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Abstract

The issue of work/life “balance” has, in recent years, attracted increasing media and research attention. However, much work/family research continues to focus on single countries (predominantly affluent countries of the west); based primarily on studies conducted with white (oftentimes middle-class) workers, and with relatively little comparative research done with other regions of the world. By juxtaposing the black African (Zimbabwean) woman’s work/life experiences with those of her western (Australian) counterpart, the study reported in this paper contributes towards filling this gap in research. Specifically, this paper is based on the analysis of interviews with thirty women in Australia and Zimbabwe (fifteen in each research site), to explore the commonalities and diversity of the work/life experiences of women in two diverse regions of the world. Keeping in mind the distinct economic and socio-cultural heritages of the two countries, my rationale for comparing two such different countries is that it is possible to learn more from such analyses, and therefore more about the diversity of employed women’s experiences, than through the study of two countries that are similar to one another. By drawing out the commonalities of the women’s work/family experiences, the paper also affirms the complex nature of the work and family interface for women in Zimbabwe, whose work/family experiences remain a neglected subject of research. In so doing, the paper concludes that work and family linkages are as much an issue for women in Africa as they are for women in the west; what differs is the ‘magnitude of burden’. 

INTRODUCTION

There has been a growth, in recent decades, in the literature devoted to work and family relationship and work/family or work/life related concepts. However, much of this literature is based on research carried out in the affluent countries of the west, conducted with white, (oftentimes) middle class workers. Given that there is growing recognition that larger social, cultural and political contexts may affect individuals’ perceptions and experiences within the work/family domain (Shafiro and Hammer, 2004; Korabik et al, 2003; Joplin et. al, 2003), it is questionable whether findings can be generalized to non-white, non-western populations (Robinson and Swanson, 2002: 214). A “lack of samples that are racially and ethnically diverse” can impair our “understanding of the work/family interface” (ibid, p 215). It is not surprising therefore, that there is also an increasing number of studies that examine the work/family issues in a cross-cultural context
. These attempts at cross-cultural analyses of the work/life interface have however, also been based on western and northern societies, for example United States, Europe, Australia and highly industrialized Asian societies like Japan, and virtually ignores the Southern countries (Poster and Prasad, 2005: 123). While these cross-cultural studies are important in that they analyse how the work/family interface varies among western cultures, by ignoring the other Asian countries, African countries and Latin American countries, a range of global variation is ignored (ibid). 

The research reported in this paper makes a critical contribution to the growing literature on cross-national analyses of the work/family nexus by drawing comparisons of the work/life nexus between a western country (Australia) and an African country (Zimbabwe). Keeping in mind the distinct cultural heritages of the two countries, the rationale for comparing two such different countries is that it is possible to learn more from such analyses (and therefore more about the diversity of employed women’s experiences) than through the study of two countries that are similar to one another. Some theorists argue that restricting cross-national comparative research to ‘most similar’ countries constrains the usefulness of comparative research. Selecting countries that differ as much as possible makes it possible for theories and social phenomena to be checked and compared under the most ‘unfavourable’ conditions, at differing stages of economic, political and social development.

Drawing on data from interviews with women in Harare and Adelaide, this paper analyses how and why women in Adelaide and Harare negotiate the ‘borderlands’ between the various work sites of paid work and unpaid familial work, to reveal not only the commonality and diversity of women’s experiences, but also the commonalities that can exist within a diversity of experiences. In order to contextualise the discussions therefore, I begin the paper with a (brief) synopsis of the study: the data collection process, as well as an overview of the characteristics of the research participants. The paper then progresses in three overlapping sections. The second section confronts the issue of why women the women interviewed work, particularly exposing the similarities and diversities in the conditions and situations that shape the women’s ‘choices’
 to engage in paid work
. The third section discusses some of the women’s everyday experiences ─how they navigate paid work and family daily─ highlighting the similarities and diversity of women’s everyday work/life realities and demonstrating that what can appear as diversity at first can have underlying commonalities. The final section concludes the paper by (re)articulating the significance of cross-cultural analyses in work/life research.

THE STUDY

The study reported here was designed to describe and explore the similarity and diversity of work/life (negotiation) experiences for women in two different socio-economic and cultural environments as Australia and Zimbabwe. The study was exploratory, seeking to uncover the routine, commonplace, day-to-day activities of women’s work/life negotiations in a cross-cultural context. As such, the central focus was the women’s everyday contexts and everyday experiences
. In particular, the study focused on the daily challenges and opportunities the women face as they cope with the demands of paid work and family.

In total, thirty women (fifteen in each research site) whose ages ranged from twenty years to fifty years were interviewed. The target population for this research was married (or de facto) employed mothers
. I chose to limit the criteria to married women or women in de facto relationships so that I could ask some questions relating to the household gender division of labour among spouses. Similarly, I made it a basic criterion to focus on women with at least one child five years or under for several pragmatic reasons: for example, research has shown that the presence of small children increases the amount of housework to be done, while older children can both create more housework and contribute to household tasks. Research in the US has found that older children, especially teenage or adult daughters, contribute substantially to household tasks (Blait 1992; Spitze and Ward 1995, cited in Tsuya and Bumpass, 2004: 116). Carlson et al. (1995) argue that parents of younger pre-school age children experience more pressures than parents of older children because of the greater demands of small children (p. 18). I wanted to speak to women whose employment resembled the employment of the majority of women both in Harare and Adelaide, so I located my research across various sectors: the retail industry, hospitality, teaching, nursing, the call centre utility industry and various informal sector activities (in Zimbabwe).

My emphasis on capturing the women’s subjective experiences by exploring, through their own voices, the creative processes they engaged in as they negotiated work and family, led to a quest for a research method that could delve below the surface, not only to find out what the women do to negotiate their multiple work/family roles, but also the women’s ways of knowing ‘truth’ about their own circumstances. To this end I chose to rely on semi-structured, open-ended, conversational style interviews over other data gathering methods such as time use diaries.
 According to Reinharz (1992), an open-ended interview research “explores people’s views of reality and allows the researcher to formulate theory” (p. 18); it maximises discovery and description. The interviews ranged from 45 minutes to 90 minutes in length; the average time was one hour. I found that the interviews in Harare tended to be longer than those in Adelaide. I attribute this to the fact that the women in Harare were talking about and reflecting on aspects of their work/family experiences in ways they had not done before. While all of the interviews in Adelaide were conducted in English, all of the interviews in Harare were conducted mainly in Shona
. 

WHY WOMEN WORK: DIVERSITY WITHIN SIMILARITIES

In line with research in Africa and in the west
, the findings emerging from the present research illustrate that for women in both sites, participation in paid work is shaped by economic constraints. Women in both sites were asked what the main reason for their involvement in paid work was and all of the participants cited and stressed the financial importance of their paid employment. Whilst financial considerations may not be the exclusive consideration for these women
, it is still the dominant factor driving current work preferences (Smyth et al., 2005: 35).

However, while the participants in both sites cite economic reasons for engaging in paid work, these factors vary both in terms of their intensity and their effect on the women’s families: more often than not women’s paid work in Zimbabwe commonly acts as a buffer against household destitution, while the paid work for the women in the Adelaide group was significant in that it improves or at least maintains their level of economic positioning and security. Some of the women in the Harare sample have found themselves in situations of desperation, and so their paid employment marks the difference between absolute poverty and being able to provide sufficient or in some cases, the bare minimum resources for their families:
If I don’t work we will all starve to death. [pause] Yes we would for sure. So I have to work so we can get even the little for food and pay the rent.

Shinga, mother of 3, informal sector/paid domestic worker, Harare

The economic crisis
 crippling the country has left women feeling more pressure to earn money to shield their families from starvation and abject poverty (Mutambirwa et al., 1998). When the employment of men in formal wage employment dwindles, women’s economic role becomes vitally important to the survival of the household. Zimbabwean women’s labour force participation is therefore fuelled by the need to survive in the context of adverse economic conditions as well as the risk of extreme poverty. Results from the current research confirm that women from households where men have experienced loss of employment oftentimes enter the ‘world’ of paid work, not as supplementary income earners but as breadwinners. Shinga for example, explained that even with her meagre salary from her informal sector work as a domestic worker, she was able to provide the basic necessities for the family, her income is vital to the survival of the household; it pays the school fees and the bills and buys foodstuffs. This not only challenges the applicability of the “myth of the male-breadwinner” (Drakakis-Smith, 1984: 1281) in Zimbabwe, but also reveals that women have the added burden of stretching low incomes to manage family needs. Poor women in Zimbabwe work in a country with that has no social security support from their government, so when families are faced with the threat of poverty, women are the ones who devise coping mechanisms for their families.
The economic significance of the Harare women’s income to household survival particularly in the face of male employment insecurity means that unlike their western counterparts, they do not have the space to choose or even contemplate the option of not working in order to look after their family, regardless of the challenges that work/family negotiations may pose. For example: one woman in Adelaide commented:

Actually, I’d really like to not have to work [pauses]. That’d be really nice, I’d love spend more time with T [child]… but, financially I have to work, you see … N [husband] is still looking for work… the bills still need paying, the mortgage, cars and what have you, so even with the package he took when he left work, it’s just not possible for me to quit right now. 

Judy, mother of 1, collections officer, Adelaide

Judy’s statement is important in two significant ways: first it demonstrates the differences in the consequences of not engaging in paid work for the women in the two sites. Judy has the space to ‘consider’ the option of not working, because for her this would not push her family into abject poverty. Unlike the women in Harare, she lives and works in a nation that has an identifiable and effective social security system that will cushion her and her family from abject poverty. On the other hand, the Zimbabwean women’s maternal employment is rooted in their families’ experience(s) of economic struggle and risk of absolute poverty. Second, Judy’s comment also exposes her own belief that without her income, her family would be pushed into extremely difficult financial circumstances. One can interpret that in this sense, despite the ‘cushioning’ from extreme poverty provided by the social security system in Australia and her husband’s retrenchment package, Judy’s belief of the importance of her income to her family’s well-being is as strong as that the women in Harare, whose unemployment spells abject poverty for their families. 

Furthermore, in Zimbabwe, extended kin place financial and emotional demands on the fragile conjugal unit, which significantly increases the workload of the women, already employed full-time. A husband’s extended kin often make more demands than do the wife’s kin:

A person (wife) is expected to have her own money so that she can independently look after the kids, independently look after those in-laws … they look up to you … even if their relative (the husband) does not go to the rural home … and when they come (visit) here even if their relative is not here they don’t expect to starve simply because their relative is not here …

Pfungwa, mother of 2, teacher, Harare

Unlike most western women then, paid work for Zimbabwean women is crucial for the survival of not just the ‘nuclear’ family, but also for extended kin. The extended family thus presents a paradox to the Zimbabwean woman: they are a source of help; they (particularly female kin) can provide a pool of unpaid labour which women can draw on for help with child-care and other household chores. On the other hand, the extended family can constitute additional financial responsibilities for working mothers. Given the high rate of unemployment in Zimbabwe, it is not surprising that working mothers in Zimbabwe find themselves confronted with financial responsibilities for unemployed kin. In a country with no identifiable system of social security, the extended family becomes an important welfare system for providing material and non-material support to its members, especially those who are poor or elderly
. One could argue however, that a similarity can be drawn between the added financial burdens that the extended family places on the participants in Harare, and the increased financial responsibilities for the Adelaide women when they utilise the commoditised (services) sector (for instance when they purchase take away food instead of preparing meals). 

Another similarity in women’s experiences in the two sites is that despite the significance of the profound contribution of women’s income to the family, women’s income continues to be undervalued and still considered as ‘supplementary’ in nature. Women’s income is usually channelled towards provision of basic household needs like food, clothing and education (Osirim, 1995), yet even the women themselves talk of “helping” the male partners and do not see themselves as co-providers. One could argue that the reason why women’s income is viewed as supplementary is because it is still common practice is to think of fathers as bearing the major share of domestic financial responsibilities. In the domestic division of financial responsibilities, men’s income pays for ‘greater’ expenses like housing and utilities. It is for this reason that some commentators in Australia argue that the common pattern of Australian families today is one and a quarter income families (see for example Edgar, 2005: 10), with men still contributing more to family income. However, even such debates confirm that the need for a dual-income by most families in the west mainly arises out of the continual squeeze on the husband’s (insufficient) income. Women’s employment enables the family to maintain certain living standards and prevents the family from deteriorating into economic hardship.

An important difference in the reasons why women work arises out of the notion of paid work as a source of pleasure and self-esteem, a notion made current in the west, for example, by the western press and particularly by the women’s movement (Lewis, 1982). In this research, it was the Adelaide women more than the Harare women who were more likely to speak of the socially and personally rewarding aspects of paid work (Pocock, 2001: 48). For the women in Adelaide, work is not only an opportunity for them to be around other adults, it also provides another avenue to pursue their own interests outside of caring for others, thereby developing and maintaining a sense of personal identity and individuality (Benveniste, 1998: 15). None of the participants in Harare spoke of their paid work in this way
. Furthermore, for some of the interviewees in Adelaide, paid work means getting a break from the world of children, interacting with adults and having the opportunity to use their minds (see also Hays 1996: 135; Benveniste, 1998; Pocock, 2001). Higgins, Duxbury and Johnson (2000: 25) also note that in their research most part-time earners were likely to cite improved mood as a positive consequence of paid work, something that is an advantage at home. Many people in Australia, both men and women, are even admitting that they find refuge in their jobs because they perceive them as much more predictable and less demanding than facing family life (Benveniste, 1998: 11). This illustrates that some working mothers are acknowledging the challenges that mothering and unpaid work entail, they do not have the same clear guidelines that most jobs have, and so the women perceive paid work as an escape from that complexity.

THE EVERYDAY CONTEXT: SOME CROSS-CULTURAL SIMILARITIES

An exploration of the experiences of daily transitions and negotiations that the women in both sites make between family and work revealed that while the women experienced the everyday realities in somewhat different ways, one similarity among them was their experiences of ‘long’ days
. The results suggested that the participants in both sites were engaged in more home chores in the morning than their partners
. For example, the women in both sites reported taking care of themselves as well as the children, while their spouses only had to take care of themselves. For the women, this meant waking up very early in the mornings in order to be at work by 8.30 or 9 to start work. While most women in Australia reported that on average their working days start at six o’clock, for a few women in Harare the day started as early as 4.30 in the morning. This is particularly surprising considering that most working women in Harare have an adult household helper (paid or unpaid) other than their husbands or partners. I attributed this difference in findings to the fact that these women have to leave for work earlier than their Adelaide counterparts even though they might start work later or travel shorter distances. This is due to the shortage of, as well as the unreliability of, public transport in Harare that has been aggravated by fuel crisis that has hit the country in the last three years. Shinga discussed her experiences during a long day:

On a typical working day I wake up at 4.30 in the morning. I start by cleaning my bathroom, toilet, sweeping the front yard and so on. Then I go to some houses down the street, where I do some of their cleaning for a bit of extra money. Usually I do this between 5 and 8. Then I go home and make sure the two older children who go to school have their showers, have breakfast and go to school. Around 9 am I then leave to go to Mai Kurai’s
 where I work between 10 and 12. When I finish I then go to the bodyguard’s unit where I work till two or three depending on how much work needs to be done. I am usually home by 4 pm …

Shinga, mother of 3, informal sector/paid domestic worker, Harare

While all the participants in the Harare group have helpers in the form of paid household help or other relatives to give assistance with their household chores in the morning, most of the women still took care of the children (that is bathing, clothing and even feeding) almost entirely on their own while their helpers might prepare food and even do some laundry once everyone has finished bathing. The situation for women in Adelaide is different from that of the women in Zimbabwe in that they have the advantage of more advanced technological equipment (such as vacuum cleaners, washing machines and microwaves) to help with the housework, and better facilities (for instance: hot water services so that they do not have to heat their bath water in the morning). Nonetheless, the women also work very long days. For example: Rebecca discussed her long day as follows:

Typical day in my life probably starts about four o’clock in the morning with the little one waking up … We sort of manage to give cuddles till about 6 then everyone else has to get up and I guess till about nine o’clock it’s just all about B (son) and breakfast and getting ready and a bit of housework here and there … If I’m coming into work … I’m very lucky because the baby-sitting is shared between my husband (G) and my mother-in-law. So some days I’ll take him to my mother-in-law’s house and other days G does. In work by nine…

Rebecca, mother of 1, retail worker, Adelaide

Similarly, women in both sites reported being the ones who always prepare meals after work
, and also doing the laundry, the ironing and bathing the children. This finding is consistent with other research in that demonstrates marked sex differences in the household activities engaged in by employees after work. The women spent a lot of their time undertaking household chores such as cooking, washing and cleaning the house while men had a lot of free time to devote to recreational activities and resting. Participants in both research sites also explained that they also supervise their children’s homework. This was another household chore that, when the partners participated in it, was regarded as ‘helping’. For example: Monica (Adelaide participant) reported that her husband will “… sometimes help with my daughter, maybe with the homework …” This was a striking feature of how the women spoke of their partners’ contributions to housework: that it was ‘helping’ the women, and that women were ‘lucky’ when their partners ‘helped’. Perhaps without even realising it the women also ascribed to the dominant ideology of housework still as women’s domain, and therefore retained responsibility for household labour.

Sharing the Second Shift?
 Why the Women Work Long Hours

In an effort to find out why the women worked such long hours, I looked more closely at how the household work is negotiated with their spouses, and analysed how this impacted on their workload in the second shift. Even though the mothers in both sites work outside the home, they have to do the housework (albeit the women in Zimbabwe do so with kin-help or help from paid domestic workers); therefore they organised, stretched their time and reduced leisure options so as to negotiate between being workers and mothers
. 

The findings in Harare reveal that men do not do any share of the housework and/or child-care. I asked the women in the Harare group to what extent, if any; they received help from their husbands in terms of household chores. The responses I got from the women were the same: they described their husbands as not taking any part in domestic work or child care. Some of the women even responded to this question by interrupting their own responses with laughter: 

 [laughs] He doesn’t do anything … [laughs] “What he does?” [pauses then laughs] aah, nothing at all. Or maybe when I’m away? Maybe he’d do something … Otherwise when I’m there he doesn’t do anything. [laughs]

Hama, mother of 1, teacher, Harare 

Some of the women in the Harare group did explain that the lack of help from their spouses is a result of culture, insisting that it is because of the ideology in the Shona culture that still expects women being entirely responsible for children and household responsibilities. Furthermore, while all the women in the Harare group testified that their husbands did not do household chores at all around the house, only two of the women overtly reported that they would prefer to see their spouses take on some household work. Even then, the women admitted that they would not ‘bother’ (translated from: kumunetsa) their husbands about doing housework. I argue that this illustrates how “women’s … (narratives) reflect society’s normative expectations about the gendered division of labour in families” (Wharton, 1994: 199). While men accept the idea that their wives work, they do not share in housework or childcare and as the women reported, do not feel any social or moral obligation to do so. On the other hand, the women do not normally protest because they know their society does not expect a man to do such chores, and they would not receive a sympathetic hearing “even from their own relatives” if they complained.

Unlike the women in Harare, the women interviewed in Adelaide reported that their husbands did some share of the housework. While most of the women recognised and acknowledged that they still did the “lion’s share of work at home, do most of the daily chores and take responsibility for the running of the home” (Hochschild, 1989: 20), some also spoke of the housework being shared equally. The initial response to the question on how the domestic work was divided was that their partners ‘help out’ a lot: most women testified that not only do their partners ‘do the outside, but also the inside’. The gendered household division of labour in Australia seems to be that the men’s domestic chores are normally outside the house such as gardening and mowing the lawn, while women do the repetitive tasks of cooking, cleaning and washing, most often located inside the home. I also found, however, that when probed further about what type of housework their partners did ‘inside’ (or even ‘outside’) the house, some of the women professed that their partners did not do much. One of the participants commented:

Oh … I don’t know. I never really thought about it like that. Just thinking about it, he really doesn’t do much. He’ll do stuff if you ask, like bringing the washing in, or doing the dishes or something. But I do have to ask, otherwise he won’t do anything.

June, mother of 1, nurse, Adelaide

This confirms Hochschild’s (1989) observation that in their narratives about the division of unpaid housework, most women “simply add … a new illusion that they [men] are doing it” (p. 21)
. The women talked about their expectations of a more equal sharing of household tasks, but their lived realities still revealed a more traditional, gendered division of household labour (see also Hochschild, 1989: 19-21). The interviews in Adelaide also revealed something of a contradiction in that despite acknowledging that they would like to “see their husbands/partners more involved in household chores”, they, like the women in Harare, still showed very little overt dissatisfaction with the situation. As one of the Adelaide participants explained:

Oh, sometimes it would be good if he did a little bit more. But I can understand, I mean he works full-time … I don’t expect him to help as much. I mean I work three days per week so I try to do everything … I mean, he’s pretty good, I can’t complain; he’ll help… doing the dishes and all. Sometimes it would be good you know, just (for him) to do this and do that, but I gotta tell him to do something. It’s not like he’ll think to, say, bring in the load of washing or … you know? … But he’ll do it, so at least that’s something [laughs].

Monica, mother of 2, call centre worker, Adelaide

Monica’s statement exposes the belief by some of the women that their husbands were ‘domestically incapable’ and that they saw the problem of juggling employment and motherhood as essentially theirs (see also Hochschild, 1989: 6-10).

DIVERSITY OF EXPERIENCE

Given that, as discussed above, women in both research sites are still doing the major share of housework, it is not surprising that the women employ other strategies to negotiate between work and family life. Two particular strategies stood out in the two sites: employment of paid domestic workers (or kin-help) in Zimbabwe, and part-time work in Australia.

Employing Paid Domestic Workers: A Work/Family Strategy for Women in Harare

One striking difference in the work/family experiences of the women in the two research sites is the employment/non-employment of paid domestic help. Venn (2003: 10) noted that where both partners work full-time, couples are more likely to outsource domestic tasks to assist them in their work/family negotiations. This is particularly true in the less-developed countries where labour is cheap and where high unemployment levels force people into poorly paid, unregulated jobs such as paid household work. As such, a common strategy that working women in Zimbabwe use as a way of negotiating between paid work and family life is seeking the assistance of a paid domestic helper
. In Australia this practice is rare, especially among middle-class women. The research sample reflects this trend: only one of the women interviewed employed a paid domestic worker to clean the house once weekly.

All of the women in the Harare group had an additional adult (female) helper (paid or unpaid) in the household to assist with the domestic chores and with child-care.
 The women left their children, including infants, at home with a helper (usually a paid domestic worker) who would care for the children while she was away. This means that, unlike their counterparts in the more industrialised countries who devise child-care arrangements from a limited range of privatised and expensive child-care facilities, most working mothers in Zimbabwe are able to utilise this method of care which causes them minimal anxiety and distress. It also seems to suggest that having another female in the household who can take care of some of the household chores facilitates their full-time labour force participation. Having an alternative household maintenance worker is associated with higher workforce participation, perhaps because the women are relieved of some domestic duties.

I also found that where the Harare women’s salaries or wages do not usually allow for payment or employment of a paid domestic worker, especially due to the increasing costs associated with hiring such help in light of the economic crisis in the country, working mothers in Zimbabwe customarily rely on the help of a poor(er) relative, usually a young girl, living with them. Customarily in Zimbabwe, as in other countries in Africa, women were helped with household chores by younger relatives and by their daughters when they reach an age when they can actively help, thus easing the burden of care.

It is necessary to point out here, that some of the women in the Adelaide group (n=3) also mentioned that they receive help (on a regular basis) from extended family, in particular, their own mothers.
 This finding is consistent with other research in Australia that points to an increase in ‘grandcaring’ or grandparent care (see for example: Goodfellow and Laverty, 2003; Goodfellow, 2003; ABS, 2005). According to the ABS (2005: 47) in 2002 grandparents provided 31 percent of the total hours of childcare provided in the week the survey was conducted. The difference between the participants in the two groups in the research however, is that the women in the Harare group who had kin-help had the kin living with them, thus kin provided domestic help (including domestic chores and childcare) in exchange for food and board. On the other hand, for the women in the Adelaide group, grandparent help was only childcare, which, on average was for 1.5 days a week. However, this grandcare was at no cost to the women: none of the women spoke of paying (or giving gifts to) their mothers for the childcare.

Interestingly, despite admitting that having household help was instrumental in their ability to participate in paid work, the women still felt that this had a negative impact on their images as women, mothers and wives:

 (i)t does help a lot (having a live-in domestic helper); it’s just that as a married woman you don’t want the helper to do all the work for you; it seems like you are shifting your responsibilities to her. So whatever you can do yourself when you are home, you do.

Hama, mother of 1, teacher, Harare

Zimbabwean women are therefore expected to not only supervise the domestic workers, but also to do the housework
.

On the other hand, historically there has been a low use of domestic help by working women in Australia (Wolcott and Glezer, 1995: 101). This trend seems to continue even though the majority of women are now likely to combine paid work with family and household responsibilities. Evidence shows that there is still little indication that working mothers are employing household help to compensate. The interviews with the women in Adelaide also confirm this observation. None of the women in the Adelaide sample employed a paid domestic worker to help with the household work. Surprisingly, none of the women expressed any wish to employ or even to look for paid domestic workers. Only after being prompted on the topic did some of the women say that it would be a ‘nice’ thing to do, and that it could make their role juggling easier. However, the women cited the expenses involved in employing a paid domestic helper as the major deterrent, and also many explained that they would not be able to justify employing a domestic helper since they worked part-time. These findings also support what Elizabeth Obadina wrote two decades ago:

In the west, mothers are isolated and solely responsible for the maintenance and routine care of the home. It is their personal (my emphasis) responsibility … For women here (in Nigeria) … thanks to the extended family system their daughters and young female relatives carry … (some) of their burden of housework and child-care secure in the knowledge that the day will come when they too will have their own households to direct. (Obadina, 1985: 140)

While the above quotation might seem like an exaggeratedly simplistic view of the African woman’s multiple roles, it is of significant relevance in this context as it gives a comparative view on the housework responsibility of women in the west and in Africa. Even though the Harare participants acknowledged the challenging nature of negotiating their work and family lives, unlike their western counterparts they do not contemplate shouldering the burden of housework alone. The vast pool of cheap labour from which the women can draw domestic labour means that, even though they are “removed” from the traditional sources of help and are without the products of “high technology” available to the western woman (Obadina, 1985: 140), the Zimbabwean mothers are still not as overburdened by housework as their Australian counterparts. In their work on women’s work and child-bearing in Ghana, Blanc and Lloyd (1994) also noted that in the African context, child-bearing and child-rearing are not necessarily synonymous, and that the opportunities for cash available to women as domestic workers makes paid domestic work a readily available source of child-care (p. 113).

Having it all? Part-time Work as Work/family Strategy in Australia

Another significant difference in the strategies the women employ to confront the work/life interface is in their work modes: while most of the participants in Adelaide worked part-time
, all of the women in the Harare group worked full-time
. In Australia, part-time work appears to be the preferred option in many cases, favoured over working full-time or not working at all (see also Campbell and Charlesworth, 2004: 8). In response to the double burden created when jobs are organised as full-time positions, which makes it hard for women to successfully manage their home and family responsibilities (Newell, 2000: 97), the compromise that many women are adopting is to combine both roles through working part-time:

I just find that working part-time is really a good compromise for me at the moment. I guess it just means that I can look after my family, my kids, but at the same time continue to work. I love my job, I love working in customer service.

Sara, mother of 2, call centre worker, Adelaide 

Part-time work can provide women in the west with a way of maintaining links with the paid workforce while simultaneously having the time to spend with family. Some commentators have even argued that it offers women the “best of both worlds” (Higgins, et al., 2000: 17; Pocock, 2001: 5). On the other hand most women in part-time jobs are also likely to cite the hectic pace involved in balancing work and family life: 

Yeah, the only thing about working part-time is that it seems there is never enough time. I mean I go to work in the morning, finish up, say at three, pick up the kids from school or after school care or day care or whatever, start on tea as soon as I get home and stuff like that… so there’s really no time in there for anything else, it’s always either work or kids’ stuff. So it’s like you are working part-time but you are even busier …

Pam, mother of 3, nurse, Adelaide 

When women work part-time, they “figure … they can do everything (my emphasis)… yet, looking at their everyday lives, they were never not working” (Higgins et al., 2000: 19). Watson, Buchanan, Campbell and Briggs (2003) also observe, the “mere existence of reduced hours in a job does not mean that part-time work… can fully meet the needs of the workers who seek reduced hours” (p. 49). I argue that while it can in some cases facilitate easier work/family negotiations, part-time work can also enhance time-poverty and increase burnout among working mothers. 

Furthermore, many part-time jobs are characterised by routine tasks, employment insecurity and negative perceptions that “part-time [workers] are committed primarily to their families rather than to their work … [and therefore] lack career ambition” (Charlesworth and Whittenbury, 2007: 39). Such negative perceptions result in part-time work being characterised by limited advancement opportunities that “threaten to ghettoise the women who work these schedules” (Higgins et al., 2000: 18). Linked to this is the financial disadvantage (inadequate income) associated with working part-time. Women with family responsibilities “are forced to make trade-offs when taking up part-time employment” (Watson et al, 2003: 149), trading off the reduced hours they seek for poorer wages and poorer conditions.

CONCLUSIONS: SIGNIFICANCE OF CROSS CULTURAL ANALYSES IN WORK/FAMILY RESEARCH

A review of women’s work/life experiences in this paper has shown that when research is conducted across diverse nations, the range of variables is increased beyond those found in any one culture. As Hantrais (1999) asserts, cross-national research in countries that differ substantially can establish how differences can be explained, or “whether any common causal factors can be identified despite the diversity at national level” (p. 100). While comparative research of this nature may reveal what we know already (in this case, the work/family patterns of women in Australia) the comparisons drawn with other societies may help illuminate the effects of social and economic systems relating to women’s work/family experiences which may not be easy to do in a single country, non-comparative analysis. As such, the comparative analysis here attempts to conceptualise how macro-level socio-cultural variables create differing experiences in work/family negotiations. Given that the goal of comparative research is explanatory, not descriptive, Elder (1976) notes that “cross-national contrasts are sometimes used to identify, in a semi-experimental fashion, why social occurrences in one nation differ from those in another” (p. 212). In that sense, comparative analyses of the work/family interface in Australia and Zimbabwe broaden investigations of how particular social arrangements exist in one society but not the other, and why some persist in diverse conditions.

The comparative approach reveals the differences between the women’s experiences, therefore deepening and corroborating feminist debates about diversity among women (critiques of assumptions about ‘woman’ as an homogenous category). Nevertheless, drawing out the commonalities of work/family experiences of the Harare women and Adelaide women, it affirms, as Bulbeck (1998: 6) argues, that “sometimes we find similarities where they are not expected”, therefore, feminism’s pre-occupation “with difference as a retort to the universalising claims of categories like ‘sisterhood’… [can result]…in danger of losing sight of the commonalities and connections between women”. Furthermore, the similarity of the women’s work/life exposes the complex nature of the work and family interface for women in Zimbabwe

Finally, the comparative analyses formulated in this paper suggest that, notwithstanding the diversity of women as a result of socio-economic, political and cultural contexts, and significant differences in the ways in which women take on paid work and family responsibilities, there are sufficient commonalities among women and their work/family realities to warrant discussions on an international level. Though the results of this micro-level research do not claim to be representative of women’s experiences in the west or in Africa, they still point to the usefulness and need for global alliances on women, work and family. The aim in forming such global alliances is not to arrive at a universal definition of women’s experiences, but to incorporate issues of relevance to underresearched, underrepresented, non-western women
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� Studies by Joplin et. al, 2003; Hill et al, 2004; Poster and Prasad, 2005; Poelmans et al, 2003; Korabik et al, 2003, are recent attempts at providing international perspective to the work/life interface.


� I acknowledge that though common usage of this term implies rational, pro-active decision making, my use of this term in this paper does not “underplay the constrained context within which many courses of action are developed” (Kay, 2003: 233).


� With few exceptions, social scientists have now set aside the question of why (more) women are working, their task is no longer to ask ‘why’, but rather ‘how’ contemporary families ‘juggle’ the spheres of work and family, and ‘how’ this juggling act influences the children, the parents, the employers and the state (Edwards, 2001: 184). I argue that while the significance of women’s employment in family life in various research contexts is indisputable, the reasons why women choose to participate in paid work are varied and cannot be taken for granted. As Edwards (2001: 183) argues, when researchers do re-examine the issue of why women are in paid work, there is no consensus over the combination of causes leading to the “‘revolutionary’ growth in the employment of (especially) mothers of preschoolers”. For this reason, discussions of why mothers choose to work need to be brought to the forefront in cross-national analyses.


� Here I apply Smith’s (1997) idea of interpreting the “everyday as problematic”, not only because it locates the women in their “bodily and material existence” (p. 97); but because it also provides an interconnection between the ‘public’ and the ‘private’ worlds which facilitates in-depth analyses of the struggles and resistance that the women encounter on a daily basis.


� Nonetheless, I set some basic criteria for the employed mothers who could participate in my research. They had to: be married or be in a de facto relationship; work no less than 20 hours per week and have at least one child of pre-school age who was five years or under. 





� Time-use diaries might have been a useful tool for gathering data on participants’ use of time (in particular, on equality of time contribution with their partners). Nonetheless, I chose not to utilise time-use diaries not only because of their ‘increased burden’ on the participant, but also because the data gathered is mainly on the material distribution of time and not directly on the meaning and significance of time, data that I could gather from interviews.


� Therefore, though I present all the excerpts from the interviews with women in Harare in English in this paper, it is important to point out here, that these are translated excerpts. I remain aware, nevertheless, of the methodological issues of (mis)representation that arise when participants’ interviews are translated into another language, even when the researcher is the translator. It goes beyond the scope of this paper to engage in an analysis of these methodological problems (see for example: Temple and Young, 2004)


� See for example: Bergman (1986) and Smith and Ward (1985) (cited in Edwards 2001: 184) who argue that the higher earnings for women in the more developed countries finally provided sufficient incentive for them to participate in the workforce. Similarly, African scholars such as Kanji and Jawdoska, 1993; Moser and Young, 1981 and Drakakis-Smith, 1984 also note that for many women in Africa the entry into the labour force is predominantly due to economic necessity.


� This is more so for the Australian participants, who also cited personal and social reasons for work (discussed in detail below). 


� At the time of interviewing (December 2004), Shinga’s husband had been out of formal employment since 1997 after the company he worked for re-located to South Africa, and was finding it extremely difficult to secure on-going paid employment.


� It goes beyond the scope of this paper, to go into a detailed discussion of the Zimbabwean economic context. For such a discussion, see for example: Carmody and Taylor, 2003; Kaseke, 2003; Potts, 2006; James et al, 2007)


� Ageing parents usually have their children as the only source of social security or income support. Therefore, it is normal practice for parents in Zimbabwe to invest in the education of their children, particularly male children, as a guarantee for income support in old age.


� However, some participants testified that their involvement in paid work was not simply a result of the economic need or necessity to work; they also wanted to work because they had acquired the educational qualifications to be in those careers. Nonetheless, that it was women in more professional careers, like teaching or nursing, who were more likely to give non-financial reasons for working.


� Bay noted in 1982 (p. 4) that micro studies of African women’s daily activities have documented the average female working days as being up to 16 to 18 hours long. It was also a significant aim of this research to document whether this trend still continues in Africa, and whether women in the west also experience such long workdays. In the interviews in both sites, I chose to ask the women to give a description of their normal/typical working day as the starting point for discussion. My aim, like that of other researchers, was to get the women to discuss their concerns and activities in a ‘diary-like manner’.


� This is the case even for the Harare participants who had paid domestic help or kin to help with this care.


� Shinga has to walk to her job at Mai Kurai’s, which is about 2.5 kilometres away. While public transport is available on this route, she chooses not to use it because of the high cost involved. At this job, she does ‘outside’ domestic work: sweeping and polishing the staircase, (three flights of stairs) as well as doing some gardening including mowing the lawn.


� Some of the women in Adelaide however, also admitted that sometimes they ‘purchase’ the evening meal


� Phrase used by Carol Wharton (1994: 197). However, the notion of the “second shift: was coined and popularised by Arlie Hochschild (1989) who contended that working women have two work shifts: their paid job at the office (or factory)  and their unpaid job at home doing housework and child care.


� My concern was not simply the proportion of the housework that women still do, but rather how they speak about the spousal household division of labour.


� For me, the women’s laughter when they talked about their husband’s non-participation in domestic work as an important “paralinguistic cue” (Allen et al., 2004: 178), significant on two levels: On one hand, it is used downplay the significance of the question asked. To these women, the question of who does what in the home is “… something which … is a non-issue… [they] grow up knowing that it is the woman who cooks the meals and generally sees to it that everything is in its proper place. Whatever the level of education or professional status, she does not normally expect her husband to share the household chores with her” (Dolphyne, 1991: 4). So, on this level, the women’s laughter conveys their interpretations of the question of men’s involvement in housework as alienated from, and insignificant to, their realities and that they could afford to ‘laugh it off’. On the other hand, asking questions about the gendered division of labour in the home can be interpreted as a taboo topic and so the women’s laughter can provide a valuable opportunity to identify some “paradoxes and ambiguities… or sensitive and taboo topics that otherwise might seem inappropriate or … problematic to discuss” (Allen, et al., 2004: 117). Their laughter may subtly mark their relative discomfort with discussing the question. One could argue then, that the women’s laughter might signify their unwillingness to question the taken for granted, or the tension associated with discussing topics that can be interpreted as fundamentally challenging the status quo. 





� See also Newell (2000). In her research comparing (working) men’s and women’s views/attitudes on the division of domestic chores, she found that the men had a much clearer view of how household tasks should be divided up which had a well-defined gender base to it.  She points out that “men want, and indeed expect their wives/partners to carry the domestic burden … Men continue to expect women to run the home and look after the children …” (p. 105).


� I found that part of the responsibility for work in the home for women in Zimbabwe included the responsibility of hiring and firing household help. The reason for this division is that the paid household helper is employed to help the woman rather than the man per se, and therefore it is her responsibility to decide who gets hired or fired or even what and how the household helper is paid. Lewis (1982) also commented that salaried women often pay their household help from their salaries, “for household maintenance, their husbands say, is the wife’s responsibility” (p 267).


� However, the paid domestic worker for one of the women was on ‘leave’ when the interviews were conducted. 


� None of the women mentioned their fathers as caregivers, also highlighting the gendered nature of grandcare.


� Also interesting to note here, is that although the existence of (live-in) paid domestic workers is a phenomenon that has been normalised within Zimbabwean culture, a closer analysis of the relationship between the women in the Harare group and their paid domestic workers presents a paradox. While all of the participants in Harare acknowledge that their work/family negotiations would be virtually unmanageable without assistance from paid domestic workers; they still view paid domestic workers as not competent enough to manage the household without constant supervision. Therefore, as much as they helped ease the burden of negotiating work and family, paid domestic workers also added to the women’s burdens by adding another role: that of ‘supervisor’.


� N=13–ranging from the minimum of 20 hours a week to 30 hours.


� That is, at least 35 hours every week.
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