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Abstract Canadian time use trends of the past 30 years are examined, using General

Social Survey data collected by Statistics Canada in 1981, 1986, 1992, 1998, 2005, and

2010. The article analyses changes in the allocation of time to paid work, domestic work,

personal needs, and free time, as well as accompanying changes in perceived time pressure

and subjective well-being. The article addresses four questions: (1) Do objectively mea-

sured time use trends support optimistic forecasts of the 1960s that transition to post-

industrial societies is accompanied by substantial gains of free time? (2) Did the time use

changes of the past 30 years affect different population and lifecycle groups evenly or

asymmetrically? (3) Is there an accord or discord between the objective measures of time

use and subjective feelings of time pressure? (4) What are the emotional, and socio-

political implications of the observed time use trends?
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1 Research Problem

The 1960s were a period of great hopes with regard to leisure and its contribution to the

transformation of industrial societies. According to Galbraith (1967), by the mid 1960s, the

notion of a ‘‘new era of greatly expanded leisure’’ has become a ‘‘conventional conver-

sation piece’’ (p. 370). Fourastié (1965) predicted that in 1985 French men and women will

work only one-third of their life, the length of the workweek will not exceed 30 h, and

12 weeks of vacation will be guaranteed. Dumazedier’s influential book Toward a Society

of Leisure (1967) was translated and published in English with a supportive introduction by
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David Riesman. ‘‘Development of new values,’’ ‘‘valorisation of self-expression,’’ and

‘‘aesthetic-ethical revolution’’ were attributed to leisure and expected to enrich the quality

of life (Society and Leisure 1975/1).

The optimism with regard to the role of leisure began fading in the 1970s and 1980s.

Linder’s polemical essay The Harried Leisure Class (1970) questioned the widely shared

belief in the abundance of leisure in post-industrial societies and suggested that people in

these societies lead increasingly hectic rather than leisurely lives. The tenor of the dis-

cussions shifted from the ‘‘promise of leisure’’ to ‘‘time scarcity.’’ Academic and popular

publications turned attention to time pressure at work and in the after-work hours (Maslach

1982; Rifkin 1987; Burns 1993; Menzies 2005). Schor in The Overworked American: The

Unexpected Decline of Leisure (1991) claimed that, if the present trends were to continue,

Americans would spend at the end of the millennium as much time at their jobs ‘‘as they

did back in the nineteen twenties’’ (1991:1).

Not everybody agreed. Gershuny (1992) conceded that UK’s economic development in

the 1980s was accompanied by time congestion, but wondered whether this trend will hold

in the future and stated that there may still be some hope for the ‘leisure society’ (see

Gershuny and Fisher 1999). Robinson argued that despite the widely shared belief that

Americans faced time famine, they enjoyed at the end of the 1980s more free time ‘‘than

20 years ago’’ (1989:6). In the Time for Life: The surprising ways Americans use their

time, Robinson and Godbey (1997) reported that the amount of weekly free time, available

to the Americans in the 18 to 64 age group, increased from 34.8 h in 1965 to 38.7 h in

1975, and 39.6 h in 1985.

It has been suggested that time use trends in the 1980s and 1990s differed from the

trends of the 1960s and the 1970s (Gratton 1996; Roberts 2007). The fluctuations in the

length of the working hours were attributed, in part, to the society’s positioning in the

economic cycle and changing demand for labour (Zuzanek and Smale 1997). For a detailed

account of the debate over the ‘‘society of leisure’’ see Veal (2011a, b).

An issue that attracted researchers’ attention already in the 1960s was an uneven dis-

tribution of free time gains among different socio-occupational and life cycle groups.

Wilensky, in a seminal article ‘‘The uneven distribution of leisure: The impact of economic

growth on free time’’ drew attention to the polarization of time use along socio-occupa-

tional lines, with the majority of low-status jobs reporting leisure gains, while the upper

strata experienced leisure losses.

Wilensky (1981) was among the first to draw attention to the ‘‘life-cycle squeeze’’,

defined as a collision of time, financial and family pressures in the middle part of the life

continuum. Analyses of Canadian and Dutch time use data from the 1980s and 1990s also

show that time use trends in these countries diverged along life-cycle and educational lines

(Zuzanek et al. 1998).

In this context, growing attention began to be paid to the adverse effects of the ‘‘role

overload’’ and ‘‘multiple role conflicts’’ on the quality of life (Bittman and Rice 2002;

Elloy and Mackie 2002; Duxbury and Higgins 2002).

It is not easy to assess, whether ‘‘as a society’’ we live today more ‘‘leisurely’’ or

more ‘‘hurriedly’’ than in the past. As we will try to show, the question whether people

in advanced industrial societies lost or gained leisure may be the wrong question to ask,

and should be replaced by a question, which population groups have gained or lost free

time?
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2 Research Questions

This article will attempt to show that when time-use trends diverge for different population

groups, averaging time use for the entire population may obscure widening ‘‘real-life’’ time

use gaps. It is further suggested that we should pay greater attention not only to the gap

between the economically rich and economically poor but also to the well-being implications

of the widening gap between the ‘‘time-rich’’ and the ‘‘time-poor’’ (see Vickery 1977).

Addressing these concerns, this article attempts to answer four questions:

1. Do Canadian time use trends support optimistic leisure forecasts of the 1960s?

2. Did the time use changes of the past 30 years affect different population and life-cycle

groups evenly or asymmetrically?

3. Is there an accord or discord between the objective measures of time use and

subjective feelings of time pressure?

4. What are the emotional and quality of life implications of the observed time use trends?

3 Method

Data used for the analyses reported in this article are taken from the 1981, 1986, 1992,

1998, 2005 and 2010 Canadian General Social Surveys (GSS). The sample sizes of these

time use surveys were 2685 in 1981, 9946 in 1986, 9815 in 1992, 10,749 in 1998, 19,597 in

2005, and 15,390 in 2010.

Information about respondents’ use of time was collected by phone across the entire

year,1 including days off, holidays, sickness leaves etc. Time use was calculated as a

summary duration (in minutes) of activity episodes reported on a diary day, that were

subsequently grouped into larger activity categories. In addition to time diary reports,

respondents were also asked to estimate how many hours per week they worked for pay.

Canadian GSS included a number of questions about respondents’ subjective well-being. In

1986, 1998, and 2005, respondents were asked how satisfied they were with their life in general

and its various domains, such as the use of time or work-family balance. The 1992, 1998 and

2005 GSS also included questions about respondents’ perceived time pressure and stress.

To demonstrate potential dissimilarity of time use trends, analyses in this article will

focus on population and life-cycle groups operating under different workload and social

role pressures. These groups include: (a) the entire surveyed population aged 15?;

(b) employed respondents aged 20–64; (c) employed parents aged 20–64 with a child aged

12 or under; and (d) respondents not in the labour force aged 15–19 and 65?. Time use

trends will be also examined for different age groups along the life-course continuum

(18–24; 25–44; 45–64, and 65?).

4 Findings

4.1 Those Who are Busy, are Getting Busier

Figure 1 shows that if time use trends are examined for the entire population aged 15 and

over, the time use patterns in 1981 and 2010 are almost identical. In 1981, combined

1 In the 1980s time diary data were collected in the Fall.
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workload of paid and domestic work accounted for 29 % of respondents’ total daily time.

In 2010, the corresponding figure was 30 %. The proportionate share of free time did not

change during the observed period at all. It amounted to 26 % of the daily total, or

approximately 6 h, in both 1981 and 2010.

The situation changes, however, when time use trends are examined for the employed

parents aged 20–64, with at least one child aged 12 or under. For this life-cycle group the

combined workloads of paid and domestic work rose during the observed period from 37 to

44 %, while their free time shrunk from 42 to 38 % of the daily total. In real-time terms,

the daily combined workload of employed parents was almost 100 min longer and their

free time 50 min shorter in 2010 than they were in 1981 (Fig. 2).

Figures 3 and 4 show that the time use gap between the employed population and the

population outside of the labour force widened visibly between 1981 and 1992, but

remained relatively stable or grew at a much slower rate thereafter. In 1981, the combined

daily workload of paid and domestic work of employed respondents averaged 8.2 h. In

2010 it rose to 9.4 h. The combined workload of respondents outside of the labour force,

on the other hand, declined during the observed period from 3.6 to 3.3 h per day. As a

result, the workload gap between the employed and the not-employed parts of the popu-

lation widened from 4.6 h in 1981 to 6.2 h in 2010 (Fig. 3).

The free-time gap between the ‘‘time-rich’’ and the ‘‘time-poor’’ has also widened. In

1981, employed parents had access to 5.0 h of free time (averaged for workdays and days

off). In 2010, this amount fell to 4.0 h. Free time of respondents outside of the labour force,

on the contrary, rose from 7.6 h in 1981 to 8.1 h in 2010. The free time gap between the

two groups thus grew from 2.7 h in 1981 to 4.1 h in 2010 (Fig. 4).

Analyses of the changing length of estimated weekly hours of paid work also document

a trend toward polarization of time use. According to Table 1, in 1981 ‘‘part-time’’ and

‘‘long-hour’’ workers accounted for 6.2 and 16 % of the employed population. In 2010,

their proportionate shares rose to 10.3 and 25.5 %, with much of this rise occurring during

the 1980s. These findings are corroborated by Tremblay and Villeneuve (1997), who

showed, using official labour statistics, that the average length of the work week in Canada

did not change much from 1976 to 1995. The proportionate share of long hour workers

(41 h per week or more) and employees working short hours (35 h per week or less) has,

on the other hand, risen during this period. In other words, the two ends of the workload

spectrum have expanded at the expense of the middle.

1981

15%
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44%

26%

1%

2010

16%

14%
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1%

Paid work
Domestic work 
Personal needs 
Free time
Other 

Fig. 1 Changing distribution of time use: Canada 1981–2010 (Population aged 15 years and older)
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Fig. 2 Changing distribution of time use: Canada 1981–2010 (Employed parents aged 20 to 65, child B12)
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Fig. 3 Combined loads of paid and domestic work: Canada 1981–2010
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The polarization of time use is also apparent, when examined along the age lines.

Figures 5 and 6 show that paid workloads of the 20–64 years old groups increased between

1981 and 2010 by 0.6–1.2 h, while the workloads at the two ends of the age continuum did

not change at all. An inverse pattern holds for free time. The groups, on both ends of the

life-course continuum, increased their access to free time slightly, while the 20–64 year

olds lost between 1981 and 2010 around half an hour of free time per day.

4.2 Time Use and Time Pressure

It has been suggested that people tend to overestimate their busyness and do not fully

appreciate free time gains accompanying technological and social policy advancements in

the post World War II years (see Goodin et al. 2005). The relationship between objective

measures of time use and subjective feeling of time pressure poses an interesting problem.

Findings reported in Table 2 show that subjective measures of time pressure correlate, by

and large, with respondents’ time use practices. Combined loads of paid and domestic

work and the estimated length of weekly hours of paid work are accompanied by higher

levels of perceived time pressure, stress and dissatisfaction with one’s use of time.

The interconnectedness of the heavier workloads, shortages of free time and feelings of

greater time pressure is not surprising. It is less clear, however, why not only the ‘‘busy’’

Table 1 Long-hour and short-hour workers as per cent of the employed population aged 20–64: Canadian
GSS

1981 1992 1998 2005 2010

Estimated weekly hours of paid work

30 h of paid work or less 6.2 10.5 11.8 10.5 10.3

50 h of paid work or more 16.0 24.7 28.1 27.3 25.5

Time diaries: paid work on workdays

10 h or more including travel to work 11.5 25.2 27.6 29.4 27.2
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Fig. 5 Distribution of paid work by age groups: Canada 1981–2010
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life-cycle groups, but almost two-thirds of the entire surveyed population felt in the 1990s

and in 2005 rushed every day or few times a week, and almost 30 % of respondents outside

of the labour force, who gained free time during the 1980s and 1990s, felt more rushed

‘‘than 5 years ago’’ (Table 3).

We suggest that the growing sense of time pressure need not always reflect an overload

of time pressing obligations at work or in the family, but is precipitated by the ‘speeding’

rhythms of daily life, driven by technological, social and economic changes. As suggested

by Hawking, from a dynamic perspective, ‘‘there is no way to tell whether it is the train or

the earth that is moving’’ (1990:17). Rapid changes of administrative, financial, profes-

sional, communication or transportation practices and life-style preferences generate a

feeling of being ‘‘out of touch’’ or falling behind social change. Fast rise of technological
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Fig. 6 Access to free time by age groups: Canada 1981–2010

Table 2 Correlations between time use and subjective well-being: GSS 2005 (employed respondents aged
20–64; standardized betas)

Estimated weekly
hours of paid work

Combined workload of paid and
domestic work (time diary)

Free time
(time diary)

Time pressure index
(1–20)

.24 .20 -.18

Feeling stressed (1–5) .18 .11 -.10

Satisfaction with the use
of time (1–10)

-.12 -.12 .12

Satisfaction with work-
family balance (0–1)

-.27 -.10 .08

Satisfaction with life in
general (1–10)

-.09 -.09 .07

Feeling happy (1–4) -.03 -.03 .02

Linear regression controlled for age, gender, education and personal income. All relationships are significant
at .005 level
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and social innovations taxes heavily human capacity to absorb accelerating changes and

heightens the subjective sense of time pressure (see Bertman 1998).

4.3 Time Use and Subjective Well-Being

Time pressure, similar to economic constrains, carries negative well-being and emotional

implications. The correlations between time use and subjective well-being are not always

robust,2 but busier lives of ‘‘time-poor’’ respondents clearly carry an emotional price tag.

Growing sense of time pressure and stress contribute to the dissatisfaction with life and its

various domains. Linear regressions in Table 2 show that combined workloads of paid and

domestic work and long weekly hours of paid work correlate negatively with respondents’

satisfaction with work-family balance and life in general. According to the 2005 GSS,

correlations between respondents’ combined workloads of paid and domestic work, the

composite index of time pressure and life satisfaction were .20 and -.09. Access to free

time was, on the contrary, associated with greater satisfaction with work-family balance

and life in general (Table 2).3

Analyses of changing levels of life satisfaction, perceived happiness and satisfaction

with the use of time show that the widening of the behavioural gap between the ‘‘time

poor’’ and the ‘‘time-rich’’ was paralleled by a widening of the emotional gap between

them.

2 The relative weakness of correlations between time use and well-being can be attributed, among others, to
the so called hedonic treadmill effect or hedonic adaptation of well-being valuations to a relatively
stable personal ‘‘happiness set points’’ (see Brickman and Campbell 1971).
3 There is research evidence that the relationship between free time and life satisfaction is curvilinear. The
upper and lower percentile groups of free time users report lower life satisfaction levels than the moderate
users (see Zuzanek 2009).

Table 3 Changing levels of subjective well-being: Canada 1986–2005 (means)

1986 1998 2005

Feeling happy

(a) Employed parents, 20–65, child B 12 3.57 3.36 3.40

(b) Not in the labour force (age\ 20; 65?) 3.48 3.37 3.42

Difference (a)–(b) ?.09 -.01 -.02

Satisfied with life as a whole

(a) Employed parents, 20–65, child B 12 7.72 7.31 8.45

(b) Not in the labour force (age\ 20; 65?) 7.50 7.43 8.81

Difference (a)–(b) ?.22 -.12 -.36

Satisfied with the use of time

(a) Employed parents, 20–65, child B 12 7.52 6.44 7.47

(b) Not in the labour force (age\ 20; 65?) 7.61 7.21 8.44

Difference (a)–(b) -.09 -77 -.97

Life satisfaction and time use satisfaction scales (1–4 in 1986 and 1998; and 1–10 in 2005) were harmonized
applying the values for verbal response options used in the World Database of Happiness. See Veenhoven
(2013) Happiness in Nations, p. 114. The rating of happiness (1–4) did not change in 2005
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In 1986, the levels of life satisfaction and perceived happiness reported by employed

parents were slightly higher than for the respondents outside of the labour force. In 2005,

the valuations of employed parents were, on the contrary, lower than the valuations of

respondents outside of the labour force.

This difference is particularly noticeable with regard to the satisfaction with time use.

Although in both 1986 and 2005, employed parents felt less satisfied with their time use

than respondents outside of the labour force, the gap between the two groups widened

visibly during the observed period. Satisfaction with the use of time among respondents

outside of the labour force increased during the observed period from 7.61 to 8.44, while

for the employed parents it declined from 7.52 to 7.47. As a result the gap separating these

two groups broadened from .09 to .97 points on a 10-point scale (Table 3).

5 Discussion and Conclusions

Analyses reported in this article suggest that the future of leisure presents more problems

than anticipated in the overly optimistic forecasts of the 1960s. The major dilemma facing

modern societies with respect to leisure is that instead of a gradual and balanced increase

of leisure we are faced with a polarization of time use along demographic and socio-

occupational lines.

In this context, the question, whether as a society we are gaining or losing leisure, is not

the right question to ask. On the one side, growing numbers of elderly and young persons

outside of the labour force are gaining greater access to free time, on the other side,

employed middle-age adults and parents operate under growing loads of paid and unpaid

work and are pressed for time. Polarization of time use along demographic and workload

lines deepens the divide between the ‘‘time rich’’ and the ‘‘time-poor’’ and the ‘‘long-hour’’

and ‘‘short-hour’’ segments of the labour force. Under these conditions, the statistics of

central tendency, averaging time use of the entire population ‘‘as a whole’’, may not be the

appropriate way for the study of societal time use trends.

The deepening of the time use gap between the ‘‘time haves’’ and ‘‘have nots’’ has

serious policy implications. The workloads of life cycle groups operating under combined

pressures of multiple work and family roles are growing at a faster rate than the workloads

of life cycle groups with fewer role commitments. The busy population groups are

becoming ‘‘busier’’, while groups with sparse role commitments operate under fewer time

constrains (Coverman 1989).

The widening of the time use gap is accompanied by adverse well-being implications. In

2010, over 34 % of employed mothers with a child under the age of five reported feeling

stressed. The corresponding figure for women outside of the labour force and with no

children in the household was only 9.5 %. Among women outside of the labour force 38 %

rated their life satisfaction 9 or 10 on a 10-point scale, while among employed mothers

only 21 % did so. The ‘‘work-and-spend’’ syndrome with its emphasis on incessant and

artfully stimulated consumption adds to the rising levels of time crunch (Schor 1991).

The seriousness of the challenges posed by the widening of the time use gap between

different population groups is magnified by Canada’s demographic trends. According to

Statistics Canada’s forecasts, the proportion of population aged 65 and older will increase

in Canada from 14 % in 2010 to over 18 % in 2020. The later entry of younger adults into

the labour force and the rapid aging of the population reduce the pool of employable labour

resources.
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The problem of sustaining economic growth and ensuring healthy time use balance

between different population groups is one of the difficult challenges facing modern

societies. Governmental efforts to address this issue by shortening schooling years,

reducing weekly working hours, rising mandatory retirement age, and encouraging shared

workloads produced mixed results (Roberts 2007; OECD 2009; ILO 2009), in part because

these initiatives often run into a conflict with the economic imperatives of globalized

economies.

In the context of highly competitive economies, the growth of automated industries is

usually accompanied by selective layouts of workers and an intensification of job

requirements for the retained employees (Handy 1994). Rather than spreading the work

evenly across an existing work force, companies try to get fewer workers to do more. In an

early article about alternative directions of economic development, Johnston (1972) sug-

gested that the displacement of labour by sophisticated automated machinery may result in

time use gains for parts of the population, but will produce a ‘‘two-caste’’ system, where

existence and well-being of the ‘‘common’’ majority will depend on the effort of hard

working and highly specialised ‘‘elites’’.

The ‘‘flexibilization’’ of working hours in the 1990s has led to the proliferation of part-

time jobs, which translated into shorter working hours per job, but in the climate of social

uncertainty, may have forced people to carry more than one job, producing, paradoxically,

longer working hours per person (see Hinrichs et al. 1991; Hipple 2010).

The subjective feelings of time pressure are not only a by-product of work pressures and

personal shortages of time, but also of the changing rhythms of daily life. The fact that in

2005 one-third of Canada’s population outside of the labour force felt more pressed for

time ‘than 5 years ago’ and that in 2010 37 % of this population group felt rushed every

day or few times a week testifies to the fact that the sense of mounting time pressures can

not be fully explained by life cycle progression or work overload and should be, at least in

part, attributed to the accelerated rhythms of modern life (see Linder 1970; Robinson 1990;

Schor 1991; Bertman 1998; Gleick 1999; Roberts 2007).

While past experience tells us that the human race has a remarkable aptitude for

absorbing pressures and challenges of social change, we should not underestimate the

detrimental physiological and social psychological side-effects of time pressure. The

interconnections between time-pressure, psychological stress, leisure and health (Zuzanek

1998; Iso-Ahola and Mannell 2004; Roxburgh 2004) calls for greater attention to the

effects of time use and time pressure on the quality of human life.

There is no easy answer to the question, whether we are witnessing a principal reversal

in the historical decline of working hours, or this is just a temporary ‘‘setback’’ caused by a

collusion of economic circumstances. The emerging situation is probably a result of a

number of conflicting trends. The future of time use and its well-being outcomes will be in

all likelihood affected by an interplay of such factors as the accelerated pace of social and

technological change, the employment ‘fallout’ of globalization and automation, as well as

continuing polarization of the labour force along life-cycle and ‘human-capital’ axes (see

Gershuny 1993).

In general, however, future scenarios of time use can not be readily extrapolated from

the present or past trends. What will happen is as much a product of economic circum-

stances as it is of societal value orientations and people’s preferences that ultimately shape

socio-political choices made by the societies.
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