78 15.17 10.61

National gap 7.24 0.23 7.01



In contrast, 63 per cent of Australian children are
cared for exclusively under informal care arrangements,
with relatively trivial financial support from the state. A
high proportion of the remainder are in low quality care,
whereas in Finland 78 per cent of children receive high
quality state-subsidised formal child care.

Generous maternity/paternity leave available during the
child’s first year, universal coverage, and reluctant fathers,
combine to ensure that most Finnish children are cared for
by their mothers for the first year of their life. Finnish
women’s child care halves at the end of this period despite
a significant benefit available to those who stay home to
care for their own children. After the first 24 months of the
child’s life, Finnish mothers’ time spent in direct child care
begins to resemble that of Finnish fathers, and continues to
fall until children reach school age (seven years of age).
Thereafter there is an even closer convergence, all of
which facilitates the speedy return of parents to work.

In the current social context, family responsibilities con-
stitute a significant cause of gender disadvantage. The
results of more than two decades of attempts to renego-
tiate privately the domestic division of labour have been
disappointing. Women have generally been the ones
leading the process of social adjustment. It is clear that
institutions beyond the family – markets and the state –
appear to be offering the greatest prospects for tran-
scending the present inequalities.

There may be a number of reasons for welcoming the
process of outsourcing. The commodification of domestic
labour need not arouse fear, provided that it not part of a
low wage regime. Market substitutes for unpaid domestic
work may reap the economic advantages of specialisation
and increasing scale. The comparison of Australia and
Finland suggests that social policy can make a difference.
Finnish social policies have not eradicated sexual inequal-
ity, but social policies can reduce its pernicious effects.

The key policies seem to involve a recognition of the
public good aspect of children and the need for women
to have a continuing attachment to the labour market.
The experience of Scandinavia shows that entitlements to
generous parental leave, high quality child care, and to
family-friendly hours of paid work are all necessary com-
ponents of an equitable solution to the difficulties of
combining work and family in the 21st century.
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Notes
1 Unlike market activities, unpaid work leaves no money travel.

The amount of time spent in unpaid labour can be measured.
Thirty years of research has shown that the highest validity and
reliable in the measurement of time is achieved by using the time
diary now used around the world (Baxter & Bittman 1995; Gold-
schmidt-Clermont & Pagnossin-Aligisakis 1995; Niemi 1993;
Palie 1993; Robinson & Gershuny 1994; Robinson & Godbey
1997).

2 The exceptions are sons living at home (whose weekly hours of
unpaid work are a fraction of those of an adult), and the small
category of men who outlive their spouse (whose weekly hours
of unpaid work are similar to comparable women).

3 This statistic only tells us about the proportion of child care out-
sourced through the market. We know from specialised child care
surveys that the ‘informal child care’ provided without payment
by relatives, friends and neighbours, accounts for almost half of
all child care in Australia.
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