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ABSTRACT

This feminist and geographic study is an exploratory qualitative analysis of the
lived experiences of female home-based workers as they are confronted with the challenge
of collapsing home and work lives and spaces. In this thesis a focus on the everyday lives
of women homeworkers reveals complex experiences of the transformation of space and
place through homework. In-depth interviews with 20 women homeworkers, doing
white-collar work, in Hamilton and surrounding regions were used in this study to
investigate the experiences of this group of waged workers. This study challenges the
neglect of the homework issue in the geographic literature to date and demonstrates the
need for ongoing interdisciplinary research on this issue.

In examining the experiences of women homeworkers this study looks at various
issues. These are: women’s satisfaction/dissatisfaction with homework, reasons for doing
home-based work, social and spatial isolation, the devaluation homeworkers face, the
gendered division of labour, the construction of a work space, the integration of women’s
roles, the meaning of the home for homeworkers, representations of homework as a child
care strategy, or as a means of providing homeworkers with flexibility in combining home
and work roles, or providing personal autonomy, and social and economic vulnerability in
doing homework. In understanding these issues and the diverse and complex ways
women experience homework this study has four main objectives. One, to investigate

some of the social processes/forces shaping those experiences in a specific time and place,

iit



in order to build on and contribute to the work in feminist geography on the general
socialist feminist and geographic theory of women and work. In doing so, this study
focuses on both gender relations of power within the household (or family) and society at
large as socially constructed relations of dominance and inequality between the sexes, and
class relations as those relations which give rise to a set of positions within the class
structure. Two, to explore the experiences of homeworkers by providing a better
understanding of the reality of home-based work and the lives of women doing such work.
This is done by: one, accounting for the differences between homeworkers and how this
can affect their experience; and two, listening to the voices of female homeworkers who
are sharing their homework experience. Three, to construct this research as part of the
aim for social change in making this group of workers more visible within society, this
study aims to assess homework and the degree to which it is a progressive or regressive
strategy for women to undertake. Lastly, to incorporate geographical aspects to the study
of homework, by illustrating the importance of space and place in understanding the

transformation of the home space.
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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction

1.1 Research Problem

Research about female home-based[1] workers doing white-collar work, such as
service, clerical, sales, and management, has not kept pace with the growing number of
women doing such types of paid work in their home.[2] The lived experiences of female
homeworkers as they are confronted with the challenge of collapsing home and work lives
and spaces has been a marginalized area of study in both the interdisciplinary and
geographic research done in the realm of paid work. If feminists’ work is truly to be part
of the struggle for social change for women then we must understand the lives of all
women, specifically for this thesis those of female home-based workers. This study aims
to share knowledge that can aid homeworkers in the struggle for recognition by society
and empowerment within society. In particular, this study will provide women with a
framework to help them gauge whether working at home may be an attractive strategy for
them or not by examining various experiences of women doing homework. Further, this
research aims to challenge and deconstruct the dominant discourses and practices of what
constitutes “real” work within society. That is, “real” work is work done in the public,
productive realm rather than in the private, reproductive realm.

This qualitative study explores the lived experiences of 20 female homeworkers

who are witnessing the transformation of space and place by doing paid work in the home.



This study focuses on homeworkers involved in three main types of homework positions:
self-employed; independent contractor,[3] and home-based employee. This research has
been useful in uncovering the active and diverse ways in which women, in different
situations, respond to working in their homes and examines the ways in which they
experience and restructure the home as it becomes the central space of their worlds. This
study allows us to assess homework on a micro (individual) level by attending to the
voices and lived experiences of female homeworkers by placing individual experiences in
the broader context of gender relations and class relations shaping women’s work.
Further, this study examines the larger, social conditions shaping women’s experience of
homework.

In documenting the experiences of female homeworkers this study examines
various issues. These include: gender divisions of labour in the home, women’s work
space, social and spatial isolation associated with doing homework, degrees of economic
and social vulnerability to doing homework, the images of home-based work documented
through public discourse, the media, and the literature, reasons for doing homework,
interaction of home and work lives, satisfaction/dissatisfaction with homework, the
devaluation of paid work at home, and the changed meaning of the home for women. My
aims in both choosing to study female homeworkers’ experiences and in researching it the
way I did were to:

(1) move beyond the descriptive approaches dominant in home-based work

literature by developing a theoretical understanding of home-based work

and in doing so, providing female home-based workers with a useful
critical analysis of the homeworkers’ experiences,



(2) gain a better understanding of the reality of home-based work and the
lives of women doing such work by: one: recognizing the diversity of
women’s experiences in doing homework; and two, listening to the voices
of women themselves sharing their experiences;

(3) critically assess the extent to which homework is a progressive
(empowering) or regressive (disempowering) strategy for women to
undertake in responding to or resisting patriarchal, capitalist relations of
power; and

(4) build on the (feminist) geography of homework by situating the study
of homework in the context of space and place in order to begin to
understand the transformation of the home space through homework .

The specific aims of the thesis are detailed below.

1.2 Theoretical Understanding of Female Homeworkers

Providing an explanation of some of the social forces/processes shaping the
experiences of female home-based workers in a particular time and place will allow for a
more informed understanding of homeworkers’ experiences and the larger conditions
affecting their lives. Past research has tended to describe empirical trends as opposed to
providing theoretically-informed and empirically-detailed explanations such as those
offered in feminist geography. The general features of the conceptual approach used in
this study draws significantly on socialist feminist theory, which places importance on both
gender relations of power and class relations as important factors in women’s oppression.
Further, the theoretical approach is informed by arguments in the home-based work
literature.  In constructing a theoretical framework for this study my aim was to allow
for the differences and diversity amongst women to be recognized. This aim is

shared by McDowell (1991, 131) who states, “...we need theoretical frameworks that



enable us to deal with the diversity and differences among women.” Further, as Grant
(1996, 12) stated, “Feminist geography has matured significantly from the need to make
women visible in the 1970 and early 1980s to more recent theoretical sophistication [and]

”

recognition of difference and diversity...” The socialist feminist framework used in this
study allowed for differences and diversity of women to be recognized through its
theoretical claims which did not treat women homeworkers as a homogeneous group of
workers. Further, the theoretical framework used does not assume a single outcome nor a
complete understanding of the processes affecting women’s experiences of homework. In
McDowell’s (1992, 69) words, “Hegemonic theories that postulate a single outcome tend
to be oppressive. However, we must continue to theorize, albeit in partial, incomplete,

and even contradictory ways...” The importance difference makes to the understanding of

women’s homework experiences is further discussed in the next section.

1.3 Feminist Geography and the Geography of Difference

Related to the goal of constructing non-hegemonic theories is the need to expand
our knowledge of the importance difference makes by documenting the context of
homeworkers’ situation so that their experiences are not seen as, “’one true story’ with a
permanent partiality” (McDowell 1992, 69). This incorporation of difference is consistent
with socialist feminism’s move towards diversity in understanding women’s lives. The
issues of situatedness, location, and positionality have been of particular concern for
feminist geographers (see for example, Keith and Pile 1993; McDowell 1993a; 1993b;

Katz and Monk 1993). As Katz and Monk (1993, 4) state, “As Western feminist



scholarship began to mature in the 1980s, attention turned increasingly to the significance
of context in shaping women’s lives...” Women are not a homogenous group with uniform
experiences, rather their experiences are shaped by their particular situation. In order to
understand the meaning of the data from research studies, it is necessary to understand
where the data is coming from, or in other words, the particular situation or context in
which the research participants’ experiences have occurred. Therefore, it is necessary to
keep in mind “the difference difference makes” in understanding the varying conditions
under which women experience homework so we can critically reflect on the structures
that influence the actualities of their lives. The principle of contextualization guided the
data analysis and research findings of this study; that is, documenting how women’s
experience of homework is complicated or influenced by various circumstances of their
lives (Beach 1989; Dangler 1994). Various personal and situational characteristics were
considered in the interpretation of the findings, such as presence or absence of children,
age of children,[4] length of time working from home, material resources (such as the
ability to afford child care), marital status, life course, and class position.

The development of non-hegemonic theory and explanation also involves listening
to the voices of women themselves in order to gain a fuller and more meaningful
understanding of the reality of homework and the lives of women doing such work. With
the use of the voices of the women I also aim to encourage critical reflection of
homeworkers’ experiences and not to pass judgment that is definitive. Women’s lives
have been (mis)interpreted in traditional research studies claiming to be capable of

representing everyone equally in an objective, non-involved manner; however, in actuality



it does not represent their experience (Kirby and McKenna 1989). Therefore, this
research starts from women’s experience of their reality in order to place women at the
centre of the creation of knowledge. In reading various home-based work literature,
through the media and public discourse, misrepresentations of homework(ers) become
evident. For instance, misrepresentations of and contradictions inherent in homework,
include claims that homework is a solution to women’s dual roles of mother and/or wife
and waged worker. Such misrepresentations can be resolved by listening to the voices of
women themselves doing such work and sharing their “stories” with us. This will allow
for an accurate representation of these women’s experiences of homework and in the
process provide a realistic assessment of homework’s advantages and disadvantages. This
is key to ensuring that women deciding to undertake such work are not doing so as a
result of false representations of homework. Certain studies have helped to dispel these
images (Costello 1988; 1989; Christensen 1989; 1993); however, such images continue to
be promoted through the media, public discourse, and literature. Several contradictions
inherent in homework are raised by Dangler (1994). How can it be for example that
working from home is perceived simultaneously as exploitative and liberating, an
expression of worker choice and a reflection of the lack of choice; a creative strategy for
combining family and work and the embodiment of women’s double burden, a worker’s
right and a worker’s denial of rights; a means of increasing the autonomy and flexibility
on the job and constrained autonomy due to women's multiple roles and extended working
days; and a means for women to enjoy economic opportunity and yet not a “real job” but

something that reinforces women’s subordinate economic status within the home and



labour force. Therefore, by focusing on and documenting the lived experiences of these
20 female homeworkers, a better informed discussion on homework will be achieved and
in the process the conditions homeworkers experiences in their work and daily lives and its
implications for women will be sought out. My third aim is to document the outcomes of
doing homework, such as whether homework is an empowering or disempowering work

strategy for women.

1.4 Individual and Social Outcomes of Doing Home-Based Work For Women
Related to the prior aim of incorporating difference into the experience of
homework, this aim seeks to assess the degree to which homework is a
satisfactory/unsatisfactory way for women (on both the individual and societal level) to do
paid work based on the experiences of the 20 women homeworkers in this study. A
critical assessment of homework as a progressive or regressive paid work accommodation
allows one to assess the extent to which homework is an adaptive strategy that is
empowering for women and allows them to contest and resist economic patriarchal
oppression or the extent to which homework is a tool of economic patriarchal oppression
which forces women back into the home. The central question arising from this aim is,
“Does homework reinforce the subordinate position of women as a group in both society
and the family by simply allowing women to respond to and strengthen the gendered
relations of power within society or is it a means for women to resist prevailing gender

relations of power?



1.5 Where is the Geography?: Geographical Understanding of Homework

There are both general and specific ways in which this study adds to our
geographical understanding of homework. All the issues discussed in this study are not
obviously geographical, however, they are all important in understanding the
transformation of space and place through homework. There are various general
geographical aspects of homework discussed in this study. First, this is a study of the
causes and consequences of women’s struggles to reintroduce paid work space into the
home space (which as discussed in Chapter Two, is linked to the rise of capitalism which
transformed the home from a place of family life to a private sphere of unpaid women’s
labour). Second, it is a study of how conflicts between roles become manifest in domestic
spaces that combine both paid and unpaid labour. Third, it considers the role of the
gendered division of labour in shaping conditions of paid work within the home space.
Further, this study examines strategies (such as spatial and otherwise) that women use to
try to balance productive and reproductive work (such as child care) within the home
space. Lastly, this study considers the meaning of the home as a domestic space or
non-work realm and how this shapes people’s view of paid work in the home and the
activities associated with this sphere.

There are specific geographical aspects examined in this study which also relate to
the more general geographical issues. This study looks at how women reorganize
domestic space to try to facilitate paid work in the home, for instance, creating a separate
work space, And related to this issue, this study looks at women’s ability to appropriate

space within homes spatially designed for the purpose of family life. Further, this study



examines women’s changing geographical experience of homework as a result of the home
becoming the central area of both waged work and family life, or in other words, how
homework affects women’s spatial and social interaction by being spatially tied to the
home and in the process experiencing geographical isolation. Next, this study examines
the notion of place discrimination,[5] that is, how changes in women’s work (both paid
and unpaid) occur simply as a result of being located in the home space. This change is
most evident in the gendered division of labour in shaping conditions of paid work within
the home. For instance, changes occur in this division due to women’s place location in
the home versus outside the home. Lastly, the changed meaning of place (the home) for
homeworkers as the home space becomes a domestic and waged work space was
addressed. The spatial relations addressed in this context relate to how the home space
takes on a new meaning for women as the meaning of the home is no longer simply a place

of family life.

1.6 Thesis Outline

This thesis is organized in the following manner. Chapter Two reviews the
interdisciplinary and geographic work done to date on female homeworkers and draws on
general literature pertaining to women and work. In this chapter, I discuss the specifics of
the home-based work studies reported in the literature. Next, I discuss specific issues
arising from the studies and particularly those that became central issues of concern for
this study. I also discuss how this study relates to previous studies and what this study

adds to what has already been. Chapter Three discusses the process of conducting the
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research. In this chapter, I discuss the challenges of doing research from the margins. 1
provide a general discussion of the nature of feminist knowledge, the purpose of feminist
research, what is feminist research, and how I went about conducting the research.
Further, I provide details about the homeworkers who participated in this study, what
themes were explored, and why. Chapter Four outlines my conceptual framework. Here I
discuss key arguments of the socialist feminist approach used in this study and arguments
from various literature about women’s experience of homework and the larger conditions
affecting their experience. Various hypotheses have been constructed which will guide the
interpretations of the research findings. Chapter Five presents and analyzes the empirical
data documenting the lived experiences of female homeworkers. This chapter ends with a
discussion of how this study advances our knowledge of female home-based workers’
experiences. The final chapter offers an overall summary of the social outcomes of
homework as a paid work strategy for women and then moves onto discussing the
significance and implications of this study for future research.

Chapter One endnotes

[1]For the purpose of this study homework(ers) and home-based work(ers) are terms that are used
interchangeably to refer to paid work in the home or to those women doing paid work in the home.

[2]Chapter Two provides a discussion of the increases of female homeworkers in the Canadian context.

[3]Independent contractor is also referred to in this study and within the literature as independent
consultants and independent representatives.

[4]For this study, children’s ages are divided in three main categories: younger children (five years or
less); young school-aged children (six years to fifteen years); and older children (sixteen years and above)

[5]Place discrimination was a term used by Christensen (1988b). She discussed a specific form of place
discrimination; that is, when employers alter the status of workers when they move from the office to the
home.



CHAPTER TWO
Literature Review
2.1 Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to set the context for this study. This is done by:
first, examining various definitions of home-based workers which are proposed by scholars
and then offering a definition and a classification of homeworkers for this study which
draws on those in the existing literature. Second, examining the recent increases in female
home-based workers and their occupations in Canada. Third, discussing types of studies
done of homework and specific findings from interdisciplinary and geographic research on
women doing paid work in the home. Lastly, discussing what this study adds to what has

already been done in the literature and how it differs from past studies.

2.2 Definitions and Classification of Homeworkers

There are various definitions of home-based workers in the literature. For
instance, Kraut (1988) refers to homeworkers as either supplementary homeworkers or
primary homeworkers. The former refers to those individuals who supplement her or his
primary work at a conventional work site with a relatively small amount of overflow work
done at home. The latter refers to those individuals working at home for a substantial part
of their work week instead of working at a more conventional work location. This
definition is simplistic in that it groups those working mainly from home into one main

category without making any distinctions amongst different types of homeworkers. The
11
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Employment Standards Act of Ontario also offers a definition of homeworkers; however,
it is constraining because it omits certain types of homeworkers and the type of work they
do, for example it excludes management-type work. It states:

Homeworkers work in a private home for a business owned by someone

else. They usually do such things as: sewing, or other manufacturing,

stuffing envelopes or other packaging, food preparation, and assembly,

repair or alterations (Ministry of Labour, Ontario).

A more inclusive definition was given by Ahrentzen (1990) in her study of homeworkers.
Ahrentzen (1990, 750) refers to a home-based worker as an individual who: (1) works out
of the home for pay; (2) works either on a part-time or full-time basis, but with the home
as the primary workplace; (3) is either self-employed or company employed; and (4) may
or may not use telecommunications equipment in her/his work. Ahrentzen’s definition is
consistent with the definition of home-based workers used in this study.[1] For the
purpose of this study, point (3) also includes independent contractors. This definition is
broad enough to cover various types of home-based workers, yet it still excludes those
who work primarily outside the home.

Christensen (1989) classifies homework positions[2] into three main categories:
the home-based employee, the home-based business owner, and the home-based
independent contractor. The home-based employee is an individual who is on the
company payroll and works at home in addition to some time in the office.[3] These
home-based employees are also referred to at times as teleworkers or telecommuters

(Christensen 1994). The home-based business owner is an individual who is in business

for themselves. The home-based independent contractor may be considered self-employed,
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but in a much more ambiguous circumstance. That is, they perform as employees for the
company, but are not compensated as such in terms of salaries and benefits.

The classification of homework positions chosen for this study draws from the
classification proposed by Christensen. This classification was chosen because it
accurately accounts for the three main types of homework positions encountered in this
study. Figure 2.1 illustrates the classification of homeworkers for this study. Adding to
Christensen’s definitions of these homework positions, independent contractors are
also those who are hired indirectly by a firm and are independent of the firm. They simply
rely on the firms for their pay which is either based on contract work or commission
(Dangler 1994). Home-based employees can be hired by a company to work specifically
from their homes or given the option to work mainly from home (the home is the main site
of paid work). Home-based employees are also referred to at times as teleworkers or
telecommuters (Nadwodny 1996). Their wages are based on a set salary, an hourly wage,
or piece rate. Further, the type of work all three types of homeworkers are doing is
“new” types of homework (this term is discussed below), and includes work in sales,
service, clerical, and management (which includes upper, middle, and lower level

management).

2.3 The Rise in Female Homeworkers
In Canada, home-based work and those doing such work are increasing. In 1991
there were 743,000 people working at home for pay. One-third of people working at

home were self-employed while the remainder were paid employees.[4] Over the past
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Figure 2.1: Classification of Homework Positions: Present Study

Homeworkers
Self-Employed Independent Contractors Home-Based Employees
Hired to Work from Home
Home-Based Office Worker
"New" Types of Homework
¥ L SN

Service. Clerical, Sales, Management
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decade, the proportion of people, in non-agricultural paid occupations, working from
home doubled, rising from 3% in 1981 to 6% in 1991. What is significant to note about
this overall increase is the increase in the number of women working from home. Between
1981 and 1991, the number of women working at home increased by 69%, compared with
23% for men (Nadwodny 1996).

It has been suggested in the literature that this rise in home-based workers can be
attributed to three main factors (Olson 1988; Nadwodny 1996; Manicom 1994; Lozano
1989; Nelson 1988). One factor is economic restructuring. Businesses, governments, and
other organizations are increasingly seeking to streamline operations. Home-based
employees and independent contractors may eliminate many expenses for the employer,
such as overhead costs. Self-employment may also be a means of escaping the uncertainty
of the labour market or made necessary by a scarcity of other forms of work (Nadwodny
1996, Gardner 1996; Olson 1988). A second factor suggested for the rise in home-based
work is the increased availability and affordability of the personal computer and other
telecommunication devices which have allowed work to be done at home and employees
to remain well connected to the main office (Nadwodny 1996). Lastly, the rigid labour
market which does not allow for flexible work arrangements for women with family
responsibilities, nor provides adequate child care, further contributes to the rise in female

homeworkers (Lozano 1989, Nelson 1988).

2.4 Occupations of Female Home-Based Workers

The nature of paid work done in the home varies. Homework ranges from
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industrial or “traditional” work, such as sizing needles and pins for packets, and pairing
shoe laces, to more recent “new” forms of homework, such as clerical, service and
managerial type jobs. Although industrial type homework continues to predominate in
certain industrialized countries and mainly in developing countries, “new” types of
homework are gaining ground in many industrialized countries such as Canada. This rise
in the “new” forms of homework can be attributed to the shift from industrial type work to
service type work (International Labour Conference 1995; De Villegas 1990).

For women homeworkers, “new” types of homework dominate in Canada today as
illustrated in Table 2.1. The common occupations of women working at home fall
into four main categories. Clerical and service jobs are the most common, accounting for
29% and 25% of women homeworkers respectively. Further, managerial and
administrative and sales were also significant occupations among female homeworkers,
accounting for 12% and 10% of women homeworkers respectively. These “new” types of
homework are also referred to as white-collar workers (Christensen 1988b).

2.5 Overview of Research Studies and Findings about Female Home-Based
Workers

The purpose of this section is twofold: one, to discuss types of studies done about
homeworkers; and two, to highlight the findings of this research from the mid-to late
1980s to the present.[S] The majority of the homework studies were done in the United
States and a few in Canada and Britain. Further, the majority of studies date back to the
mid-to late 1980s. In this section, 1 first offer a brief overview of the interdisciplinary

research about homework(ers).[6] Next, I focus on geographic research about women



Table 2.1

Most Common Female Occupations in Canada, 1991: Working at Home

Occupations %
Clerical 29
Service 25
Managerial and
administrative 12
Sales 10
Artistic, literary,
recreational 5
Teaching 4
Product fabricating/
assembling/repairing 4
Medicine and health 2
Social sciences 2
Other 7
Total -% 100
-number 385,610

(Source: Nadwodny, Statistics Canada 1996)
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and home-based work. For both the interdisciplinary and geographic research, I discuss
the key study methods, the aspects of homework studied, and the types of homeworkers
researched. This section ends with a discussion of the major findings/results of female
home-based work(ers) reserach. It includes findings about issues of concern for this
study, arguments put forth by scholars concerning homework, and other arguments found
in literature relating to women and work. The findings discussed are mainly from the
home-based work literature reviewed in this section; however, it also includes literature
that examined homework on a more general level.[7] The findings are grouped under
various themes which recurred in the literature and were prominent issues of concern for
this present study. The literature discussed below documents the lived experiences of
female homeworkers and the larger social conditions shaping women’s experiences of

homework.

2.5.1 Review of Interdisciplinary Literature about Female Home-Based Workers:
Both Costello (1988; 1989) and Gerson and Kraut (1988; Kraut 1989; 1988)
presented studies dealing specifically with clerical homeworkers. Costello interviewed 29
women employed by an insurance firm, Wisconsin Physicians Service Insurance Company
(referred to as WPS), to work in their homes. The interviews were with five current
homeworkers, 21 former homeworkers, and three former managers involved in the clerical
homework program. The aims of this qualitative study were to gain insights into the
advantages and disadvantages of homework for working women, the interaction between

paid work and family life, the social networks and strategies the women forge when doing
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paid work from home, and the contradictions between expectations women had about
doing homework and the actual realities of working from home.

Gerson and Kraut (1988; Kraut 1989; 1988) in their quantitative analysis of
home-based work in various cities in the United States beginning in 1985, compared
various aspects of clerical work in the home and in the office. For example, they
compared working conditions of female clerical workers at home to those of female
clerical workers in the office. This comparison included: one, labour force attachment
(total hours worked, total weeks worked, and seniority in firm); two, income, (rate of pay
of the two groups of workers); and three, benefits, (the number of homeworkers versus
office workers with such benefits as social security, pension contributions, overtime pay,
and paid vacations). The authors also analyzed clerical homework, based on issues, such
as who works at home and why, quality of work environment and job satisfaction, and the
implications of home-based work for women, such as lack of employee benefits. The main
purpose of their study was to gather information relevant to the debate surrounding
homework; that is, about whether homeworkers are a relatively advantaged group of
people who have freely chosen to do their paid work within their homes, or whether
homeworkers are an exceptionally exploited group of workers who have not freely chosen
to do homework. Gerson and Kraut’s (1988) results are based on a total of 297 written
questionnaires from both women working at home and in the office.

Christensen (1988a; 1988b; 1989), a major researcher of homework, undertook a
study based on the results of a national survey of women homeworkers conducted under

the auspices of the United States Department of Health and Human Services with the
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cooperation of Family Circle Magazine. The magazine published the National Survey on
Women and Home-Based work in their January 15, 1985 issue. Christensen’s study was
based on the survey which included 14,000 women, 7,000 of whom worked at home. The
women were involved in clerical work, craftswork, and professional occupations, and the
majority were self-employed. Christensen’s (1989) study tried to establish a picture of the
typical homeworker, the role of technology in clerical homework, and the reasons for
home-based work. She took her study a step further by carrying out over 100 interviews
with white-collar workers[8] with the intent of, “...go[ing] beyond the rhetoric and hype
about home-based work and find out what it really is like” (Christensen 1988a, 161). In
her book, Women and Home-based Work (1988a) she presented the life stories of twenty
female homeworkers, most of whom were married with young children. Others were
empty nesters, divorced, or never married. Christensen (1989) has also studied the
independent clerical contractor. This study involved interviews with a small sample of this
group of workers.[9] Christensen documents the reality of independent contractors’
experiences when they leave the office and take on a homework position that trades the
dependability of a salary for the uncertainty of an hourly or piece rate. She found that they
work in this position often with no guarantee as to the number of hours or projects for
which they will be employed, they lose all employee benefits, and work in isolation.

A study undertaken by Allen and Wolkowitz (1987; 1986, Allen 1983; 1989) was
based on 90 interviews with female homeworkers in four areas of West Yorkshire,
England. The interviews were conducted mainly in 1980 following a survey of over 4,000

households. The homeworkers consisted primarily of industrial homeworkers with a
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minority doing white-collar work. The purpose of their qualitative study was to generate
a better-informed discussion on homeworking. The issues addressed included aspects of
working conditions homeworkers experience and the implications of these for women.
Another study by Beach (1989) draws on interviews with fifteen homeworkers, nine
females and six males who were all residents of two rural counties in Maine. The majority
of the homeworkers were self-employed, with a few being employees. The homeworkers
were involved in a wide range of occupations, such as hairdressers, secretaries, day care
providers, knitters, and fine art dealers. All the families had one spouse working in the
home and had children. The purpose of the study was to illustrate home and work
interaction. It focused on the homeworker’s use of space and time within the home, and
the ability of the homeworker to juggle home and work roles. Beach (1989) used a
combination of qualitative and quantitative methods. She used semi-structured interviews
with adults, and structured interviews with verbal children. Also, each family was
observed twice in order to get a sense of a typical workday. Daily time logs were kept by
the homeworker. This time log provided a quantifiable check on information regarding
time-use obtained through the interview and observation.

Nelson (1988) conducted an interesting study of female homeworkers providing
family day care in the Vermont area beginning in the summer of 1986. Her data came
from two main sources: one, mailed questionnaires completed by 225 day care providers;
and two, semi-structured interviews with 62 registered and unregistered family day care
providers. Her sample consisted of women who were mostly married (83%) or living

with someone (2%). The purpose of her study was to critically assess the notion of family
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day care services as a promising employment option. She claimed that the growing
success of homework rests on the secondary status of women in the labour force and on
the unpaid labour of women at home.

The ability to cope with multiple roles at home was the focus of Ahrentzen’s
(1990) study. She examined the types of boundaries, such as psychological boundaries
(mentally separating home and work lives), and physical boundaries ((re)constructing the
home environment), professional homeworkers create to manage role conflict and role
overlap.[10] Her research was part of a larger study of homeworkers involving a
cross-sectional survey design with self-administered questionnaires, face-to-face
interviews, a modified time diary, photographs, sketches, and a physical inventory of the
home and workspace. Interviews were conducted with 104 homeworkers, 75 women and
29 men between August and December, 1986. Other studies by Deming (1994) and
Presser and Bamberger (1993) provide statistical analysis of the characteristics of
homeworkers in the United States (including self-employed and wage and salary workers).
They use data from the May 1991 and 1985 Current Population Survey conducted by the
United States Bureau of Labor Statistics.

A conference on homeworking was held in November 1992 in Toronto (Manicom
1994). This conference had two objectives: to educate and to organize. It was organized
by the Coalition for Fair Wages and Working Conditions for Homeworkers. The report
included discussions of homeworking in different industries and different regions in the
world, the range of conditions under which homework is done, issues that are engaging

homeworkers and activists, and ideas and resources for future research on homework.
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Much discussion focused on industrial homework; however, homework in the service
sector was examined to some extent. Lastly, the Governing Body of the International
Labour Office placed the homework issue on its agenda at its session held in November
1993 (International Labour Conference 1995). The proceedings from this report
discussed many issues relating to or about homework on a global scale. These included,
the advantages and disadvantages of homework for women, societal perceptions of
homework, and the actual conditions of homework.

One of the most recent analyses of home-based employees or teleworkers, as they
are specifically referred to in the study, was undertaken by Johnson (1993; 1996). This
study drew on interviews carried out with 20 unionized teleworkers, both women and men
in the Canadian Public Service Sector, who were interviewed in 1994 and a year later in
1995. The research design consisted of open-ended qualitative interviews and comparisons
of the results of the interviews conducted in both years. The issues examined were
reasons for teleworking, a comparison of the workplace in the office and at home in terms
of comfort levels of working in the home office versus the central office, and satisfaction

with their homework situation.

2.5.2 Review of Geographic Literature about Female Home-Based Workers:[11]

The geographic literature on home-based work is limited. Katz and Monk’s
edited book (1993) Full Circles: Geographies of Women QOver the Life Course, included
a chapter by Christensen on home-based work. As indicated by Christensen (1993, 55),

“This chapter explores another geographic option, that of bringing paid labour into the
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home.” Christensen examined how women doing homework merge work and family in
one place and by doing so eliminate the journey to work. In the process, new issues and
problems are created which vary according to women’s stage in life. Using detailed case
studies (see also Christensen 1989), she focused on life course position and how this
affects the homework experiences of mothers of young children and older women without
dependent children. Christensen examined three distinct groups of women who experience
different issues and difficulties working from home. These are women with small children
which includes women with children in school or not in school, women with older
children, and women without children.

Secondly and most recently, the book Homeworkers in Global Perspective (Boris
and Prugl 1996) offers various studies of industrial home-based workers in major
geographical regions of the world. Although the majority of the essays included in this
book focused on female industrial homeworkers, certain issues raised in the essays relate
directly to the issues addressed by this study, such as actual working conditions and the
implications of these for women doing homework, such as lack of benefits, and low
wages, the difficulties female homeworkers face in doing homework, and the
(re)structuring of the home space to accommodate homework.

A third geographical account appears in Remaking Human Geography (Kobayashi
and Mackenzie eds. 1989). In one chapter of this book, Suzanne Mackenzie discussed
home-based work as a strategy used by women in adapting to economic restructuring and
responding to the problems of maintaining dual roles. Her study is based on a total sample

of 122 independent homeworkers located in the Trail-Nelson area of the interior of British
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Columbia and in the Kingston area of Eastern Ontario. The sample consisted of women
with children and women without children. She focused her analysis on child caregivers
and craftworkers. She examined homework as a means of dissolving the rigid, spatially
reinforced separation between home and work and between women and men. She
maintained that women adopting such a strategy are agents of environmental change.
Women adopting such a strategy are creating an environment that fits their needs, which is
to fulfill their family commitments and to earn a wage. Mackenzie examined three specific
ways in which these women created an environment to suit their activities and domestic
community life. First, they developed new sources of employment, and provided new
social areas for “work™; as a result, they redefined the nature of work. Second, the
homeworkers provided services to other people in the community, resulting in an
alteration of where domestic community life and reproductive activities are going on. And
consequently, this altered the environment in which domestic community work goes on.
As Mackenzie (1989, 51) stated:

For homeworkers, both the household and the neighbourhood become

workplace as well as living space, simultaneously public and private space.

In fact, the division into public and private becomes an increasingly

meaningless one.
Third, the women changed the relations between home and wage workplace by altering
the balance of resources and monetary resources which households need. That is, women

earning money at home are restructuring the balance between domestic work (producing

free services and goods) and wage work (producing money for the purchase of services




26

and goods). This restructuration alters both the value of labour power and the conditions
of its reproduction.

I want to critically examine Mackenzie’s claim that homework weakens the
public/private split and leads to the restructuring of the relations between women and men.
Homework does signify the fact that waged work is not solely being done in the public
sphere. Although this should lead to a blurring of the distinctive ideological and material
public and private split it does not. Firstly, homework is not a new phenomenon. It has
been in existence since the eighteenth century if not before (Boris and Daniels 1989). Yet,
the split between private and public spheres emerged with paid work being associated with
the public sphere and unpaid work being associated with the private sphere. Another
point which challenges Mackenzie’s view is that the waged work being done by women
within the home is being undervalued in the same way as unpaid work in the private
sphere. Consequently, waged work within the home is not distinctively recognized as
having entered the realm of the public sphere whereby it is attributed the same status as
paid work outside the home (Boris and Daniels 1989). In doing homework, distinctions
between the private and public and gendered relations would only weaken (not diminish) if
one, the work (both paid and unpaid) done in the home by women received the same
status as the work done in the public sphere; and two, if homework challenged the
ideologies associated with the private realm so it would not simply merge with women’s
domestic roles. I agree with Boris and Daniels (1989) who argue that homework will
continue to form a significant part of the economy, but unless we begin to question these

dominant ideological constructions concerning women’s work and the private sphere,
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homeworkers will remain an invisible part of the labour force and consequently, women
will continue to face devaluation of their paid and unpaid work in the home. Mackenzie’s
claim will be further assessed in the remainder of this chapter and in a later chapter

discussing the research findings of this study.

2.5.3 Major Findings in the Home-Based Work Literature:
2.5.3.1 Satisfaction/Dissatisfaction with Home-Based Work:

Whether homeworkers are generally satisfied or dissatisfied with doing homework
was not usually reported in the home-based work literature. For instance, Johnson’s
(1996) study of teleworkers also indicated that those interviewed were very satisfied with
their work situations. However, this study did not distinguish between women and men
working at home, and therefore, conclusions concerning women’s overall satisfaction or
dissatisfaction with homework cannot be made.

Various studies discussed what factors made homeworkers satisfied or dissatisfied
with homework. For instance, Costello (1988; 1989) discussed how homeworkers' job
satisfaction is integrally tied to their assessment of the working conditions associated with
the WPS homework program. She found that satisfaction increased with the ability to
contribute to the family income and this in turn increased women’s input into family
decision making, allowed them to stay at home and not just be a “housewife”, and made it
possible to be at home with their children and at the same time continue with the career
they chose to do. The following quotes illustrate some of the reasons for these women’s

satisfaction with homework, “This job has given me my own independent power to make
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decisions, to make financial decisions.” Another homeworker states, “I was always asking
for money from my husband, and I felt left out of everything...” (Costello 1988, 141).

Costello (1988) also found that some homeworkers had mixed feelings; that is,
some homeworkers would feel satisfied some days and dissatisfied others. Dissatisfaction
with homework resulted from inadequate wages relative to working in the office, the
increased expectations placed on homeworkers’ productivity compared to working in the
office, and frustrations over strict supervision, and unpaid work involved in doing
homework, such as with time waiting for delivery trucks. Gerson and Kraut (1988)
concluded that women working at home were more satisfied with their jobs than those
working in the office. Why this was the case or what specific factors contributed to their
satisfaction was not expanded upon by the scholars.

Women’s satisfaction or dissatisfaction with homework also relates to feelings of
social and spatial isolation when doing paid work in the home. Costello (1988) notes that
the feeling of detachment, of “being cut off from the mainstream”, was a concern for many
homeworkers. One homeworker in her study states, “The isolation was awful...I had
always worked with lots of people. I liked being out in the office...I felt out of it. I was
like a recluse...” (Costello 1988, 137). This homeworker agreed:

At first, it was great. I thought this is really it. This is fun. I can finally be

home with my kids. And I enjoyed being a domestic person for a while.

After a while, 1 think I started talking like the kids. I missed the

interactions with other people. I missed doing what I like doing best, that

is being a secretary and being able to work with other people” (Costello
1988, 137).
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A homeworker in Christensen’s (1993, 75) study also indicated that the isolation she faces
within the home is a main reason for her dissatisfaction with homework:

Sometimes when you work in the same place you live, you get the feeling

that you never get away. There is a need to get out and get away to break

the monotony of being in one place for such long periods of time.
2.5.3.2 Who Works at Home and Why?:

It has been documented in various studies that female homeworkers are more
likely to be married with children than not married or married without children (Deming
1994; Kraut and Grambsch 1987; Gerson and Kraut 1988; Kraut 1989; Christensen 1989,
Presser and Bamberger 1993). The comparative study carried out by Gerson and Kraut
(1988) confirmed that homeworkers were more likely to be married with children under 6
years of age than office workers. For instance, 79% of homeworkers are married
compared with 51% of office workers, and 25% of homeworkers have preschool children
compared to 13% of office workers. In Christensen’s (1989) national study carried out in
the United States, she found that the typical female home-based clerical worker was
married and more likely to have children under eighteen than not. Presser and Bamberger
(1993) found that those women working “all” at home are more likely to have children
under the age of five and to be married versus women who do “some” (for instance,
bringing work home from the office) or “no” work at home.

The reasons given for working at home were discus
home-based work literature. Various literature pointed out that the :

do paid work from home vary (see for example Nelson 1988; Chri:
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and Kraut 1988). Nelson’s (1988) study found that the motivation for women to offer
family day care was threefold: one, the need to earn a second income; two, the women’s
perceptions of the problems entailed in earning this income, such as the struggle to find
adequate care for their children, and three, a personal or ideological commitment to
remaining in the home. Christensen (1989) has noted four main reasons for women to
work at home. These are: one, family reasons (to care for family and to ease conflicts
between work and family); two, job reasons (to be able to work in own way and at own
pace); three, office avoidance reasons (to save money on commuting and clothes, and to
save time commuting); and four, financial reasons (namely to earn extra money). These
findings were further supported by the study conducted on teleworkers in the public
service sector (Johnson 1996).

Gerson and Kraut (1988) analyzed the reasons why women work at home in
various family and marital situations. This study included women who were married,
single, with children, and without children. They found that married homeworkers were
more likely to cite having flexibility as the reason for homework. Furthermore, most
homeworkers in their study did not cite the need to deal with personal or familial demands
as reasons for working at home except, “...women with young children who said that the
need for child care motivated them to work at home” (Gerson and Kraut 1988, 59).
Interestingly, Gerson and Kraut concluded that the values women hold also influenced
women’s decision to work from home. They concluded that homeworkers were more
likely to express traditional values than were office workers. The greatest difference in

values between the two groups of workers pertained to gender roles. For instance, office
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workers were more likely to agree with statements advocating a shared household division
of labour. Furthermore, they found that homeworkers also placed less emphasis on career
advancement. Based on the findings, Gerson and Kraut (1988) suggest that homeworkers
may be making decisions about work sites that are commensurate with personal belief
systems. That is, homeworkers believed they should place housework and child care first
and foremost and that their career should be secondary. Gerson and Kraut (1988, 60)
claim, “Presumably, work at home is congruent with this ideology.” In Allen and
Wolkowitz’s (1987) study, they found that in the case of married women with children the
expectations placed on them of what it means to be a good mother/wife guided their
decision to work in the home. Fifty out of the 90 homeworkers said that their families
expected them to stay home rather than go out to work. Further, Allen and Wolkowitz
concluded that in a large number of these cases husband’s opinion was a crucial factor in
women’s decision to work from home.

The pressures mothers and wives face within our society can affect their decisions
concerning work and specific work arrangements. Working women may find that they are
plagued by