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Gendered work in the rural households of early modern England 

Jane Whittle,  
University of Exeter 
 

Early modern commentators were certain that a woman’s place was in the home. As 
Robert Cleaver put it in his 1598 advice book, A Godly Form of Household Government: 
‘the duty of the husband is to travel abroad to seek living: and the wife’s duty is to 
keep the house’. Yet despite the certainty and uniformity of early modern writers on 
this spatial division of responsibility, historians have plenty of evidence that women 
worked and travelled outside the home. Rural women worked in the fields, weeding 
crops and in the hay and corn harvest; they collected water and wood for fuel, and 
they went to market to sell their produce as well as to buy, and they also travelled 
to visit friends and family. However, in this rush to demonstrate women were active 
outside the home, historians have often neglected to inquire closely what women did 
within the home. In addition, we have been too ready to accept that men’s work was 
typically located outside the home. We have been over-reliant on evidence of wage 
labouring as evidence of work, when in fact work encompassed a much broader 
range of activities which contributed to the wealth of the household. 
 

This paper concentrates on work within the home: men’s work and women’s work. 
It establishes a rough gender division of labour that operated in early modern rural 
households: the forms of work that were done only by women, and only by men; 
and tasks which were shared. Patterns of work varied considerably according to 
wealth so we consider homes belonging to people of different levels of wealth. For 
simplicity I concentrate on three stereotypes: the poor labouring household, the 
household of yeoman farmer of middling wealth belonging to the village elite, and the 
wealthy gentry household. Farming advice books set out an ideal model for work in 
rural households, while household and farm accounts provide details of how wealthy 
and middling households actually functioned, and record poorer people working 
outside their homes. Probate inventories, listing the goods owned by particular 
households and providing evidence of the material environment of the home, 
demonstrate the types of work that could be carried out in households of different 
levels of wealth. The term ‘work’ is defined broadly to include anything that was not 
obviously leisure. It includes housework for the maintenance of the household; small 
scale production for home use which might also on occasion be used to raise income 
through sale; and work that was solely orientated towards production for sale. It 
includes the work of management as well as physical labour. Examples are used to 
illustrate the lack of boundaries between income generating work, and work solely 
for household maintenance in this period. It also becomes clear that we need to 
consider more closely the spatial boundaries of the home: for instance should work 
in a shop attached to a house, in the farm yard, or managing a gentry estate be 
defined as work at home? In conclusion I summarise the problems of defining both 



‘home’ and ‘work’ in early modern rural England, as well as the difficulties of 
investigating who did what within the home. 
 
Further reading 

Jane Whittle ‘Housewives and servants in rural England, 1440-1650: evidence of 
women’s work from probate documents’, Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 
6th Series, Vol.15, (2005) pp51-74 
 

Mark Overton, Jane Whittle, Darron Dean and Andrew Hann (2004) Production and 
Consumption in English Households, 1600-1750 (Routledge: London)  
  

Keith Wrightson (2000) Earthly Necessities: Economic Lives in Early Modern Britain 
(Penguin: London) [for background about early modern England, its society and 
economy] 
 

 
‘Gender, space and place: the experience of service in the early modern 

household’ 
Amanda Flather 
University of Essex 
 

Archaeologists have provided us with a vivid picture of the material conditions of 
early modern middling sort domestic life. We know a good deal about the physical 
appearance, layout and contents of the seventeenth century middling sort home. 
Furthermore demographers have established details of the structure of the early 
modern family. It is clear that many households contained not only mothers, fathers, 
and children but often also servants and apprentices. It has also long been recognised 
that seventeenth century houses were used for a wide range of activities including 
living, working and entertaining. But to date little investigation has been conducted 
into the impact that these practices had on the character of domestic space and how 
experience varied between different household members. This paper attempts to 
redress the balance by examining some of the ways that servants used and 
experienced the houses in which they lived and worked in early modern England. It 
argues that an early modern house was not one where rigid and static social patterns 
were mapped upon its spaces. A number of social factors struggled to define the 
social character of a space, a struggle which largely pivoted around the concepts of 
control and use rather than separation or segregation according to status or gender. 
Spatial patterns were ephemeral. Nonetheless, it is possible to illustrate how some 
aspects of the social relations of the household were reflected in and reinforced by 
the way that domestic space was organised and used. Moreover, the implications of 
such use and organisation carry important messages about the nature of the 
household itself.   
 

The paper will address two main themes - the organisation and use of domestic 
space by servants for eating and for sleeping. It aims to show that the spatial 
ordering of the bedroom and the dining table had meaning for early modern people 
beyond a physical setting for sleep and sustenance. It was in these spaces that the 
precise contours of the hierarchies that ordered the household were demonstrated 
and defined. The spatial arrangement of these everyday activities was very important 
for the delineation of power relations between masters, mistresses, servants and 



children. But the links between status, gender and authority in these contexts were 
more complicated than has previously been assumed. Use and experience was 
shaped by a complex combination of factors that competed to determine the 
ordering of the early modern domestic world – gender, age, status and ‘place’. 
 

 
Living Above the Shop: Home and work in shopkeeping families in the 
urban north west, 1760-1820. 

Dr Jane Hamlett 
Royal Holloway University of London 
 

A large scale separation between home and work is often thought to have taken 
place in early nineteenth-century Britain. Spurred by the growth of industrialisation, 
urban spaces became more clearly divided, with the work increasingly taking place 
beyond the household and in the factory, and the middle classes moving to villas and 
suburbs on the edge of towns and cities.1  This interpretation has recently been 
challenged.2 Yet we know very little about the relationship between home and work 
in lower middle-class households. Drawing on research from an ESRC-funded 
Project on the Family and Business in north-west England, 1760-1820, run by 
Professor Hannah Barker at the University of Manchester, this paper explores the 
relationship between home and work in the households of small shopkeepers in the 
urban north west. An examination of the way the homes of small shopkeepers were 
organised and used, and in particular the relationship between the house and shop, 
sheds new light on the intersection of home and work in this period. This paper will 
examine the extent to which these households were able to separate home and 
work, the constrictions placed on domestic practices by business needs, and the 
social implications of this use of space for working roles within the family. 
 

This paper focuses on two main sources. The first constitutes a survey of probate 
inventories of lower middle-class homes in the north west, proved in local church 
courts and held at the Cheshire and Lancashire record offices. Inventories can reveal 
the organisation of the household, room naming practices, and the distribution of 
goods throughout the house. Inventories suggest that in smaller homes, the working 
needs of the home were often privileged over domestic needs. The shop floor was 
given the lion's share of household space, and storage of wares could be paramount. 
Thus, in these very small business households, we can see that the separation of 
domestic activities was limited by the requirements of trade. The importance of the 
shop to the livelihood of these families meant that business took precedence over 
domesticity. Secondly, the paper uses the early findings of a survey of Lancashire-
based cases brought to the Court of Exchequer in the period 1760 to 1820. The 
Exchequer Court followed similar rules and practices to the more famous Chancery 
Court of Equity, but had a smaller turnover of cases and has attracted less attention 
from historians. However, the proceedings of the Exchequer Court are particularly 
revealing for the study of small businesses in the North West. The Court of 
Exchequer was a popular choice for the commercial classes, who constituted 
perhaps half of all first-named plaintiffs and defendants from 1753 onwards, and it 

                                                
1 Catherine Hall, White, Male and Middle-Class: explorations in feminism and history (Polity Press, Cambridge, 1992), 
p.108. 
2 R.J. Morris, ‘Family Strategies and the Built environment in Leeds in the 1830s and 1840s,’ pp.193-214 Northern 
History vol. xxxvii 2000, p.195. 



was increasingly used during the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries by those 
from the Northern provinces. Court records can tell us how these spaces were 
peopled and used. The physical proximity of home and business led to mixing of 
business transactions with other social activities which may in some cases have 
allowed women to exercise a more prominent role. The shop, which if not actually 
in the house would be in very close physical proximity to it, was particularly strongly 
associated with female activity.  
 

Further reading 

Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall (1987) Family Fortunes: Men and Women of the 

English Middle Class 1780-1850 (Hutchinson Education: London) 
 

Hannah Barker (2006) The Business of Women: Female Entreprise and Urban 

Development in Northern England 1760-1830 (OUP: Oxford) 
 

M. Ponsonby (2007) Stories from Home: English Domestic Interiors 1750-1850 
(Aldershot:  Ashgate) 
 

 

Fractured spheres: some mid-nineteenth century case studies 

Lesley Hoskins, Research student 
Department of Geography, Queen Mary, University of London 
ESRC CASE studentship supported by the Geffrye Museum 
 

When Thomas Felton, a Monmouthshire surgeon died in 1851, there was a case of 
stuffed birds in his bedroom. John Mabon, a skilled engineer and lodging-house 
keeper in Manchester had a fold-up bed in his parlour in 1868. And in 1877 Mary 
Whitwam, a farmer on the outskirts of a wool town in the West Riding of 
Yorkshire, had a sewing machine in her living room. These are ordinary items – but 
in not entirely expected places. Evidence for the goods that people owned and 
where they kept them can help throw light on the way that they grouped or 
separated different kinds of activities and can suggest their priorities for the division 
of available space in their places of residence. In this paper I use the household 
inventories of three people who used their residence for economically productive 
work as a starting point for thinking about their practices and ideas concerning work 
in the home. 
 

It is in the nineteenth century that the ideal of domesticity – ‘home’– is widely seen 
having become enormously powerful. Davidoff and Hall put the case forcefully and 
enduringly in 1987, that an adherence to a distinctive domestic culture was a crucial 
part of a new specifically middle-class culture that developed in the late eighteenth 
and early nineteenth centuries.3 This middle-class home-based culture centred on the 
familial household; the home was seen as an antidote to the harsh outside public 
world of politics and economic activity. In this view ‘home’ was different from ‘work’ 
and was kept separate. (It is only fair to point out, though, that it has never really 
been suggested that any of these separations were clear cut or even practically 
possible.) The domestic cultures of the working classes have not received so much 
attention and are rather more uncertainly delineated. However, in general terms it is 
argued that here too, at least from the 1860s, there was a growing emphasis on 
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domestic life.4 New working-class housing provided facilities which made it possible 
to withdraw from the gregarious life of the neighbourhood into the familial walls of 
the house and home.5 From the last quarter of the century, if not before, demands 
for a family wage which would support a stay-at-home non-working housewife, made 
a clear distinction between work and home.6  
 

But throughout the century the work of enormous numbers of people continued to 
be located in their residences. Some types of industry (such as the Nottinghamshire 
hosiery industry) continued to be organised in domestic workshops; domestic labour 
undertaken by wives and daughters was accepted; and, especially for women, there 
were various forms of paid labour which could be undertaken in the home.7 There 
were huge numbers of shopkeepers and retailers (of enormously varying degrees of 
wealth and social status) and farmers, whose work was located in or very near to 
their residence. And many middle-class men – such as lawyers, doctors and 
clergymen – practised at home. In the latter case, Davidoff and Hall suggest that 
elements of work and home were segregated within the residence.8 
 

This paper looks at the whether, and how, the work/home divide was negotiated in 
three particular cases, each from a different social group: a middle-class professional 
(Thomas Felton), a skilled working man (John Mabon) and a farmer (Mary 
Whitwam). It pays attention not only to the ideals of domesticity predominantly 
associated with each social group, but also to how the individual’s circumstances 
might have affected that negotiation.  
 

While the layout of the doctor’s house suggests that patients and dispensing were 
indeed kept separate from the ‘home’, his profession nevertheless was an important 
organising element of that ‘home’. It is not just that a doctor’s kit could be found 
dotted around the house, so that he was ready to go out on call at any moment; it is 
not just that he had the trappings of gentility (especially the clothes!) which 
supported his professional practice.9 It is that this was essentially a male professional 
household. Felton employed two male assistants. And, crucially, Felton was 
unmarried. His residence was centred on a parlour furnished for conviviality with his 
male colleagues. His bedroom, which held the case of stuffed birds, an item much 
more often found in a drawing room or parlour, seems to have doubled up as a 
sitting room. We might surmise that if Felton had been married, the male colleagues 
would have been banished to their bedrooms leaving the main rooms to familial 
occupation. Professional needs could compete for space with the familial ideal of 
middle-class domesticity, but in this case, without a wife, Felton left most of the 
home to ‘work’ and withdrew to his bedroom for personal privacy.  
 

Taking in lodgers was a very common working-class activity, covering a broad range 
from running a common lodging house as a capital enterprise to taking occasional 
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lodgers into one’s own home from time to time.10 In the latter case the distinction 
between work and home was necessarily blurry because it was precisely the ‘home’ 
facilities and services that were being offered for hire. The Mabon’s enterprise was 
probably more towards the latter end of the scale but nevertheless appears to have 
involved a certain amount of capital outlay on bedsteads, bedding, linen and washing 
equipment. Mabon also paid for advertisements in local directories, under the 
heading of Temperance Hotel and Coffee Rooms – he was after respectable clients. 
And Mabon’s house, with its own entrance passage back yard, met the ‘private 
household’ criterion of respectability. Moreover, as well as a kitchen-living room, it 
had a nicely furnished parlour, which was probably for family use (lodgers being 
widely considered as light-fingered). Judging by the furnishings and equipment, the 
lodgers slept in the attic and perhaps the back bedroom; there was one family 
bedroom. Thus far, there is a fair amount of separation between lodgers and family. 
But … there is a turn-up bed in the parlour. This is an ‘out-of-place’ item. Whether 
it was intended for family or lodgers, it points to the need for a flexible use of space 
in a business like this which, located near a large station, needed to respond to 
fluctuating passing trade. And it looks as though the flexibility demanded by the 
business was at odds with the specialisation of parlour function that has been seen as 
a key element of the working-class culture of ‘respectability.’  
 

Her cows and hay were by far the most valuable items in Mary Whitwam’s 
inventory. This was a small farm, there is no evidence of employees, and there is no 
doubt that running the farm had an effect on the way that she lived her home life. 
However, in terms of the way that the space was divided and the equipment 
disposed, the farming only penetrated into one of the three rooms. The kitching (a 
scullery or utility room) housed the dairy and brewing goods, cooking ware, cleaning 
goods and some eating ware. This is the place for the food processing and wet 
(‘dirty’) work of both the farm and the household. The other two rooms were a 
‘house’ and a chamber. The ‘house’ was obviously a living room, with comfortable 
chairs, tables, pictures, a looking glass, and personal items (the funeral cards of her 
husband and two infant children). But there is also a sewing machine. Mary Whitwam 
had three daughters, all of whom were, or became as soon as they were old enough, 
dressmakers. This sewing machine – a highly decorated item – was (alongside a 
painted clothes press, perhaps also used for the business) her most valuable 
possession after the cows and hay. This is a wool-working area and this arrangement 
can be seen as a modern continuation of traditional domestic production. The 
washing machine in the kitching and the irons in the ‘house’ were perhaps also 
enterprise equipment. There is a picture, then, of a household where work 
permeates two of the rooms. But that work is divided into dirty and clean and the 
latter is absolutely intertwined with the family living room. Mary Whitwam’s 
chamber is furnished, like virtually all bedrooms, with bed and bedding, washing 
equipment and storage furniture. But it also includes books and the Family Bible, 
decorative tea ware, pictures and four chairs. It is not clear how this room was used 
– some of these items are easily moveable – but it does appear to be a room kept 
more or less free of ‘work’ (except perhaps for a set of scales), even in a household 
in which manual labour in the residence was the basis of existence. But this work-
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free room is not the parlour of late nineteenth-century ‘parlour culture’, it is more 
like the eighteenth-century parlours of this area which housed a best bed as well as 
sociable equipment. Whitwams had lived in this house for over two hundred years 
and this particular Whitwam might be seen as combining new technology with the 
long-standing spatial practices of small farmers and home-workers in this area.  
 

For any residence which encompassed ‘work’, work was a very important organising 
element, which had to be negotiated in the available space with other social norms. 
Social norms cannot be generalised from these three examples, but they do show 
clearly that the organisation of home and work was also mediated by wide range of 
particular circumstances and customs. Here, the professional middle-class man kept 
work, in the form of patients, at arms length but, in the form of professional 
collegiality it was central to his home. This would perhaps have been less likely if he 
had been married and so able to pursue the ideal of familial domesticity. The 
residence of the engineer and lodging-house keeper can be read as expressive of 
familial atomisation and we can perhaps see a little discomfort over the impingement 
of work on the parlour. For the farmer, in an area where farming and home-working 
had long been combined and for a family which had been in this area for hundreds of 
years, home and work were accommodated together apparently without strain, 
merely separating out the clean from the dirty. But it is noticeable that, in all three 
cases there was one room that was free from the encroachments of work – the 
bedroom. The bedroom is something of a missing space in histories of the 
nineteenth-century home, and it would be interesting to investigate whether this was 
the truly work free space. 
 

 

Twentieth Century Domestic Service: Subjectivities and Emotions 

Lucy Delap 
St Catherine’s College, Cambridge 
 

This paper will examine the emotional investments made by domestic servants in 
their work in British households of the twentieth century. The focus will be on the 
predominant experience of employment in one or two servant-households, including 
households with relatively few economic resources.  Memoirs and oral history 
sources will be used to explore how servants felt about their living-in jobs.  I will 
critically engage with the narratives associated with domestic service, of victimhood, 
and of deferential, isolated workers.  Historians have suggested that becoming a 
servant was a profound, overwhelming transformation, and service was experienced 
as a kind of total institution.  Servants have been depicted by contemporary 
observers and historians has a kind of ‘class apart’, or ‘declassed’, marked by their 
accents, clothing, manners.  My account in contrast, will point to the wide variety of 
emotions that were linked to domestic service employment, as well as rethinking 
historical understandings of the labour market for young female workers.  Servants 
themselves understood service as part of a working life, made up of periods in paid 
work and periods undertaking care responsibilities.   Service was not a dead-end, but 
understood as part of a broader set of labour market opportunities, as well as 
woven into an ongoing commitment to home and family.  In both a practical sense 
and as a part of personal identity, home life continued to feature large for servants, 
whose jobs neither left them ‘declassed’, nor ‘in limbo’.  I will conclude with an 
exploration of the language of class used by servants to describe themselves and 



their employers, and consider how adequate ‘class’ is in capturing the subjectivities 
of servants.   
 

Further reading 

Davidoff, L. (1995) Worlds Between: Historical Perspectives on Class and Gender (New 
York: Routledge) 
 

Delap, L. (2007, Fall/Winter) ‘Campaigns of Curiosity: class crossing and role 
reversal in British domestic service, c. 1890-1950’, Left History, 12(2) 
 

Lucy Delap,  Ben Griffin, Abigail Wills (2009) The Politics of Domestic Authority in 
Britain from 1800 (Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, forthcoming) 
 

Giles, J. (2004) The Parlour and the Suburb: Domestic Identities, Class, Femininity and 

Modernity (Oxford, Berg) 
 

Light, A. (2007) Mrs Woolf and the Servants (London, Penguin) 
 

 
‘Eastern European Jewish Married Women Don’t Work’ 

Anne J Kershen  
Director, Centre for the Study of Migration,  
Queen Mary University of London 
 

This presentation examines home work in the lives of immigrant females in Britain.  
It concentrates specifically on two groups, in two separate periods of history; 
Eastern European Jewish married women in the late 19th century and Bangladeshi 
married women in the late 20th century.  By exploring the home lives of these 
women it becomes possible to expose a range of issues which rarely occurred in the 
case of indigenous female homeworkers during the same periods of time.  These 
include the status of wives in Orthodox Jewish and Muslim households and the wifely 
responsibilities of these married women, particularly in relation to their husbands’ 
‘needs and expectations’.   
 

This conference is on the theme of ‘homework’, a noun which, used in the context 
of women in the home, suggests activity which produces economic remuneration.  
However, the experience of the women here under the spotlight reveals that, 
though the tasks they may have been carrying out were non-domestic in nature, in 
many instances these were seen as merely ‘helping husbands out’, and thus not 
worthy of payment. As a result these were not categorised as work by either 
spouse.  If there was remuneration for work carried out in the home then that was 
classified as ‘economic activity’ - and will be referred to as such in the presentation. 
 

As will be demonstrated, the non-remunerated work carried out by both sets of 
immigrant wives was very often allied to their husbands’ employment in the clothing 
industry.  Women at home could fell-in linings, make buttonholes and, if in 
possession of sewing machines, produce trousers and waistcoats.  There is no way 
these activities could be described as normal household chores, however, in the eyes 
of many a spouse, it was what a wife did and recognition of such never appeared in 
any reports or census submissions.  However, economic necessity bred economic 
initiative and the presentation will illustrate the diversity of activities undertaken by 



Eastern European immigrant wives to supplement and/or maintain the household 
budget.  It will also demonstrate the way in which Bangladeshi women were far more 
inhibited in the activities they could, and did, undertake. 
 

Finally, the presentation will consider the advantages and disadvantages of homework 
in the case of immigrant wives.  It will seek to suggest that, whilst for a minority their 
integration into mainstream society was accelerated, for the majority, their 
engagement with the outside world was held back. 
 

Further reading  

Kathy Burrell & Panikos Panayi (eds) (2006) Histories and Memories: Memories and 

their History in Britain 
(I. B. Tauris: London) 
 

Katy Gardner (2002) Age, Narrative and Migration: the Life Course and Life Histories of 

Bengali Elders in London 
(Berg: Oxford)  
 

Naila Kabeer (2000) The Power to Choose: Bangladeshi Women and Labour Market 
Decisions in London and Dhaka  
(Verso: London) 
 

Anne J Kershen (1995) Uniting the Tailors (Frank Cass, London) 
 

Anne J Kershen (2005) Strangers, Aliens and Asians; Huguenots, Jews and Bangladeshis in 
Sptialfields1660-2000  

(Taylor and Francis, Routledge: London)  
 

 
Making Home Work: A Qualitative Study of Homeworking 

Dr Jeanne Moore 
Visiting Fellow, University of Teesside 
 

Background 
The current study, funded by the ESRC11, examined the experience of home and 
family life for a cross-section of homeworkers in the North of England, Wales and 
nationally. It explored the ways in which working from home shapes the 
conceptualisations, experiences and uses of home and family life for homeworkers. It 
sought to explore the existence of supports, inequalities and tensions in the 
homeworking experience and establish the particular qualities of home that are 
enhanced with working from home, as well as those that are limited by this activity. 
Although the psychological significance of home is broadly understood in general 
terms, there has been less research on the meaning of home for homeworkers (c.f. 
Gurstein, 2001). Furthermore, while the social impact of homeworking is gaining a 
greater research profile, the home remains a relatively minor part of the research 
focus. 
 

With the numbers of those working from home have increased slowly but steadily in 
recent years, there is growing debate about the reality of homeworking failing to 
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represent a panacea for all working-ills12. Not all homeworkers successfully negotiate 
the social, personal, temporal and physical transitions between the boundaries of 
home and work (Nippert-Eng, 1996). Home-working can increase the permeability 
of the boundary between work and family domains, linking to work-life balance and 
causing attempts to juggle work and family schedules to become more difficult (c.f. 
Crosbie and Moore, 2004; Foegen 1993). One key question in relation to home for 
homeworkers is the extent to which working from home transforms, shapes or 
disrupts the way home is conceptualised and experienced. These questions have 
appeared in the literature increasingly over the last decade. As Ahrentzen (1997) asked, 
does home lose character as an expression of private life through homeworking? Is 
home experienced as a refuge for this group?  Or as Bulos and Chaker (1995) put it, 
does homeworking disrupt home? Another way to consider this is to pose the 
question, as the home takes on new, work-related functions, what changes may 
occur in its patterns of use, the meaning it has to inhabitants, and its relationship to 
its surrounding environment? (Johnson et al, 2007) 
 

Drawing from psychological frameworks of home experience developed in previous 
work, this study examined home from an environmental psychological perspective 
(c.f. Moore, 2000). Such an approach examined the multivariate relationship between 
people and the physical, social, cultural and personal home, rather than on the 
impact of one on the other. The way home is experienced was therefore placed 
within its social, physical and cultural context. The tensions and differences within 
the home experience were as important as the positive experiences and consensus.  
 

Another important contextual issue is that homeworking itself is varied and 
encompasses the professional workers who can choose to base themselves at home 
a few days a week, to those who are packing envelopes, traditional homeworkers, 
for whom the work is low-paid and over which they have little control. For this 
symposium, it is of interest to consider the traditional homeworkers as echoing a 
tradition historically unchanged for a century, in contrast to the contemporary 
professional homeworker of the last twenty years.  Paid work from home has a long 
history (Boris and Daniels, 1989) but since this research was carried out, it would 
seem that the inequalities between professional and traditional homeworkers are 
even more pronounced (Fair Pay Network, 2008). This presentation will particularly 
focus on the differences between these groups in their relationship to both home 
and work. 
 

Study 
In total 123 homeworkers took part in this research in 2002. 45 homeworkers were 
interviewed in person, 16 took part in focus groups discussions and a further 62 
completed a postal questionnaire. The interview sample was selected purposefully to 
reflect a wide range of homeworking experience and is therefore not fully 
representative of homeworkers. It was stratified by profession and gender to a large 
extent, targeting homeworkers in the North of England (82%) and Wales (18%), 
living with others and working from home for at least 20 hours a week for at least a 
year. The sample were broadly categorised into professional and traditional 
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categories drawing on Felstead and Jewson’s (2000) categorisation13. Three types of 
workers were targeted and broadly defined as: 36% (22) professional/managerial 
workers; 33% (20) skilled (e.g. craft, programming); 10% (6) semi-skilled (sewing) and 
21% (13) unskilled (e.g. assembly).  
 

Findings 

The study found, as suggested in earlier pilot work, that there were psychological 
and spatial benefits and consequences of home-based work (Ahrentzen, 1992; 
Gurstein, 2001). These can be considered broadly in terms of personal, social & 
cultural, instrumental, temporal, symbolic, financial and physical/spatial supports and 

barriers. All of these elements were present in the interview material14. However the 
most frequently mentioned aspects in relation to the experience of homeworking 
were personal, instrumental and financial.  
 

Homeworking was a double-edged sword for many participants. While bringing 
greater flexibility, control and independence for many, there were also the 
challenges of satisfying fully their expectations for a successful home and work life. 
Working at home allowed flexibility in work and time to get things done. Forty one of the 
forty five homeworkers interviewed said homeworking afforded them flexibility in 
and control over the in the ways they used their time. Nearly half (46%) of the 
questionnaire sample also mentioned flexibility as a reason for working from home. 
However, flexibility was experienced both positively and negatively by homeworkers. There 

were few limits on time and work. Those who said homeworking afforded them 
flexibility also said that they had problems with the hours they worked which 
included a tendency to work longer, unpaid and unsociable hours. In total thirty-two 
respondents reported they had a problem with the hours they worked.  
 

Other personal factors mentioned by homeworkers included choice, control, stress, 
social isolation, motivation and self-worth. Most homeworkers interviewed felt they 
worked from home by choice and felt they preferred to work from home than 
outside. However this decreased for traditional homeworkers. 
 

Sixteen of those interviewed said that working at home had a positive financial 
impact. However a larger group, twenty-one of the respondents interviewed said 
that they felt working from home had a negative impact on their income. Some felt 
that homeworking as the only way they could earn money due to family 
responsibilities, disability, poor health or their lack of education or language skills. 
 

Those interviewed generally felt where they lived was their home. However, making 
home was something many homeworkers worked hard at. This was also the case in the 
questionnaire study, 92% felt where they lived was very much home with a further 
5% feeling it was their home to some extent. 81% had no plans to move in the next 
year which suggests a high level of attachment (Altman & Low, 1992). 
 

However, while some homeworkers found that working from home enhanced 
home, while others found that it created spatial tensions. This was differentiated by 
occupation with traditional homeworkers facing physical and spatial difficulties, 

                                                
13
 On the whole traditional homeworkers have skilled or unskilled occupations which are predominantly low discretion forms 

of employment in that they are predictable, routine, standardised and rule dominated, while professional homeworkers have 
high discretion occupations which are variable, complex and choice dominated.   
14
 A selection of interview material will be presented at the Symposium. 



whereas for professional homeworkers, the challenge was in maintaining a balance 

between work and home.  
 

Differences emerged between those in professional occupations and the more 
traditional homeworkers. Many of those in professional occupations recognised that 
negotiating the homework boundary was essential to successful homeworking but 
often found this difficult to achieve (c.f. Sullivan, 2000). This was shaped more by 
motivational and other psychological factors. However for traditional homeworkers, 
the factors were physical, in terms of a lack of space, and for some, cultural factors 
were significant. For some traditional homeworkers, particularly the small sample of 
Asian women, there was no boundary between work and home-life. The Asian 
women in the focus group and interview sample reported the strength of their family 
support structures which allowed them to combine paid work with domestic work, 
highlighting the cultural differences in the distinction between home and work 
(Nippert-Eng, 1995). The survey showed that traditional homeworkers tended to 
care for their children themselves (64% of the questionnaire sample) thus combining 
work with childcare more directly than professional homeworkers (26%). 
 

Men and women had different experiences of homeworking. Some women experienced 
greater tension in balancing home and working life. This was shaped by gender role, 
caretaking and type of work. Women in professional or managerial occupations 
tended to see their home and work responsibilities as equal. These women 
experienced more tensions between their roles as homemakers and workers. 
Women in professional occupations often expected working from home would allow 
them to do more in all aspects of their lives. Women in the questionnaire sample 
more frequently gave family as the reason for working from home than men. This 
suggests that a key element in the different experience of homeworking may be the 
initial motivation to work from home and the expectations of homeworking. This is 
supported by recent work by Hilbrecht et al (2008) which found that women 
experienced a traditional gendered division of household labour and viewed 
telework as a helpful tool for combining their dual roles.  
 

Conclusions 

The research concluded that homeworking is not a disruption to home (Bulos & 
Chaker, 1995). While there are benefits and challenges to meaning-making at home, 
these are not determined by homeworking, rather shaped by personal, social and 
physical factors. Most significantly, the type of homeworking, either traditional or 
professional, shaped the experience in different ways. While professional 
homeworkers felt they had more choice and freedom in their homeworking 
practice, many of them, the women in the sample, felt more conflicted about their 
work and family roles and responsibilities. In this research, homeworking was further 
influenced by the ways in which homeworkers coped with motivation and stress and 
how these factors tended to shape their expectations of themselves and their work. 
It does seem that the homeworking experience was shaped by gender role

 
and type of 

work (c.f. Sullivan & Lewis, 2001). 
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