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Abstract 

The aim of this thesis is to investigate the experiences of self-employed women working from 

home. Enabled by the internet and digital ‘platform economy’, women are engaging in new 

and re-emergent forms of home-based paid labour. The rise of the ‘mumpreneur’ and 

feminised notions of the ‘side hustle’ – young mothers and young women who are engaging 

in entrepreneurial pursuits, generally from home – is affecting the way in which women’s work 

is conducted. Home is a space of traditionally domestic value, through unpaid activities such 

as care and nurturing. However, it is now a renewed site of economic value for women. This 

thesis examines women involved in home-based work through a case study of 11 women who 

work from home in Auckland and Wellington, Aotearoa New Zealand. I analyse the 

entrepreneurial practices of these women through home-based participant observation, ‘work-

along’ interviews and focus groups. This data was coded, and thematic analysis utilised to 

examine these findings. Through this case study and engagements with literatures on feminist 

labour geography and cultural geography of home, the thesis draws attention to the 

relationship between the home and contemporary feminised work. I argue that the material 

and social relations occurring in the home affect women’s experience of working from home. 

The material form of the home is often unsuited for workplace activities, resulting in women 

utilising incompatible spaces for work or changing their domestic surrounds to enhance 

productivity. Despite home-work being popularly lauded as a way to free women from the 

constraints of a traditional office, I contend that women are seeking out alternative spaces for 

work due to the incompatibility of work and their homespace. As the boundaries between home 

and work blur, women are burdened with occupying multiple roles in their homes. Women 

must become worker, mother, partner, homemaker, at the same time while in the home. These 

pressures result in stress and isolation from their own community networks. I show how these 

material and social relations in the home impact women’s experience of home-work, and 

contribute to the increasingly blurred boundary between home and work.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Within the last decade, there has been a business movement growing under the banner of the 

‘side hustle’. A side hustle is a secondary income source, often made through the 

commodification of creative activities or hobbies and performed in addition to other duties 

(Merriam-Webster, 2017; Vestpod, 2018). Enabled by the ubiquity of communication-

technologies, side hustle businesses generally go hand in hand with working from home 

(hereafter referred to as home-work), as this work is usually done outside of traditional 9–5 

work hours. In this thesis, I refer to home-work as encompassing entrepreneurial, self-

employed work conducted by women in the home, rather than remote working for a company 

or business owned by another individual. Research on home-work is found in academia 

(Loscocco & Smith-Hunter, 2004; Walker, Wang & Redmond, 2008; Thompson, Jones-Evans 

& Kwong, 2009), but often focuses on people working remotely. Research often fails to 

consider how new subjectivities arise from individualised entrepreneurial discourses, such as 

the side hustle but also ‘mumpreneurs’ and other worker-subject positions. These 

subjectivities affect how home-work is enacted and experienced. Thus, the increased cultural 

prominence of home-based entrepreneurship is changing the way people view home-work, 

and who is engaging in home-work.  

The side hustle and home-work discourses are especially prevalent in popular media, such as 

blogs, magazines, and websites (see sidehustlenation.com, sidehustleschool.com, 

thehustle.co). Driven by hashtags, clickbait article titles, and promises of empowerment, much 

of the home-work narrative has focused on a target audience: women. Rayasam (2017) 

reported on the BBC website that the side hustle is a way for women to become less vulnerable 

to instability in the workforce, and a way of working flexibly. These perspectives usually offer 

no evidence, other than anecdotal accounts, and often aim to sell a product or service. The 

idea that home-based work is emancipatory has been effectively disseminated across the 

internet, driving a belief that self-employment and home-work are a way of empowering 

women. However, in academic research on women’s home-work, there appear to be factors 

that affect their enjoyment of working from home. The blurring of boundaries between home 

and work, and the pressures of needing to ‘have it all’ can result in stress and isolation 

during the workday and impact the ability to relax in their own home (Dickie, 1996; 

Desrochers, Hilton & Larwood, 2005). Despite this, home-work and the side hustle are 

positioned as empowering and emancipatory for women. Popular discourse continues to 

discuss home-work as though it disrupts the traditional gendered norm of women 

working in the home, which assumes women’s employment in domestic work.  
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My thesis therefore aims to investigate the experiences of self-employed women working from 

home. The thesis has two main objectives. The first objective is to understand the co-

constitutive relationships between women’s labour and the home. This will explore the blurring 

boundaries between work and home, and the gendered nature of roles within the home. The 

second objective is to investigate how material and social relations in the home impact, and 

are affected by, home-work. This will examine how suitable the home is for use as a 

workspace. It will also interrogate the notion that home-work is an liberating solution for women 

requiring flexible work hours.   

This thesis is structured as follows: in chapter two, I provide an overview of literature on the 

link between women’s labour and the home. The first section of chapter two draws on feminist 

labour geography scholarship to explain the reconceptualisation of home and work. I discuss 

how the home is a space where the public and private spheres meet and blur. This section 

will introduce social-reproductive labour and economic-productive labour in the home. 

Validation for domestic work as occurred academically and societally as the definition of work 

has changed within feminist geography scholarship. However, as more women have left the 

home for work, a second work-shift has appeared whereby women enact most of the domestic 

unpaid work within the home in addition to their paid work outside the home. This section will 

examine the impact of this on the home/work boundary. The second section in this chapter 

uses literature on home to understand the home space. It introduces materiality and social 

relations in the home to explain the forces that are acting upon women working from home. 

The section begins by discussing the social relations in the home, explaining gendered norms, 

and how women enact care in the home. Women experience the burden of paid work and 

caring duties as their home and work lives blur. I then discuss material relations and explore 

how women shape the home to fit their needs, and how space within the home is gendered. 

By explaining how women negotiate space in the home, and occupy places within the home, 

I outline how social and material relations interact to affect women’s experiences of home. 

The social and material relations of the home impact the ability of women to engage in paid 

work in the home, as chapter two will discuss.  

In chapter three, I describe the methodological approach and methods used in this thesis. This 

thesis adopted a feminist qualitative case study approach to studying the experiences of 

women working from home. The chapter begins by explaining the adoption of a feminist 

methodology and providing reasoning for the use of a qualitative case study of Aotearoa New 

Zealand-based women working from home on a business pursuit. This thesis uses three types 
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of data collection: work-along interviews in the home, observations in the home, and two focus 

groups. I used a thematic analysis technique to organise and analyse the data collected.  

 

In chapter four, I provide an introductory vignette for each of the 11 participants. These afford 

the reader some understanding of the context of each participant’s situation, including type of 

business, life stage, family obligations, and motivations for having a business. I also include 

demographic data on the participants to provide an indicator of the variation and diversity 

within my sample. This acts as a precursor for chapters five and six, which include the 

discussion of my findings.  

 

In chapters five and six, I outline the research findings. The overarching argument of these 

chapters is that women who home-work encounter the home materially and socially, and that 

these material and social relations impact their experiences of work. In chapter five, I discuss 

the material relations occurring in the home, which impact women’s work. I explain how the 

material nature of the home physically affects women’s work positively and negatively, and 

how these women change their home space to make the workspace more aesthetically 

pleasing and functional. In chapter six, I discuss how the social relations in the home affect 

women’s work. I explain how the social relations occurring between women and their partners, 

children, flatmates, and families, impacts the work that they do. Women in home-work enact 

multiple roles in the home, which results in the breaking down of boundaries between home 

and work, and the overburdening of women. The women interviewed juggled multiple roles 

and activities, facing disruption in their work, as other home-based responsibilities interrupt 

their paid work. The chapter then turns to the impact of social isolation in home-work. A lack 

of social interaction during the workday can result in loneliness for women engaged in home-

work. I discuss the importance of community as a way of engaging in social relations, in ‘real 

life’ and digitally, and a way of addressing isolation.  

 

In chapter six, I turn to conclusions, summarising the main findings and argument of this thesis. 

I also discuss the limitations of this research, and what further research I believe would benefit 

understandings of women’s home-based work.  
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Chapter 2: Understanding Women’s Work in the Home  

  

2.1 Introduction 
  

The objective of this chapter is to examine the link between women’s labour and the 

homespace, and understand the social and material relations of the home. This chapter will 

achieve this by reviewing the literature on women’s labour and discussing theoretical 

understandings of the home. I draw upon work done by feminist and cultural geographers to 

examine how research within geography has conceptualised home and the links between 

home and different forms of labour. This chapter provides a framework for understanding the 

different labours that occur within the home, and how these labours are gendered. I contend 

that there is a strong link between home and work, and this section examines literature within 

the field of geography and associated disciplines that discuss this.    

 

The first section explains how work and home have been conceptualised through a feminist 

lens and disrupts notions of the home and work as separate spheres. Drawing on feminist 

labour geography literature, I position home as a site of various types of labour, which I label 

‘social-reproductive’ and ‘economic-productive’ labour. I begin by discussing social-

reproductive labour through the domestic work generally enacted by women. I then discuss 

economic-productive labour, especially gendered home-work. The second section of this 

chapter uses literature on the home to understand how the home is made of interacting 

material and social relations. I begin by discussing the impact of social relations in the home. 

I consider the enactment of care in the home through the social construction of the feminised 

‘homemaker’. I then discuss material relations. I explore how women shape the home to fit 

their needs, and how space within the home is implicitly gendered.   

  

2.2 Women’s Labour and the Home 

  

Feminist perspectives came into the discipline of geography during the 1980’s, stemming from 

the women’s liberation movement (WLM) of the 1960’s and 1970’s (Johnson, 2009). In the 

western world, the WLM evolved from the civil rights and leftist movements to fight for the 

emancipation and sexual liberation of women (Bowlby & Tivers, 2009). It is from these debates 

that feminist critiques of geography occurred, drawing on radical feminism and socialist 

feminist as inspiration (Johnson, 2009). Feminist research has focused on documenting 

women’s experiences of inequality and oppression within different areas of economic, social, 

and political life, at different scales (Bowlby, Lewis, McDowell & Foord, 1989). Feminist labour 

geography in particular has grown as a field since the 1980s, as an increasing body of 
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literature around gendered labour has analysed the workplace. This has challenged and built 

upon traditional labour geography with a Marxist background, which focuses on class and 

often ignores race, gender, sexuality, and other factors that affect experiences of work 

(Cumbers, 2009). Some feminist geographers critique a Marxist approach, claiming that the 

focus on class ignores the importance of gender discrimination in creating unequal societies 

(Jones, 2009). Mitchell, Marston and Katz (2004) claim that focus has overwhelmingly been 

on how class relations and economic restructuring effects genders differently. They argue that 

gendered class relations form through various non-capitalist relations, not just through 

participation in paid work (Mitchell, Marston & Katz, 2004). Thus, feminist geographers brought 

gender back into the discussion, and analysed the social and economic position of women in 

capitalist society. This especially focused on the relationship between the work carried out in 

the home and within the capitalist economy, and validating different forms of labour as work 

(Bowlby, Lewis, McDowell & Foord, 1989). 

  

While geographers have traditionally focused on the home and work as separate sites of 

study, in the late 1980’s there was a push to challenge understandings of the public/private 

divide. The 20th century reinforced an ideology of domesticity within the patriarchal constraints 

of the modern suburb (Fincher, 1990). Urban planning during the 1950s extolled the modern 

suburb that separated home spaces from workspaces. This segregated women from the city 

and limited their movement within urban spaces (Fincher, 1990; Epstein, 1970). Feminist 

economic geographer, Linda McDowell (1999), highlights the separation of the home and work 

in traditional understandings of paid labour. She states that the “distinction between home and 

‘work’, in the sense of waged labour, is made so routinely in industrial societies that it seems 

self-evident... [that] going out to work entails leaving the home.” (McDowell, 1999, pp.123). 

Hanson and Pratt (1988), in their influential work “Reconceptualising the Links between Home 

and Work in Urban Geography”, were among the first to critique and deconstruct traditional 

ideas of the home-work link. Analyses in the past had divided the home and the workplace 

into private sphere and public sphere spaces, respectively (Hanson & Pratt, 1988). Hanson 

and Pratt (1988) contend that the relationship between home (private, reproductive), and work 

(public, productive) is interdependent, permeable, and dynamic. They argue that home and 

work cannot be conceptualised as separate spheres, but that they are reciprocal and 

complementary (Hanson & Pratt, 1988).  

  

The publication of Hanson and Pratt’s paper was an important moment that enabled new 

academic understandings of the home–work link. Linking productive and reproductive work 

challenged the binary conception of work/home, and public/private (Dyck, 2005). From this, 

researchers have stated that the lines between home and work are increasingly blurred and 
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permeable (Smith & Winders, 2015). Home and work do not have discrete boundaries, and 

are full of complex, contextual material, economic, social realities. Gone are the assumptions 

that home and work are always intrinsically separate, and instead analysis is moving towards 

how people experience the blurring boundaries between the public and private spheres 

(Powell & Greenhaus, 2010). Mitchell, Marston and Katz (2004) claim that work is part of 

people in new ways, as home and work and leisure are increasingly indistinguishable from 

each other. The public and the private spheres are more linked and more similar than ever 

before, and this will be evident within this thesis. Women’s work in the home blurs the 

boundaries between public and private space, and this thesis agrees that these borders are 

becoming more permeable and fluid. To understand the different types of work that occur in 

the home, it is first necessary to examine social-reproductive labour and economic-productive 

labour. Although this thesis will show that binarising labour in the home as paid and unpaid is 

overly simplistic, it is necessary in this literature review to provide a basic overview of the 

enactment of different types of work in the home. Of course, reproductive and productive work 

do not exist separately from each other, and often both can occur at the same time, or one 

can disrupt another. However, for the purposes of clarity, I will examine each in turn. 

 

Home as a Site of Social-Reproductive Labour 

  

This section will consider social-reproductive labour to contextualise the social expectations 

that underlie all women’s work. Social reproduction is central to understandings of the 

enactment of gendered labour and shows how women’s work in the home is part of the 

capitalist system of (re)production. Social reproduction refers to the everyday practices that 

reproduce labour power and how maintaining the labour force in the home works to continue 

the capitalist system (Bezanson & Luxton, 2006; Lier, 2007). While these tasks can be 

multiple, they fall into three main categories: daily tasks that reproduce adult labour power, 

generational reproductions in relation to childcare, and structural upkeep of the household 

(Gregson & Lowe, 1995). Social reproduction can involve anything from the provision of 

clothing and food, the sharing of knowledge and values, to the construction of identities and 

feelings (Bezanson & Luxton, 2006; Laslett & Brenner, 1989). However, parts of academia 

still consider social reproduction as less important to capitalism than production (Meehan & 

Strauss, 2015). According to Katz, Mitchell and Marston (2015), much academic thought still 

centres on production and capital, which downplays the role of unpaid work and care labour 

that contribute to the reproduction of societies worldwide. Marxist assumptions that workers 

only included waged workers ignores the multitude of work done by women (Mitchell, Marston 

& Katz, 2004). Because, historically (and currently), most unwaged work is done by women, 

a Marxist view of social reproduction and production can ignore gendered and racial aspects 
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of the capitalist system (Mitchell, Marston & Katz, 2004). Feminist research has shed light on 

these unexplored aspects of society. 

  

Feminist theorists have contested assumptions that the generation of value only occurs in 

waged production. Feminist labour geography has focused on contesting definitions of work 

and recognising the value of domestic labour to validate social-reproductive work done by 

women (Bowlby, Lewis, McDowell & Foord, 1989; Jones, 2009). Capitalism relies on unpaid 

labour to continue to function, and yet this work has not been valued as ‘work’ in the economic 

sense (Jarrett, 2015). Many feminist geographers during the era of second wave feminism 

sought to validate domestic work and reproductive activity and claim that it is integral to 

people’s lives (Jarrett, 2015). Feminist views on social reproduction have contested the binary 

of production/reproduction, which devalues unwaged work. They state that labour reproduced 

within the home fuels the capitalist cycle of production, putting the family at the heart of 

production (Laslett & Brenner, 1989; Mitchell, Marston & Katz, 2004). Some feminist 

geographers claim that Marxist theories of social reproduction also failed to accept the 

productive labour of housework. Because value was only considered in relation to commodity 

production, feminist geographers state that Marx failed to recognise the ways in which 

unwaged labours contributed to the production of labour power (Mitchell, Marston & Katz, 

2004). Marxist conceptualisations ignored care work and domestic labour, failing to consider 

how people and bodies are involved in the creation of value and power relations within the 

home and the workforce (Meehan & Strauss, 2015). Ann Oakley’s (1975) major contribution 

to this debate was the ‘Sociology of Housework’, where she contended that unpaid work in 

the home could be quantified in the same way as paid work. Ironmonger (1996) used statistical 

analysis to prove this point. His research estimates that, in Australia, the value of the services 

and goods produced by unpaid workers in the home (generally female) is equal to the value 

of services and goods produced in the formal market by paid workers (Ironmonger, 1996). 

This debates that domestic work can be valued economically. While domestic work has 

traditionally be devalued, some researchers are proving the value of unpaid social 

reproductive work.  

 

Despite the increased recognition for unpaid domestic work, patterns of labour in the home 

indicate unpaid domestic labour is highly gendered. Second wave feminists were optimistic 

that the levels of women’s participation in domestic work would change following the increased 

participation of women in the workforce following the WLM (Ahrentzen, Levine & Michelson, 

1989; Baxter, 2002). Research has found this not to be the case. In fact, in the late 20th 

century, women engaged in full-time work still participated in more housework and childcare 

activities than their male partners, in the western world (Ahrentzen, Levine & Michelson, 1989). 
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This has come to be known as what Arlie Hochschild and Anne Machung (1989) called the 

“second shift”, or the gendered “double burden”. Rather than domestic work equalising 

between genders as more women entered the workforce, Hochschild and Machung found 

that women were still participating in more domestic work than their male counterparts, on 

top of their paid work obligations. While women during the WLM were vehement that they 

would participate in more paid work and less unpaid domestic labour, many still ended up 

working a second shift at home. 

The move into the 21st Century saw renewed energy into the popular domestic work debate 

(Lyonette & Crompton, 2015). Medved’s (2016) work shows how fathering from home can 

be an act of resistance to traditional, hegemonic, relations within the home. She claims that 

men’s participation on domestic work is a feminist action that can undo normative gender 

relations and encourage more men to be active in the home (Medved, 2016). However, 

some research has shown that despite the intention of men to participate fully in household 

chores, the reality may still not match up to this intention (Lyonette & Crompton, 2015). 

Recent studies have found that in Australia, although couples state preference for an 

equal division of domestic labour this is not always how housework is enacted 

(Lyonette & Crompton, 2015). Respondents in the study by Lyonette and Crompton 

(2015) were supportive of shared housework responsibilities, with most men and women 

agreeing that they believed in work sharing. Despite this stated support, the behaviour of 

the respondents did not align with their statements – with many reporting a more traditional 

enactment of gender roles within their home (Lyonette & Crompton, 2015). While there 

seems to be some evidence that gendered domestic responsibilities are changing from 

traditional patterns, women continue to enact most unpaid domestic labour in the home. 

Despite the rise in women’s participation in the labour force, and increased expectations 

that men participate equally in domestic labour, women still largely use the home as the 

site of social-reproductive labour. In the next section, I turn to discussing the home as a 

site of economic-productive labour. However, these two labours do not occur in isolation 

from each other. This section has discussed the continued expectation on women to 

participate in domestic labour, and the next section will expand on this fact and show how 

the social and the economic, the reproductive and the productive, interact.  

Home as a Site of Economic-Productive Labour 

Despite the traditional conceptualisation of home as a domestic space, women 

are increasingly using space within the home for economic activities. It is therefore 

necessary to examine how the home is a site of economic-productive labour. For clarity, in 

this thesis I only examine home-based self-employed work. While remote working (working 

outside a traditional 
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workplace for an employer) has been researched extensively (see Hardill & Green, 2003; 

Nickson & Siddens, 2004), this thesis will focus solely on self-employed women working from 

home. I treat self-employment as an umbrella term, under which home-based self-employment 

rests. Thus, the literature that follows will interrogate the experiences of self-employed women 

working from home, and the fluid boundary between home and work life.  

Paid home-work unsettles traditional notions of home, and for women, the presumption of the 

domestic housewife role (England, 2010). Throughout history, working class women have 

utilised the home space for work through laundering, sewing, and other handicrafts (Smith & 

Winders, 2015). However, in the present day many white, middle class, professional women 

are working from home (Smith & Winders, 2015).  These middle class women are well 

educated, and have the financial and social capital to start their own business. Home-work 

has forced people to rethink the system of production and the way capitalism works, as the 

home is now a site of both paid work (production) and unpaid domestic work (reproduction) 

(Domosh, 1998; Morrison, 2013). Work in the home challenges norms around home as a 

private space of reproductive activity and shows how women use the home as a flexible space 

for paid work (Morrison, 2013).  

Scholars discuss ‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors influencing women's decisions to enter self-

employment (Boden, 1999; Hardill, Green & Dudleston, 1997; Patrick, Stephens & Weinstein, 

2015). Economic necessity, lack of experience, or discrimination pushes women into self-

employment (Boden, 1999; Hardill, Green & Dudleston, 1997; Patrick, Stephens & Weinstein, 

2015).  It is believed that in the western world, factors such as economic restructuring have 

accounted for an increase in home-based work since the 1980’s, with the economic recession 

of the early 2000’s reducing traditional work opportunities (Hakim, 1996; Walker, Wang & 

Redmond, 2008). Rising economic pressures on families have increased the need for dual 

earners, and the ‘casualisation’ of the workforce has led many workers to seek alternative 

incomes (Hughes, 2003). Workers who are disadvantaged can use self-employment to 

improve their economic situation, or escape negative work environments (Boden, 1999; 

Hardill, Green & Dudleston, 1997; Patrick, Stephens & Weinstein, 2015). Thus, the home can 

become the vessel for self-employment and its associated labours.   

However, some theorise that factors pulling women into self-employment, such as 

independence and flexibility, are equally as valid (Hughes, 2003; Patrick, Stephens & 

Weinstein, 2015). Those who advocate this perspective highlight the importance of women’s 

choice and agency in choosing to partake in self-employment, as women seek greater 

independence (Hardill, Green & Dudleston, 1997; Hughes, 2003). Much like other home-
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based working, self-employment provides greater flexibility within the workday, especially for 

women with home-based responsibilities (Carr, 1996; Dickie, 1996; Hundley, 2000). Home-

work is often positioned as an ideal way for women to achieve work-life balance and retain 

their role as homemaker (Felstead, Jewson, Phizacklea & Walters, 2002; Thompson, Jones-

Evans & Kwong, 2009). Because home-based self-employment generally has a more flexible 

schedule than waged, office-based work, it is supposed that it provides mothers with a way to 

overcome child care costs and manage economic and familial responsibilities (Dolinsky & 

Caputo, 1998; Luckman, 2015). Home-work, and self-employment in general, is often lauded 

as a way for the worker to have control over their work day and claim domination over their 

home and work environments (Walker, Wang & Redmond, 2008). The desire for control and 

flexibility is dominant in discourses surrounding women’s home-work. Loscocco & Smith-

Hunter (2004, pp.165) explain that: 

The desire for flexibility or control over one’s own hours has certainly been shown 

to motivate both women and men to own their own businesses. Yet women, 

especially, may use that control over their own time to juggle family responsibilities, 

and women may be expected to use their flexibility to accommodate work to family. 

Carr (1996) and Boden (1999) both claim that familial obligations influence women’s 

employment choices and that self-employment afforded flexible working hours. Boden (1999) 

finds that women who have young children are more likely to enter self-employment in the 

home than women without children are. Once again, this is associated with a desire for 

flexibility in the workday. Of course, this only relates to women who do have partners and 

children. Patrick, Stephens and Weinstein (2015) argue for the acknowledgement of women’s 

marital status when analysing self-employment choices. They postulate that marriage can pull 

women into self-employment due to increased access to human capital through a husband, 

or push them into self-employment through the flexibility it affords them. Considering the 

prevalence of non-married partnerships in the present day, their assumption that unmarried 

women are single and are pulled into self-employment for monetary benefit seems debatable. 

I instead intend to interrogate flexibility regardless of marital status, to determine the draw of 

flexibility in self-employment for non-married women and married women in this study.  

With the increase in people working from home in different capacities, many researchers have 

theorised how the boundary between home and work is mediated (Ashforth, Kreiner & Fugate, 

2000; Campbell Clark, 2000; Desrochers, Hilton & Larwood, 2005). As the home was 

traditionally understood as a separate sphere from the public sphere of work, people theorised 

about the borders that demarcated the home and work domains (Campbell Clark, 2000). 
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These borders may be physical, psychological and/or temporal, all which interact to determine 

a person’s level of work-home permeability. Such ‘boundary theory’ (Campbell Clark, 2000) 

attempts to show how people either integrate work in to their home lives or separate their 

home and work lives.  Nippert-Eng (1996) describes home and work as a continuum, where 

people’s preferences run from ‘integrated’ to ‘segmented’. She explains that these categories 

exist as a function of the home occupier’s feelings, rather than an inherent separation of work 

and home – if the occupier consciously tries to separate their home and work lives then they 

lie on the ‘segmented’ side of the continuum (Nippert-Eng, 1996). Powell and Greenhaus 

(2010) and Ashforth, Kreiner and Fugate (2000) also use ideas of boundary theory to show 

how people can choose to put up boundaries between their home and work lives, which 

influences their experience of both spheres. However, many of these theorists adhere to the 

assumption that home and work exist within different domains. Much of the research done on 

boundary theory involves those who work outside the home, and how their work permeates 

the home, thus the boundary between home and work exists as a strongly physical one. While 

the work done by Nippert-Eng (1996), Campbell Clark (2000), and others provides a deeper 

understanding of how people delineate home and workspace, it fails to consider home-based 

work. This is more than just the answering of work calls, emails, or hosting work colleagues in 

the home as described in the above studies. Home-work involves utilising the home space as 

a workplace, intrinsically linking home and work together temporally, physically, and 

psychologically, especially for self-employed home-workers who have no office or other 

workspace they are attached to. It is important to interrogate the effects of this level of work-

life integration. Are boundaries created? How? And what effect does working from home have 

on the home lives of these women engaging in home-work?  

Therefore, it is necessary to turn to research that investigates boundary theory within 

feminised home-work. Ahrentzen (1990), Patterson (2002) and Myrie and Daly (2009), among 

others, all interrogate the experiences of home-based workers, and the boundaries they create 

in their homes.  A theme that becomes apparent in these works is the impact of stress as the 

boundaries between home and work blur. Working from home can disrupt the personal life of 

women and create stress as these workers balance multiple roles (Ahrentzen, 1990). These 

issues are rooted normative gender role expectations. Balancing multiple roles at home brings 

a plethora of distractions, from childcare to housework, or family members requiring care 

(Ahrentzen, 1990; Desrochers, Hilton & Larwood, 2005). For those working from home with 

young children (usually women), the demands of the children during working hours interrupt 

their paid work (Ahrentzen, 1990). These distractions can make it difficult to focus on work 

tasks that may require intense concentration, thus these workers must manage the boundaries 
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between their home and work to improve productivity (Desrochers, Hilton & Larwood, 2005). 

Myrie and Daly (2009, pp.389) state that: 

Home-based workers create temporal boundaries by following a fixed schedule… 

[t]hey also use psychological boundaries or mental routines to switch between

work and family roles. This mental commute... serves two purposes—it represents 

the physical separation of work and home and helps to alleviate the stress of 

functioning in one domain while being physically located in the other. 

Here, Myrie and Daly (2009) highlight the importance of boundary creation in home-work. The 

creation of physical, temporal, or mental boundaries allows a worker to settle into the mind-

set required to complete paid work productively. This also relieves the stressors associated 

with mixing roles in the homespace, such as mothering in the workspace, as Myrie and Daly 

(2009) discuss. Having a separated space for work, like an office or desk, can create physical 

boundaries between work and home (Dickie, 1996). Having a dedicated space for women’s 

work also implies value, and a level of seriousness about their work. Separating work from 

home life can put up boundaries that are required to get work done and avoid interruptions - 

although for many workers this may not be possible (Dickie, 1996). 

For some home-workers, spatial restraints restrict their ability to create physical boundaries 

between their homespace and workspace. Family or other needs often necessitate the use of 

shared spaces for work (Myrie & Daly, 2009). Ahrentzen (1990) describes the spatial location 

of her participants in the home, with some occupying exclusive space for their work, and others 

using space that was shared either daily, or shared occasionally with others. The home-

workers used the kitchen, bedroom, guest rooms and the living room, with the workers often 

using the space concurrently with other members of the household. This shared space can 

result in temporal or spatial role conflicts for the home-worker. By reducing the ability to create 

boundaries between home and work, the juggling of multiple roles in the home has a high 

impact on the work done. Busch (1999) describes how the kitchen in particular is a shared 

space used for work activities. She states that the modern kitchen commonly holds everything 

from a desk, to bookshelves, and a computer. When this applies, the kitchen masquerades as 

a home office. The kitchen becomes a space where bills are paid, work related phone calls 

are made, and everyday life is lived (Busch, 1999). Commonly, the kitchen table becomes a 

nexus of activity in the home (Dickie, 1996). For women who home-work, the kitchen table can 

be utilised for their paid work as well as childcare and family meals. Pushing women into 

shared space in the home, such as the kitchen table, can blend family and work time together. 

Boundaries between home and work are disrupted, and women’s ability to productively work 

in the home is lessened. While space can allow women to have greater integration of their 
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work-home lives, this can also be an impediment to their business success due to continual 

interruptions. 

Conversely, work can distract from home-based activity. Home is supposed to be a space of 

relaxation and enjoyment, yet if work deadlines loom or a job lies unfinished, the home can 

become a place of stress (Desrochers, Hilton & Larwood, 2005). Some research (Sumra & 

Schillaci, 2015) argues that there is no physiological stress response occurring in home-

workers. Patterson (2002), however, argues this is contextual. Indeed many other 

researchers’ findings show difficulties experienced by home-workers occupying multiple roles, 

and the measures taken to alleviate this (Desrochers, Hilton & Larwood, 2005; Holmes, Smith 

& Cane, 1997). Women may find it difficult to relax at home if their work phone is ringing or 

they are receiving emails (Desrochers, Hilton & Larwood, 2005). Even the physical presence 

of work files or technologies can prevent the home from feeling like a private space 

(Desrochers, Hilton & Larwood, 2005). This can disrupt feelings towards home as a sanctuary 

from the outside world, a space of relaxation, as research finds women lack privacy and the 

ability to relax in the home when using it as a workspace (Holmes, Smith & Cane, 1997). 

Because work and home life require somewhat different roles to be played, switching between 

these roles in the home can be challenging, and this home-workers struggle to ‘switch off’ at 

home (Schieman & Glavin, 2008).  

Additionally, the separation of work lives and home lives can lead to social and professional 

isolation (Mason, 2010). While the creation of boundaries between home and work 

assists women to work productively, they can also isolate them from networks. Daniels, Di 

Domenico, and Nunan (2018, pp. 187) explain that in their research that “participants 

described social isolation feelings, with few face-to-face, informal interactions with people 

generally, not just with former work-based colleagues”. People entering home-work 

are giving up the socialisation that occurs by default in a traditional office workplace, the 

act of just being around others provides opportunity to socialise and network. Holmes, 

Smith and Cane (1997) also explain that women with young children may especially 

suffer from social isolation. They hypothesise that young mothers working from home are 

most likely to have a spouse working full-time, leaving them at home alone with their child. 

Having no access to work colleagues, the only interaction these women would have during 

the day is with children, rather than adult company. Holmes, Smith and Cane (1997) state 

that women rely more heavily on social networks for support, and so women without 

these would report feelings of loneliness and isolation.  Mason, Carter and Tagg (2010) 

discuss the use of third spaces by female home-workers as community meetups for 

women in business, to mitigate the social isolation experience at home. These informal 

spaces are used for gatherings and networking between women, so they can experience the 

community and socialisation they would usually encounter 
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in the workplace (Mason, Carter & Tagg, 2010). However, these networks can also occur via 

online social networking websites. This enables the use of the home as a space of social 

interaction, and business promotion. Social networking can be thought of as a “useful business 

strategy or action taken to improve the economic status of the business”, by creating trusted 

relationships that will involve reciprocity and resource sharing (Miller, Besser & Riibe, 2007, 

pp.56). This is important in providing women with social contact and the ability to professionally 

network with other business people, that helps reduce feelings of stress and isolation in the 

work-home. Loscocco, Monnat, Moore and Lauber (2009, pp. 931) postulate that: 

The fluidity of boundaries between work, family, and community that are a hallmark 

of the entrepreneurial arena may offer the chance for women to turn their greater 

family and community responsibilities into networks that sustain their businesses.  

Thus, the use of social networks can enable to use of the home as a space of social contact, 

rather than one of isolation. While the creation of boundaries can cut women off from 

community networks, online social networking sites can allow the use of the home to mitigate 

isolation.  

 

As the boundaries between home and work blur, and more people enter home-based work, 

the question remains – how is this enabled? Alvin Toffler’s work in 1980 predicted the start of 

a ‘third wave’ of civilisation, where new technologies bring diversified and dynamic ways of 

working. His concept of the ‘electronic cottage’ (a play on the traditional ‘cottage industry’, 

where industrial activity takes place in the home), shows how technology can enable the use 

of the home as a site of paid work (Toffler, 1980). Later, McDowell (1997) discussed how 

people experience a deterritorialised economic system, where their physical location does not 

limit their workspace locations. Although electronic commerce (e-commerce) has existed 

since electronic data exchange systems in the 1970s, the widespread availability of the 

internet (and lower costs for access) in the 21st century has made e-commerce more 

accessible for smaller home-based business, rather than just large companies (Zook, 2009). 

Research shows just how connected the world has become: in 1997 only 15% of the world 

was connected to the internet, and by 2017 over 40% of the world is internet connected 

(Graham, Hjorth & Lehdonvirta, 2017). It is important to note that most internet users are in 

western, wealthy nations, so this percentage is spatially varied (Zook, 2009). However, the 

internet and its associated services are still more accessible than ever before, as networks 

are increasing their range around the world, enabling people to grow businesses from home 

(Haucap & Heimeshoff, 2014). Workspaces have become global and, aided by the expansion 

of online activity, new forms of work are occurring.  
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The rise of new technologies has facilitated the emergence of a digital platform economy 

(DPE) (Kenney & Zysman, 2016). The DPE is where economic activity is enacted using online 

platforms, such as eBay, Amazon, or Facebook. Haucap & Heimeshoff (2014, pp.1) claim that 

a key result of this is that “internet applications have revolutionized transactions, both for 

businesses and for final consumers”. An economy that operates using sophisticated 

algorithms and cloud-based online sharing, the DPE is a complex mix of hardware, operations, 

software, and networks – all of which operate globally, and locally within the home (Kenney & 

Zysman, 2016). The opportunities that the DPE provides enables information-communication 

technologies to play a large role in people's everyday work lives, decentralising work from 

traditional offices and opening possibilities for home-work (Bryant, 2000). The rise of the digital 

age and new advances in technology mean that it is becoming more accessible to work from 

home (Graham, Hjorth & Lehdonvirta, 2017). Work is no longer bound to an office, it frequently 

occurs in the home space as public and private sphere become blurred. Kenney and Zysman 

(2016) explain how the internet provides an online space for people to buy and sell from 

around the world, even the comfort of their own home. The popular representation of digitally-

enabled home-work constructs it as a socially progressive way to work by presenting home-

work as a feasible alternative option for people (especially women) segregated from some 

traditional work environments (Bryant, 2000). Home-work that relies on digital technologies is 

claimed to provide greater flexibility for women with family obligations, reconciling the 

geographies of home-life and work-life (Ekinsmyth, 2013; Luckman, 2015). The DPE provides 

greater flexibility to enable these women to start businesses, however the flexibility promoted 

by the DPE can also result in precarity through fragmented work schedules, and increasingly 

part-time work (Bryant, 2000; Kenney & Zysman, 2016). Thus, while the DPE provides flexible 

work options for women working from home, this work may not be full-time, stable work, and 

precarity may cause stress for these women.  

 

A consequence of the DPE’s appeal to home-based female entrepreneurs is the rise in new 

entrepreneurial subjectivities. Society devalues women who stay at home and the role of 

homemaker is losing credibility (Luckman, 2015). Pressure on women to partake in more than 

‘just’ being a mother is resulting in the increase of generally white, middle-class, young women 

chasing self-employment. This has led to the rise of a new economic subjectivity, the 

‘mumpreneur’. Carol Ekinsmyth (2011, pp.104) defines a ‘mumpreneur’ as “embracing, rather 

than contesting the role of ‘mother’, it is a business practice that attempts to recast the 

boundaries between productive and reproductive work”. As a work style that provides flexible 

hours and home-based employment, ‘mumpreneurship’ becomes a viable option to balance 

familial and economic responsibilities (Ekinsmyth, 2013). For many mothers, the desire to 

chase an entrepreneurial dream, while performing home-based self-employment, has been a 
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key driver in the increase of women’s participation in self-employment globally. Matchar (2013, 

pp. 3-4) has stated, “[m]otherhood itself is [currently] being venerated in a way not seen since 

the hypernatalist 1950s” – with the role of the ‘mumpreneur’ esteeming and idealising working 

mothers. This newfound interest in domesticity and child-care has stemmed from a range of 

societal factors, such as declining employment options, and the championing of women’s craft 

as a valid art (Matchar, 2013). Contrary to other entrepreneurs, ‘mumpreneurs’ merge work 

into the role of mother, not the other way around. They do not give ground in their personal 

life for the sake of business, instead choosing to integrate work into their established home 

routines (Ekinsmyth, 2013). Ekinsmyth’s (2011, pp. 1231) research claims that:  

Mothers are creatively building businesses around the socio-spatial routines of 

daily childcare. Sometimes they capitalise on these time–space restricted routines 

and build or qualify their products around (or as a consequence of) them.  

The ‘mumpreneur’ role allows women on maternity leave, or with young children, to continue 

with paid work and contribute to the household in a monetary manner (Luckman, 2015). 

 

The online world and the DPE enable this way of doing business, and mothers are using the 

internet to sell and brand their products from home –  

Business and motherhood are co-constituted, their spatialities newly enabled by 

information and communication technologies. These businesses are not 

merely…located in the home, but creatively use the home, mother role and child-

oriented neighbourhood space(s) to do business. (Ekinsmyth, 2014, pp.1230) 

Online forums, Facebook groups, and networks for mumpreneurs all continue to perpetuate 

the mumpreneur lifestyle and position it as the ‘best’ way of being a mother and a 

businesswoman. Content within virtual communities are generally member-generated, so 

members can directly connect with each other and share information and ideas in a 

collaborative manner (Ridings & Gefen, 2004). The DPE has been intrinsic to the success of 

these businesses, providing a place for women to sell their services or products, but also 

where women get ideas for their business and their lives. Self-employed women use personal 

stories as a way of marketing their business to customers, showing how women can choose 

to use their mother status to their economic advantage (Luckman, 2015). Digital platforms 

such as Etsy provide a personal profile for their sellers, allowing makers to create an online 

persona for themselves that is likely to be relatable and draw in business (Luckman, 2015). 

Research has found that sellers often use anecdotes from the home, or experiences within 

their home lives as ways to sell their homemade wares - just the act of being from someone’s 
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home is becoming a selling point (Luckman, 2015). This shows how women use their position 

to their advantage by utilising motherhood for economic capital. 

  

However, although women seem to be using home-based mumpreneurship to empower and 

enable work opportunities, the pressures put on women to work, have a family, and even take 

on a side hustle are potentially problematic. Previous generations of feminists have fought for 

women to be able to ‘have it all’ – work, family, home – yet integrating these proves more 

difficult than expected (Davies, 2016; Newell, 1993). Davies (2016) describes how the baby 

boomer generation fought to be financially successful as well as raising a family, thus setting 

the expectation for women to ‘have it all’. Nowadays, being able to ‘have it all’, or ‘do it all’ has 

become a socially accepted gender norm for women, and the ‘multiple-role’ woman is now a 

highly valued figure (Sumra & Schillaci, 2015). Research has found that young women have 

identified the ‘self-made’ successful women as the idealised image of womanhood in society, 

and in their own minds (Sumra & Schillaci, 2015).  The concept of ‘superwoman syndrome’, 

referring to a “woman, who performs a combination of multiple concurrent full-time roles such 

as wife, mother, worker, homemaker and caregiver” describes this phenomenon (Sumra & 

Schillaci, 2015, pp. 4). In this, women are required to fulfil the expectations of both roles. She 

must be an ambitious career women, while prioritising time for her family and domestic duties 

(Rottenberg, 2014). These women often balance values of caring and nurturing alongside 

ambition and independence, to excel in their multiple roles.  

The superwoman concept can be extended to the idea of the ‘supermum’, which relates to 

working mothers balancing multiple roles: “effortlessly juggling home and work, this mother 

can push a stroller with one hand and carry and briefcase in the other” (Hays, 1996, pp. 132). 

This quote epitomises the new culture of “intensive motherhood” that is arising in the United 

States, where the mother is expected to be an expert and skilled in all the aspects related to 

childcare (Ekinsmyth, 2011, 2013). “Women are still responsible for much of the housework 

and child care and face expectations from the dominant culture to be ‘good mothers’ in line 

with cultural expectations of ‘intensive mothering’” (Ellis, 2014, pp. 1). Hays (1996) describes 

the contemporary model of motherhood as one where women are expected to invest 

significant amounts of money, time, and energy into raising their children:  

The cultural model of intensive mothering, after all, suggests that all the troubles 

of the world can be solved by the individual efforts of superhuman women. Clearly, 

this places a tremendous and undue burden on women, and one that becomes 

increasingly difficult to maintain as an ethos of rationalized market society invades 
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the home and as more and more mothers enter that competitive and impersonal 

world when they go out to work for pay” (Hays, 1996, pp.177)  

Mothers are expected to be ‘present’ in their children's lives - prompting women to participate 

in self-employment from home to meld the home and paid work spheres (Göransson, 2016). 

‘Intensive motherhood’ is time-consuming, and traditional paid employment would require a 

greater effort than possible while balancing the other activities required for ‘perfect’ 

motherhood (Ekinsmyth, 2013).  

 

These women suffer from the double burden mentioned earlier: they have a responsibility to 

fulfil expectations in the home and in their workplace. Of course, for women working in the 

home, these are the same, that causes other issues to arise such as the blurring boundaries 

between home and work lives. The effects of the multiple pressures put on women in the 

home, and the way labour in the home is gendered, can make the home a place of stress for 

many women. Newell (1993) contends that the superwoman ideal only exists in fantasy, rather 

than reality, as balancing multiple roles involves more stress than domestic bliss. Those who 

do seem to achieve this ideal likely have help from housekeepers or nannies and have the 

financial capital that many mothers do not have access to (Newell, 1933). Similarly, 

Rottenberg (2014, pp. 145) argues that:  

When women have managed, somehow, to juggle a demanding career with being 

a “present” mother... “having it all” has not translated into Zen-like well-being; it has 

not brought happiness. Finding a way to “have it all” is difficult enough for most 

professional women — unless they are “superhuman, rich or self-employed”— but 

finding a way to “have it all” happily is virtually impossible for the vast majority of 

women. 

Here, Rottenberg contests the popular idea that ‘having it all” is a desirable and achievable 

outcome for all women. She positions being superhuman, rich, or self-employed as ways to 

‘have it all’, facetiously placing superhuman ability and working for oneself in the same 

category of impossibility. While self-employment is far more achievable than the acquisition of 

superpowers, here she shows that ‘having it all’ does not always result in “Zen-like well-being”. 

As evidenced in the preceding sections of this chapter, self-employment can result in stress, 

isolation, and the occupation of multiple roles. Although popularly lauded as a way for women 

to ‘have it all’, home-based work is not necessarily the ‘solution’ to work/life balance.    

This section has considered how the home is functioning as a site of social-reproductive labour 

and economic-productive labour. This section examined how work in the home occurs and is 
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experienced, and the struggles women face in managing the boundaries between home and 

work. Rather than a simple solution to barriers faced by women entering the workforce, 

working from home can put extra pressures on women who already participate in unpaid 

household work. While feminist labour geography provides an overview of women’s labour 

occurring in the home, it often fails to explore the home in any depth. The way that the home 

has been conceptualised in cultural geography is essential in shaping the way women’s labour 

is enacted in the home, yet this is not often discussed as academics focus on the work 

activities occurring. This thesis will investigate the home space in more depth, to contextualise 

the space that work is occurring within and show the underlying forces at play in the home. 

Therefore, in the following section I turn to social-material relations occurring in the home, to 

highlight the way home has been conceptualised, how traditional notions of gender have 

arisen within the home, and the lasting effect of these ideas.  

 

2.3 Making Home: Socio-Material Relations in the Home 

 

I next turn to feminist and cultural geography literature on the home to explore the social and 

material relations that impact women’s home-based work. Home is central to the lives of 

people – the word itself conjures up multiple connotations and meanings for different people 

(Peil, 2009; Bowlby, Gregory & McKie,1997). Despite this, geographic literature has often 

overlooked the smaller-scale space within the home, privileging global, national, and local 

scales and ignoring every day, mundane experiences (Domosh, 1998; Smith, 2017). When it 

has been considered in research, home was often couched in overly optimistic terms, 

described as a space of liberation separate from the politics of the outside world (Brickell, 

2012). This idea was critiqued in the 1990’s by feminist geographers especially, who 

emphasised the heterogeneity of experiences of home for women especially, for whom home 

is often a site of abuse and struggle against a patriarchal system (Brickell, 2012). Mona 

Domosh’s (1998) review of feminist research on the home helped bring the home to the 

attention of academics, highlighting the trepidation of researchers to “look inside” (pp. 281) 

the private space in a critical light. Since then, home has been a topic that has intrigued 

researchers, both as a physical location and as an affective space that holds societal 

meanings (Peil, 2009; Blunt & Dowling, 2006; Blunt, 2005). 

  

Despite new emerging interest in the home, geographic research has typically focused on the 

house as an economic entity or a physical location (Peil, 2009). Research on housing has 

developed ideas of the home as a place of physical shelter (Blunt & Dowling, 2006). However, 

the home is the product of the interacting material and social relations within it (Peil, 2009; 
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Blunt & Dowling, 2006; Blunt, 2005). A house exists as a space of shelter, but it also holds 

emotional and social meaning. Papastergiadis (1998, pp.2) states that “the ideal home is not 

just a house that offers shelter, or a repository that contains material objects. Apart from 

physical protection and market value, a home is a place where personal and social meaning 

are grounded”. Blunt and Dowling (2006) build on this notion and insist that home is a product 

of the interrelating factors of materiality and “imaginative realms and processes” 

(pp.22).Recently, embodied experiences have increasingly interested academic 

researchers, upsetting the reductive notion of home as existing solely materially (Anderson, 

2017; Anderson & Smith, 2001; Clapham, 2011; Dewsbury, 2009; Wetherell, 2012). 

Stemming from early humanist and feminist geography projects on emotion, there has also 

been a “policy turn” in geography that has validated research on emotions and the everyday, 

embodied experience (Anderson & Smith, 2001; Bondi, 2005). This can be used to 

understand practices and experiences, through which people’s embodied, emotive 

experiences in the home can be understood (Clapham, 2011). By considering emotions 

like “love, hate, pleasure, pride, grief, rage, guilt, remorse” (Bondi, 2005, pp.435) in the 

home, much can be understood about the social relations that cause these experiences. 

Here, the relationship between material and social relations is important, and Blunt 

and Dowling (2006) state this is essential in understanding home. 

This thesis agrees with Blunt and Dowling’s (2006) theorisation of a critical geography of home 

that considers “the home as simultaneously material and imaginative; the nexus between 

home, power and identity; and home as multi-scalar” (p. 22).  They position home as a spatial 

imaginary, a set of interrelating and contextual factors, such as feelings, emotions, and ideas, 

that construct and connect places across scales. As Massey (1994) has contended, place can 

be created through the interaction of the location of the home and the social relations enacted 

within it.  In this thesis, I especially draw on the ideas of place construction through feelings 

and use feminist geographies of home to expand on their ideas of home as a nexus of power 

and identity, through the material and social nature of the home.  Feminist geographers have 

claimed that gender is crucial to understanding home, and this concept remains central to the 

findings in this thesis (Bowlby, Gregory & McKie, 1997). Early feminist theorists such as Betty 

Friedan (1963) claim that home can be a site of oppression for women, due to patriarchal 

power relations that exist in society at large, and within the home itself. Friedan’s solution to 

this oppressive system was for women to leave the home and enter the public sphere of work. 

However, as will be discussed further below, the public and private spheres are not a dualistic 

relationship, and spaces of work have both emancipated women and continued to perpetuate 

traditional gender orders. 
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Social Relations in the Home 

Home spaces embody the meanings, feelings, and understandings of their inhabitants, 

providing a place of security and a sense of self (Blunt & Dowling, 2006). As Bowlby, Gregory 

and McKie (1997, pp 347) state, “the home is a social edifice that embodies meanings, values, 

and attributes that reflect the differing beliefs and experiences of its builders”, showing how 

the home can mimic the views of its inhabitants. Home is shaped by the everyday practices, 

experiences, and emotions of those who live within the home (Blunt, 2005; Clapham, 2011). 

The link between identity and home is mutually constitutive, societal practices shape the 

embodied experiences and practices within this context, and this constitutes the home 

(Clapham, 2011). Because of this, home is intrinsically social and political, reflecting wider 

debates within society (Blunt, 2005). Social relations are enacted within the home, and so the 

home can begin to embody ideas that are perpetuated in society – especially ideas around 

gender and women’s place in the world (Piel, 2009). 

The belief that women should exist within the private sphere of home, and men within the 

public sphere of work is one that has persisted for centuries in the West (Blunt & Dowling, 

2006). To understand the ideas around public and private spaces that this thesis builds upon, 

it is necessary to track ideologies around gender roles in the home and the impacts of this 

throughout Western history. Judeo-Christian religious beliefs around the role of women as 

procreator and homemaker (Connell, 1987; McMurry, 1978), and ‘scientific’ research on 

physical and mental differences between men and women (Goldberg, 1973), have shaped 

understandings of gender roles in society. Religious ideologies placed women as the ‘angel 

in the house”, subverting women below men in status and positioning them as symbols 

of purity and domesticity (Bradshaw, 2016). The ‘ideology of domesticity’ perpetuated 

throughout history, and especially in the mid-20th century, stated that women’s primary role 

was as caregiver and housekeeper within the domestic space, while men’s role was to provide 

financially for this family (Hanson & Pratt, 1988). The role of housewife became the only 

exalted life course for women to take, with the expectation of marriage, children, and 

homemaking (Connell, 1987). These skills were built on the supposed ‘natural’ features of 

women – physically and emotionally – that made homemaking ‘desirable’ for women 

(McDowell, 1999). The supposedly weaker nature of women reasoned the exclusion of women 

from the workforce and the public sphere.   

The concept of the nuclear family underpins these social relations occurring in the home in 

the western world. The nuclear household was the site of women’s homemaking work, it was 

for her children and her husband that women cleaned, cooked, and cared for (Andre, 1981). 
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For centuries, marriage was the only way young women could have a home of their own and 

start a family without losing respectability. In the 1950’s, the era of housewife as vocation, 

women were expected to find a husband in their early twenties, then buy a home and have 

children in a short space of time (Hardy, 2012). Betty Friedan’s ‘The Feminine Mystique’ 

(1963) tracks the homemaker boom of the 1950’s, where traditionally feminine traits were 

valorised, and more young girls than ever were skipping education to become housewives 

and mothers. This concept of family, run by the male head of the house, and organised by the 

female housewife, shows the social expectations and gender roles perpetuated in the present 

day. Women were mothers and wives, and the home was imagined as the ideal space of 

private care and relaxation (provided by the housewife) (McDowell, 1999). Often, women were 

associated with nature, and the home became a place where women’s assumed natural, 

maternal instincts played out – the role of wife/mother in the home became an expected part 

of a woman’s life (Massey, 1994). The housewife oversaw all material and social aspects of 

home creation - women laboured to create a space for the nuclear family to survive and thrive 

in (Andre, 1981). Women’s place was in the home, and the role of the traditional housewife 

was to mould this space into a comfortable family home (McDowell, 1999; Morley, 2000). The 

patterns of domestic activity and its relation to the built form of the home can show the 

interconnectedness of materiality and meaning through social relations in the home (Clapham, 

2011). 

By the mid/late-20th century, theorists such as Simone de Beauvoir were claiming that instead 

of biological differences between men and women, a self/other binary existed that divided men 

and women into categories underpinned by unequal power relations and the subordination of 

women (de Beauvoir, 1953). Massey (1994) claimed that the assumed masculine nature of 

theoretical, logical thinking and the assumed feminised relation to the home scale is an 

essential aspect of gender stereotyping - that works to confine women to the domestic realm. 

The appeal of the domestic housewife was wearing off by the 1960s and 1970s, and Betty 

Friedan's (1963) ‘Feminine Mystique’ proved influential in facilitating the rise in second wave 

feminism. Friedan (1963) spoke of the ‘the problem’ experienced by housewives, an unspoken 

wave of dissatisfaction in their situation. No longer the dream occupation for young women, 

the suburban housewife became something else - bored. “What was this problem that has no 

name? … sometimes a woman would say ‘I feel empty somehow...incomplete.’ Or she 

would say, ‘I feel as though I don’t exist’” (Friedan, 1963, pp.20). Although these women had 

all they could ask for - a large home, children, husband, and money – they were becoming 

dissatisfied with their lives. By the 1970s the era of the housewife had ended, but despite 

this change, the repercussions of the gender role stereotypes experienced in this era are 

still felt to this day. As evidenced in the data on the domestic double burden and domestic 

work patterns stated 
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in the above section, women are still shouldering most of domestic work in the home. Although 

more women are entering the paid workforce, they are still acting the role of the housewife in 

many aspects of their home life.  

One area that shows this is care within the home. As the domestic housewife has been socially 

constructed to be a homemaker and carer, most care work done in the home is enacted by 

women. It is important to note the inclusion of emotional support that widens the 

understandings of care to include feminist ideas that challenge unilateral conceptions of care 

as only physically related (Milligan, 2014). Feminist ethics of care place care as central to 

people's lives and they focus on how women enact most of the care undertaken in the home. 

Feminist research also highlights how feminised care is devalued as a form of work in formal 

and informal settings (Cockburn, 2005; Lawson, 2007). While feminist ethics of care are not 

a singular or uniform set of ideas, these themes do run through most conceptions of 

feminist understandings of care (Cockburn, 2005). Gilligan (1982) describes how 

women’s position relative to men has often been as their carer throughout history, and 

how this care became expected by the men receiving care:  

Caring is ‘given’ to women: it becomes the defining characteristic of their self-

identity and their lifework. At the same time, caring is taken away from men: not 

caring becomes a defining characteristic of manhood. (Graham, 1983, pp18) 

This includes women caring for sick family members, but also children, and everyday practices 

of care for friends and family members through domestic work (Lawson, 2007).  

Care is a highly gendered and spatially influenced act – the home is a space of gendered 

power relations and meanings, and women are burdened with most of care work in the home 

(England, 2010; Williams, 2002). Home has been popularly and academically regarded as a 

familial, private space, and women have traditionally been expected to provide care in the 

form of domestic work and child-rearing (Bowlby, Gregory & McKie, 1997). Women’s place as 

carers is naturalised through traditional gender roles, where women are expected to express 

stereotypical feminine traits such as compassion, emotion, and care (Gilligan, 

1982; Cockburn, 2005; Tronto, 1993). Through these forms of care, the housewife’s daily 

activities and expected duties in the home can be understood, and the extra 

responsibilities that are placed on working women can be examined. The positioning of 

home as the binary opposite to work marginalises work done in the home by women and 

creates unpaid domestic work as lesser and supplementary to waged work (England & 

Lawson, 2005). Despite the emotional and physical benefits care work brings, these ‘labours 

of love’ are not considered work. The 
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‘labours of love’ assumption shows how women are expected to enjoy and thrive on caring for 

others, because of the perceived nurturing nature of women. Women are expected to enact 

emotional labour during care in the home, which is typically devalued or entirely unnoticed by 

the wider household (Bondi, 2008). Not only does this devalue women’s labour, it adds to the 

domestic double burden mentioned in the previous section. The expectation that women will 

impart care in the home, on top of their paid responsibilities, shows the presence of the second 

shift in the modern day.  

Material Relations in the Home 

In 1998, anthropologist Daniel Miller asked – why [do] some things matter? His work into 

material culture shows that materiality and society are mutually constituted and has shed light 

on the importance of materiality. Later, he turns to the home as a site of material relations, 

describing the home as a place where relationships occur between people, people and 

objects, and between objects themselves. In cultural geography, Gorman-Murray (2008), 

Anderson and Wylie (2009), and Tolia-Kelly (2013), among others, have conceptualised 

material relations in the home as multiple and varied. Material objects are changing and 

dynamic as though alive, and these can hold meaning. Thus, the home space represents our 

wider society, and our personal tastes, beliefs, values, and desires. The home is a “route to 

social and cultural analysis” (Miller, 2001, pp.1), to understand how the home is positioned in 

opposition to work, and how these boundaries are blurring.  

The social relations mentioned above, and the social-reproductive activity mentioned in the 

previous section, are products of the spatial public/private divide. The material, built form of 

the home can be spatially restricted and this affects the experiences of home. Spatial 

configurations of urban centres that separated homes from workspaces reflect this, 

emphasising the public/private divide (Blunt & Dowling, 2006). Davidoff and Hall’s (1987) work 

shows that following industrial expansion in the late Eighteenth-century England (and similarly 

in the United States), work and home became increasingly separate. This separation was 

inherently classed and gendered, privileging white nuclear families that were part of a rising 

middle class. Bondi (1998, pp.161) explains how: 

The public domain of the urban centre was both deeply masculine and associated 

with social, economic, and political power. Conversely, the suburb came to be 

associated with middle-class domesticity, femininity, and dependence.  

Thus, through this ideology, the suburb (and therefore, the home) became coded as feminine 

and private, a space where women exist as homemakers and carers, and the workspace as 
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the public domain of men. Socially constructed ideas around gender play out in the home, and 

so the home is imagined as a private, domestic space where women enact the role of 

homemaker (Piel, 2009). The home is a material representation of the social order, and society 

places women within this private space as keepers of the home (McDowell, 1999). As 

mentioned in the previous section, feminist labour geographers such as Hanson and Pratt 

(1988) have contested the binary logic of a public/private divide. They show that the 

boundaries between public and private spheres are blurring as more people use digital 

technologies to work in the home. While this thesis agrees with this hypothesis, the home still 

is a site of gendered relations that affect the materiality of this space. The boundaries between 

public and private may be blurring, but many of the traditional, gendered, beliefs that centre 

on the home still impact women’s experiences within the home and the domestic materialities 

of homespace.  

 

In the suburban home especially, the material form within these homes shows evidence of 

gendered beliefs (Domosh & Seager, 2001; Hayden, 2002; Spigel, 1997). The privatisation of 

the home, that involved separation of rooms for different purposes, meant that women were 

relegated to spaces within the home that involved domestic work, such as the laundry room 

or the kitchen (Hayden, 2002). This material form gendered the home and segregated women 

through individualised domestic labour (Hayden, 2002). The common saying “a woman's place 

is in the kitchen” has permeated through time, even to this day. Buckley (1996, pp.446) states 

that “the hum of the kitchen reverberates across woman’s time-past, time-present, and time-

future: the source of comfort and potential site of contestation”, showing how enduring 

historical ideas of feminine domesticity permeate modern culture. Although fiercely contested 

by feminists now, the saying “a woman's place is in the kitchen” epitomises traditional 

ideologies around where women belong in the home. While many women have moved out of 

the home and into work, the kitchen is still a main site of material and social interactions in the 

home. As Smith (2017, pp. 136) explains, the home:  

Is further demarcated internally, with zones that are often gendered. Kitchens, for 

example continue to be regularly depicted as feminine spaces, but men are not 

excluded, ‘women’s spaces’ are not considered to be exclusively for the use of 

women, reducing the occurrence of private space(s) for women.  

Women tend to spend more time in the kitchen than men do (Ahrentzen, Levine & Michelson, 

1989). Research shows that women in the United Kingdom, the United States of America, and 

Japan show similar affinity with kitchen space (Domosh, 1998). This is significant, in that it 

works to confirm gender stereotypes around women’s work, gender roles in the home, and 
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the invisibility of women’s domestic labour. Because of this, feminists have often seen the 

kitchen as a site of oppression (Floyd, 2004). As a physical space, the kitchen (along with the 

bathroom) is a room that has changed significantly, as new technologies have developed 

(Blunt & Dowling, 2006). However, the perception that the kitchen is a women’s space has not 

changed – in addition to participating in household cleaning and child raising, cooking is still a 

skill that is expected of and associated with women (Floyd, 2004; Parkin, 2001). Therefore, 

the kitchen is coded as feminine space, although the rest of the family still generally uses this 

space. In fact, most of the space occupied by women in the home (the kitchen, living room, 

dining room, bedroom, and etcetera) is a shared space (Ekinsmyth, 2011; Dickie, 1996; 

Busch, 1999).  

 

On the other hand, male space within the home is often categorised as private space. The 

emergence of the ‘man-cave’, a private space in the garage, basement, or other separate 

space to the home, shows how men’s privacy is valued over women’s privacy. “The 

requirement for ‘man space’, as personal and private, not to be shared, is still prevalent, male 

needs continue to be privileged over those of women” (Smith, 2017, pp. 136). The ‘man-cave’ 

is often a liminal space, existing as part of the material home, but also outside of its emotional 

confines to become a space of its own, for its own purpose and uses. Graham, Gosling and 

Travis (2015) address the emotional psychologies of the home and position the ‘man-cave’ as 

a space for men (especially fathers) to escape. Some research states this can work to affirm 

dominant masculine traits as a response to the effeminate nature of the home, through 

‘masculine’ activities such as mechanics, barbecuing, or woodwork (Osgerby, 2005). Moisio 

and Beruchashvili (2016) show how men create spaces as male enclaves in the homes, that 

are distinctly separate from the rest of the ‘feminised’ home and that belong solely to men. 

While women generally occupy multi-use or shared space within the home, men often carve 

out space in the home to occupy as their own, masculinised, space.  

 

As material culture, such as house furnishing and design, grows in socio-cultural importance, 

it falls on women to continue to make the home in various ways (Bowlby, Gregory & McKie, 

1997). Researchers speculate that the creation of a comfortable and understanding home is 

an unappreciated ‘art’ often enacted by women (Noddings, 2001). Blunt and Dowling (2006) 

state “home as a place and an imaginary constitutes identities – people’s sense of themselves 

are related to and produced through lived and imaginative experiences of home”. For many 

people, home is about being among their ‘things’, material possessions that they accumulate 

and present in the home (Pilkey, 2014). The practice of homemaking – the everyday practices 

of domestic life that turn a house into a home – is connected to people’s sense of self (Blunt, 

2005). Giddens (1986) argues that material buildings can become whatever people do with 
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them – that buildings are the structural cause and consequence of social relations and 

meanings. These meanings are deeply gendered, as the bodies enacting material changes 

are generally women in the home, as shown through the continued presence of women as 

domestic workers (Morrison, 2013). By shaping the domestic materials around them in the 

home, women can influence the relationship between people, places, and things (Morrison, 

2013). These practices can be a way of bringing together feelings or identities in the home: 

Material homemaking practices are a key means of reconciling fractured or 

fragmented identities in the contemporary western world: various meaningful 

possessions embody different facets of self, and their juxtaposition at home not 

only (re)unites these diverse identity fragments, but materially embeds a ‘whole’ 

self within domestic space. (Gorman-Murray, 2008, pp.284)   

In Clarke’s (2001) research on the aesthetics of social aspiration, her findings show how 

women can (re)make their homes to shape their own sense of self. Her participants discuss 

the importance of having a beautiful home to find a (male) partner. Here, they link their own 

worthiness to the physical surroundings of their home. This shows how domestic materialities 

and a person's sense of self can be strongly intertwined – until women’s surroundings are 

‘finished’, they are not worthy of love (Clarke, 2001). Through this, home is a site for the 

construction of a sense of self, both consciously and unconsciously (Gorman-Murray, 2007). 

  

Tolia-Kelly (2004) claims that the meanings possessions are imbued with are important for 

marginalised groups (such as women, and especially women-of-colour). This is because 

people's life worlds converge on the home, represented in their possessions. For women and 

other marginalised identities, the accumulation and arrangement of domestic objects in the 

home can be an affirmation of self-identity, allowing material expression (Morrison, 2013). 

Gorman-Murray (2007) claims that material homemaking can reconcile marginalised 

identities, through meaningful possessions and spaces providing a place where ‘self’ can be 

performed in domestic space without restraint. The home is a site of control and autonomy for 

some women (and perhaps the only site for many women), where they can change their home 

to their liking and feel a sense of freedom of expression through design (Gorman-Murray, 

2007). Women’s labours in creating and arranging material objects in the home can 

strategically create a place of refuge, from the outside world, and the pressures within the 

home. In America, research has found that black women use the home as a landscape of 

refuge from the marginalism and racism experienced in their daily lives in public spaces 

(hooks, 1991; Tolia-Kelly, 2004). hooks (1991) claims that for many African-American women, 

home was the one place within that these women could resist the system of oppression they 

existed in, and be subjects, rather than objects in society. In this instance, African-American 
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women created home as a safe space to allow for the expression of self in a safe environment 

(hooks, 1991). The racialised aspect of homemaking shows that there is a need for an 

understanding of how different life factors converge to effect experiences. The shaping of 

domestic materialities can create feelings of safety, comfort, or simply be aesthetically 

pleasing – all of which impact how the home is experienced affectively and materially.  

 

This section has discussed the socio-material relations in the home, to provide a context for 

the social-reproductive and economic-productive labour executed by women in the home. 

While feminist labour geography has interrogated women’s labour, both domestic labour and 

home-based business, it has often failed to consider how the home has been conceptualised 

in cultural geography. The social and material relations that occur in the home underlie the 

different labour activities that women participate in, and shape the experience of home in these 

practices. By considering the social and material relations in the home, this section has shed 

light on the gendered nature of the home. This affects the distribution of care and domestic 

work. It has also considered the gendered spatialities of the home. Social practices impart 

gendered norms onto the home, that impact women’s experience of home. Women shape 

their domestic materialities to change the experience of home.    

 

2.4 Conclusion  

 

In this chapter I have discussed the literature on the connection between home and work and 

provided a framework of understand to conceptualise how the workplace and the homespace 

are gendered. By exploring feminist labour geography and cultural geographies of home, this 

chapter has attempted to provide conceptual understandings of home to the literature on 

women’s work. Feminist labour geography has explored women’s work in the home but has 

often neglected cultural understandings of home in these analyses. Thus, the first section 

examined women’s labour and the home, to unpack understandings of the link between 

women’s labour and the homespace. I have especially focused on how the boundaries 

between the two are blurring. First, the section investigated feminist labour geography in 

relation to work in the home, to understand how geographers have conceptualised and 

contested home-work. This built upon Hanson and Pratt’s (1988) work on reconceptualising 

the home, and explored how the boundaries between home and work, and the public and 

private spheres, are blurring. Then, the section discussed social reproductive labour in the 

home, to show how work traditionally associated with women takes place in the home, through 

social reproduction and the gendered double burden. I then discuss economic-productive 

labour in the home. Here, I discussed how home-work is enacted, and how boundaries 
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between home and work life can blur when working at home. The DPE has enabled this work 

and has led to the rise of new subjectivities such as the mumpreneur.  

 

To contextualise work within the home, I then turned to understandings of how the home is 

conceptualised. The home is both a physical space and an imagined, social space. By looking 

at social relations in the home, I have explained how women create the home as an emotional, 

familial space. The home is a space where traditional gender roles are apparent, even in the 

present day. The domestic housewife is often responsible for developing the home as a space 

of relaxation and refuge, as well as being involved in domestic labours. Women can become 

double-burdened with these responsibilities of work and home life. Home is also a material 

space, and I develop these ideas by conceptualising the literal making of space in the home. 

For women, these domestic responsibilities can trap them in certain spaces within the home. 

The kitchen has traditionally been a site where women belong, although the kitchen often 

exists as dual/multi use space. Women construct their domestic materialities to benefit their 

experience of home, and to create the home space for their families. This chapter has shown 

the link between home and work, and the extent that this is gendered. The chapter has also 

examined the impact of social and material relations in the home and interrogated the 

normative gender roles apparent as a result of these relations.  
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Chapter 3: Research Design 

 

3.1 Introduction  

 

This chapter discusses the methodological approach and methods used in this thesis. The 

thesis uses a qualitative case study approach to explore women’s entrepreneurial activity in 

the home, using feminist empowering methodologies. The case study selected for this 

research is women who work on a business pursuit from their homes in Aotearoa New 

Zealand. A case study methodology is useful for in-depth investigation, to analyse a case in 

detail. To achieve this, the thesis uses data collected through focus groups, observations 

within the home, and work-along interviews detailing women’s experiences and the spatial 

aspects of their work in the home. The data collected were analysed using thematic analysis. 

Thematic analysis was used to investigate the practices and experiences of self-employed 

women working from home, through the social and material relations occurring in the home. 

This chapter is structured as follows: first, I discuss the qualitative case study approach used 

in this research; second, I outline the use of focus groups, documentary data, and 

observations as data collection methods; third, I outline the thematic analytical techniques 

utilised to interpret the data.  

 

3.2 Feminist Qualitative Case Study  

 

The aim of this research is to investigate experiences of self-employed women working from 

home. This will be undertaken using feminist empowering methodologies. Empowering 

methodologies aim to support marginalised groups, by increasing their accessibility to 

opportunities, skills, and knowledge (Johnson & Madge, 2016). To do this, it is often necessary 

to disrupt power relations, and some claim that emotions and embodied experiences are 

essential to achieve this (Wijnendaele, 2014). These notions align with feminist ideas of 

reciprocity and equality, and show how empowering research intersects feminist praxis. As 

feminist research has often focused on power relations within research and participatory 

approaches, “feminist efforts to empower through empirical research designs that maximize a 

dialogic, dialectically educative encounter between researcher and researched” (Lather, 1988, 

pp.570). Because there are so many ways of enacting feminist research, there was no one 

route to approaching this study (Johnson & Madge, 2016). Over time, there has been much 

variation in how feminist research has been conducted (Johnson & Madge, 2016). Early 

feminist debates questioned what feminist methods were, and what made geographic 

research ‘feminist’. Sandra Harding (1987) states that it is not the methods themselves that 

are different from common academic practice, but that it is how feminist researchers carry out 
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these methods that qualifies as a feminist approach. Research is feminist when it uses theory 

to shed light on women's experiences and issues (Hesse-Biber, 2014). Common threads 

throughout feminist geography showed that feminist research generally had similar goals and 

approaches (Johnson & Madge, 2016). In general, feminist geography attempts to impact the 

world, by engaging in political and social change through a gendered lens (Johnson & Madge, 

2016). Sharp (2005; 2009) claims that what makes feminist geography ‘feminist’, is that it not 

only the methods through which data is collected, but how this data is analysed and 

conceptualised, and how the researcher acts throughout the project. Feminist research 

practice is often interested in voicing marginalised experiences (Hesse-Biber, 2014). Practices 

such as in-depth interviewing and open-ended survey questions, can give voices to women to 

share their lived experiences (Hesse-Biber, 2014). Reinharz and Davidman (1992) describe 

interviewing as a way for researchers to access the thoughts and ideas of participants, and 

for them to speak in their own words. They claim this is especially important for women, to 

counteract the repression of women's voices for centuries (Reinharz & Davidman, 1992). This 

definition has shaped the construction of this research project.  

 

In feminism, there has been a call to recognise the contextuality and multiplicity of female 

experiences (Johnson & Madge, 2016). The ‘third wave’ of feminism has acknowledged a 

need for ‘intersectionality’ that recognises the intersection of different experiences and 

characteristics that impact women’s lives. This has affected feminist research practices, as 

researchers have increasingly attempted to consider the intersections of class, gender, race, 

sexuality, and other factors in their studies (Winker & Degele, 2011). The idea of a singular 

feminism gave way to the consideration of multiple feminisms—deconstructing the idea of a 

“universal femininity”, based on white, middle-class norms (Johnson & Madge, 2016). As 

feminist research had often privileged a white, middle class, straight feminism, present-day 

feminist researchers have reconsidered their foci and begun to consider a diversity of 

experiences. Therefore, I have tried to engage a diverse range of women, from different life 

stages, ethnicities, and class backgrounds. 

 

In accordance with the feminist research practices mentioned above, I chose a qualitative 

case study approach to enact feminist methodology. This approach will draw on a range of 

data sources, to provide an in-depth analysis of the experiences of some women working from 

home. Many feminist research practices have become normalised in qualitative research, 

such as considerations of positionality, emotions, and power relations (Johnson & Madge, 

2016). Because this is now also becoming an accepted part of qualitative research, I chose a 

qualitative approach for this thesis. Qualitative research investigates social structures, as well 

as individual experiences of space and place (Winchester & Rofe, 2016). This approach looks 
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at these environments and experiences through different conceptual frameworks, elucidating 

intangible factors such as identities and discourses that influence social life (Winchester & 

Rofe, 2016). The gendered roles and identities that influence women’s work in the home are 

intangible, although they can have physical impacts. By using a qualitative approach, the 

social structures that influence women’s labour can be analysed, and then drawn together with 

the women’s individual experiences of these structures.  

 

Within a qualitative research methodology, this thesis uses a case study to understand the 

experiences of women working from home. Case studies enable understandings of small units 

(a single example) to understand a larger concept or phenomenon (Baxter, 2016). They 

resolve problems, corroborate existing theories, disprove theories, develop new ideas, and 

explain why a theoretical idea may not be apparent in a context (Baxter, 2016). Case studies 

answer research questions that ask ‘why’ or ‘how’ a phenomenon exists (Baxter & Jack, 2008). 

They are a methodology, rather than a method, as case studies assume that a single study 

on its own is valuable in understanding the relevant phenomenon, despite not representing 

the entire group or other cases (Baxter, 2016). Case study research tends to be intensive, 

rather than extensive, thus case studies can feasibly have small sample sizes (referred to as 

small-n studies) and still produce valuable information (Baxter, 2016). Taking this approach 

can enhance understanding of a phenomenon in a space or context. In this research, a small 

sample size will be analysed in-depth to provide understandings of women’s entrepreneurial 

labour practices.  

 

This thesis uses a qualitative case study approach to women’s entrepreneurial labour in the 

home in Aotearoa New Zealand. This is a relevant location for this research due to the patterns 

of women’s self-employment in Aotearoa New Zealand. Women’s self-employment is on the 

rise in Aotearoa New Zealand, with increasing numbers of participants in all age groups 

(Statistics New Zealand, 2018a). Between 2007 and 2017, population growth for women was 

1.28%, while for self-employed women during the same period, the growth was 5.53% 

(Statistics New Zealand, 2018 a & b). This is substantially higher than the increase in women 

within Aotearoa New Zealand, showing that self-employment among women is increasing 

faster than population growth. While women’s increase in self-employment was 5.53%, for 

men the increase was only 2.28% between 2007 and 2017 (Statistics New Zealand, a & b). 

While a larger number of men are self-employed (304,400 men versus 189,600 women in 

2017), the increase in women entering self-employment is greater than found among men. 

This means that, for reasons unknown yet, women are entering self-employment in greater a 

greater pace than men are in Aotearoa New Zealand. This change makes it a relevant 

example to use as a case study, as there are questions raised by these statistics that this 
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research will seek to shed light on. Why are women entering self-employment? What is it 

about self-employment that is so interesting to women in particular? In addition, because 

Aotearoa New Zealand is a relatively small country, there is limited research on women’s self-

employment. While there are few government reports on the statistical facts of women’s self-

employment (Ministry of Women’s Affairs, 2010; Ministry of Women’s Affairs & Ministry of 

Economic Development, 2008; National Advisory Council on the Employment of Women, 

2008), these are relatively out-of-date, and do not address the theoretical aspects of spatiality 

and gender role adherence, or the experiences of women. This thesis aims to fill this research 

gap.  

By focusing this thesis on women’s entrepreneurial labour within the home, I explore women’s 

experiences of home-work. It is pertinent to note that this study cannot (and does not attempt 

to) provide an overarching account of women’s self-employment in Aotearoa New Zealand. In 

qualitative research, sample size tends to be of less importance than in quantitative research. 

This is because the focus of qualitative research is on the analysis of meaning, rather than 

representativeness (Stratford & Bradshaw, 2016). Patton (2002) advises that the rules in 

qualitative research in relation to sample size are few, and that the ‘correct’ sample size is 

relative to the aims of the research, the resources available, and the significance of the 

research. For these reasons, this thesis uses a small sample size that is non-representative 

of a larger population but provides in-depth understanding of the participants and their 

opinions, experiences, and feelings.  

This thesis uses women's entrepreneurial activity in the home in Aotearoa New Zealand as a 

case study. Specifically, women from Auckland and Wellington were involved in this study. 

This was because I drew upon my own personal networks for participant recruitment. I have 

spent the last five years living in Auckland and have connections in Wellington, but have very 

few contacts outside of these spaces. For this reason, as well as the logistics of travelling to 

the homes of my participants, only Auckland and Wellington were used as locations in this 

case study. The women in this study were employed, parenting, or retired, and their home-

based work may or may not be their main source of income. These different factors provided 

interesting points of analysis. The context of this research is the women’s homes, the space 

where they enact their entrepreneurial labour. This is important for understanding the effects 

of their home space on their work, and for understanding how their gender role enactment can 

impact their work also. By observing women in their homes, my aim was to construct a cross-

sectional case study of women in different life stages and circumstances. This could enhance 

understandings of how women who participate in self-employed work from home are impacted 

differentially during their work. This theory-generating case study used the information found 
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to guide analyses, rather than forming hypotheses before the research began. In the next 

section, I explain how this research used data collection.  

 

3.3 Methods of Data Collection  

 

In this thesis, three methods of data collection were utilised: observations, ‘work-along’ 

interviews (an altered version of ‘walk-along’ or ‘go-along’ interview methods) and focus 

groups. I differentiate observations and ‘work-along’ interviews here because in this case, the 

interview aspect focused solely on conversation with the participant, while observations 

focused on the context and the participants actions. I conducted observations in the homes of 

the participants because my research is examining the experiences of entrepreneurial activity 

in the home. Also, the home is a key space within which women’s entrepreneurial labour is 

enacted, and the home is a space that holds a range of gendered meanings (Hanson & Pratt, 

1988). The home is traditionally a site of social reproduction and has been conceptualised as 

a private space where care and emotional, domestic labours occur (Bondi, 1998). However, 

with the home becoming a renewed site of productive labour, the lines are blurring between 

public and private space (Hanson & Pratt, 1988). Thus, by researching in the home, I was able 

to gain understandings of an important space for entrepreneurial activity.  

 

I solicited research participants through friend networks. To minimise discomfort and 

embarrassment associated with home-based interviewing, I selected participants from my 

wider networks of acquaintances. This was utilised to avoid potential participants being wary 

of inviting a stranger into their home. First, I used my own networks to find people known to 

me who are engaged in entrepreneurial pursuits. I then asked people I know for any contacts 

they have who are self-employed and work from home, and if they would be willing to get in 

in contact with these women. It was vital that they work from home, as this was the site of the 

interview. The existing relationship between myself and the potential participant, or myself and 

someone known to them, should relieve anxiety that home-based study could provoke. I made 

informal contact initially via email, Facebook message, or in person, to gauge interest in the 

project. I clearly stated that they take time to think about it, and get back to me, giving 

opportunity for the potential participants to decline involvement without making them 

uncomfortable. If the participant was interested, I sent an email to formalise the arrangement 

and provide further information. This included the Participant Information Statement for them 

to read, and then get back to me to organise a meeting or ask any questions about the process. 

Once a meeting was set up, we exchanged phone numbers and their address so I could attend 

the interview. I emailed my supervisors before entering the interviews for safety reasons. I 

have adopted pseudonyms for the participants in this study to protect their identity.  



35 
 

This research included three core methods: participant observation, work-along interviews and 

focus groups. When I visited the women in their homes, I engaged in observation. I used 

observations to gain an awareness of the participants’ spatial context: where they worked, 

what their workspace was like, and who the other inhabitants of the home were. The purpose 

of these observations was to supply complementary evidence (Kearns, 2016, pp.314): to 

provide the focus group discussion and the work-along interviews with additional observational 

information. These observations were relatively controlled—I had criteria in mind I was aiming 

to observe, although I did not restrict myself to only observing some factors. These criteria 

were: spaces of interest (the woman’s workspace and surrounding areas), the activity the 

woman was involved in that was unrelated to her work even while she was working, and any 

interactions with other members of the household (children, partners, flatmates). These criteria 

were used to gain understanding of the factors that influenced and impacted women working 

from home. I also took note of any interruptions occurred during their work and made note of 

any distinguishing features of their workspace (motivational material, computers, specialty 

equipment), to gain an understanding of how they used their space. This was useful to 

complement the interview data because it revealed information to me that may not have arisen 

during the interview, as it was more of a subconscious action.  

 

In these observations, I focused on the designation of space within the home. This was to see 

how much space the participant inhabited and where they worked within the home. I also 

observed the location of their workspace to understand how it compared to space used 

primarily by other members of the household. I took photographs of the workspace, and any 

other areas of the home that involved their work. This occurred with the participants, so they 

could veto any notes or photographs. I also paid attention to any stereotypical gender roles 

that manifested, and how this was expressed in the home space and the woman’s workspace. 

This included factors such as the woman stopping her work to do laundry or other household 

chores that she viewed as her responsibility, or if these women occupied traditionally 

feminised space in the home. Buch and Staller (2014) argue that through observations, 

researchers can inhabit the everyday lives of participants, and uncover the social dynamics of 

the participant’s life. Importantly, observation can focus on participant’s behaviour, to identify 

meanings behind their behaviour, and the deeper values and structures influencing the 

participant (Kitchin & Tate, 2000). In this way, observation does not simply rely on what 

participant statements, but on the underlying composition of the home space.  

 

The second method of data collection I conducted was in-depth ‘work-along’ interviews in 

participants’ homes. I chose interviews because, in this research, the experiences of the 

participants were of interest, and interviewing is a method that values and respects opinions 
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and experiences of participants (Dunn, 2016). Interviews can provide insight into different 

experiences and values within a case study, to show difference or consensus (Dunn, 2016). 

The ‘work-along’ method is an adaptation of the ‘go-along’ or ‘walk-along’ interview method 

that involves the researcher accompanying participants on excursions around their local 

environment (Carpiano, 2008). Research has found that the act of participating in the actions 

of the participant creates an extra level of depth to interview data collection (Garcia, Eisenberg, 

Frerich, Lechner & Lust, 2012). ‘Walk-along’ interviewing allows the researcher to examine 

the participants’ experiences and practices within their environment. It could also help put the 

participant at ease and create a more organic conversation with the researcher than a formal 

interview (Carpiano, 2008). I was present while participants were working on their business 

from home, providing me insight into their activities. Brown and Durrheim (2009) claim that the 

environment itself can shape the discussion within an interview, allowing a more dynamic 

conversation and taking any perceived pressure off the interviewee. The aim of using this form 

of qualitative method was to provide an understanding of the work the participant was 

immersed in and the experiences of these women. Because I conducted the research in the 

participants’ homes, the ‘work-along’ nature of this method made the participants feel more 

comfortable, and less self-conscious, than if I had conducted formal interviews.  

 

The work-along interviews I conducted all followed a similar process. The interviews lasted 

between 2-3 hours for each participant. The participant would show me to their workspace 

and start working. Before the interview, it had been discussed that the participant would 

organise tasks that did not disturb client confidentiality, and that the tasks not been so in depth 

that the interview will be disruptive. This could involve answering emails, mocking up a design, 

or mass editing photos. While the participant worked, I asked them questions about their work, 

their feelings during work, and how they felt about their business. I also engaged the methods 

of observation mentioned above during this period. The aim of this data collection method was 

to put the participants at ease. In this project, the ‘work-along’ interviews were not formal 

interviews with an enforced agenda. While I did have an interview schedule that I referred to, 

it was not my aim to ask every participant the same set of questions, but rather to tailor the 

questions to the context. The themes my questions revolved around were general information 

around their business (what they do, when/where/how they work), what a typical workweek 

looks like, and the challenges and positive factors associated with their work and their 

workspace. I was attempting to make the participants forget I was interviewing them. I aimed 

for them to act as normally as possible, to get an accurate approximation of their actions in 

everyday life. As Carpiano (2008) states, participants in ‘go-along’ interviews can often forget 

they are being interviewed, and enjoy the conversation and act of the practice, rather than 

worrying about giving a ‘correct’ answer. The dynamic nature of the ‘work-along’ interview 
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meant it was guided by the participants (often literally in the case of participants showing me 

their workspace in their homes), that gives an indication of what the participant thought was 

important. 

 

What also occurred as an effect of the interviews was the enactment of empowering 

methodologies. While I had not expected interactions during the interview to embody 

empowering activities, I was embedded in the activities of some of the participants. In one 

interview, the participant relayed to me the struggle she had faced in constructing a profile for 

her ideal customer, as part of her business-planning phase. I stated I was happy to work with 

her to help, and together we created the profile. After we had finished, she expressed her 

gratification at having someone to bounce ideas off and was grateful for the help. A similar 

situation occurred in another interview. While the participant and I were discussing the events 

in her life that led her to starting her business, we began to speak about her tertiary education. 

She expressed interest in returning to tertiary study but claimed to know little of the university 

system nowadays. I responded by detailing some of the steps towards engaging in further 

study. Although I did not plan to form a reciprocal relationship, and it did not ‘benefit’ my 

research (which was the reason for our meeting), the help I gave these women shows the 

importance of knowledge exchanges in research. Empowering methodologies state that 

research should be about more than just gaining something from participants, there should be 

a sharing and exchange of ideas and knowledge to disrupt power relations (Johnson & Madge, 

2016). While these interchanges were not necessarily emancipatory or overtly empowering in 

explicit ways, the sharing of knowledge created a stronger bond between the participant and 

myself and allowed the participant to feel as though I was not just there to take information 

from them.  

 

The final data collection method was focus groups. As a qualitative method, focus groups are 

useful because they provide insight into more than just what participants do and how they 

think, but also into why they act or think (Cameron, 2016). Recent academic thought in feminist 

research has advocated the use of focus groups (Munday, 2014). Rather than focusing on 

positivist ideas of objectivity, feminist focus groups embrace subjectivity, and reconceptualise 

the methods of conducting focus groups (Munday, 2014). Because focus groups provide a 

safe space for discussion, stories, and personal experiences, the focus group can provide new 

insights into the issue being researched (Cameron, 2016). Interactions between participants 

were important to allow space for the participants to direct the conversation. An individual 

interview or other individual data collection method could not achieve this. Because a focus 

group is in a group setting, the dynamism of the group situation can direct the comments made 

(Cameron, 2016. This is called the synergistic effect of focus groups (Cameron, 2016). 
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Comments can be responded to differently within the group, and this can trigger reactions that 

some say means focus groups can generate more information than other methods (Cameron, 

2016). In some groups, the relative freedom in a focus group allows participants to direct the 

conversation towards topics of importance to them and interpret the research topic using their 

own understandings (Munday, 2014). Intersubjectivity (the creation of meanings because of 

interactions with others) plays a large role in this method (Dowling, 2016). No person, 

participant or researcher, exists within a social vacuum. The personal characteristics of the 

participants and the researcher will affect the perceptions and understandings of others, and 

the dialogue a focus group creates, and this will affect the dynamic of the group (Dowling, 

2016). This makes the focus group an effective form of data collection for this research project.  

 

In this research, I used focus groups as part of the empowering feminist methodologies 

adopted. I intended to provide the participants with a forum to network with other 

entrepreneurial women and discuss their experiences. Some of the participants followed each 

other’s social media accounts, as a way of supporting other female entrepreneurs. The focus 

groups were two hours long and took place in-person in two different locations – Auckland 

Central and Northcote. I chose these locations because the participants’ homes were grouped 

in two main locations: North/West Auckland and Central Auckland. The participant in 

Wellington was aware she could Skype into a focus group, but chose not to. The Auckland 

Central focus group took place at the University of Auckland, and the Northcote focus group 

took place at the Northcote War Memorial Hall, as they provided neutral locations for the 

research. I wrote a series of questions to guide the discussion, as well as more hands-on 

activities. I designed the questions to guide the conversation and promote discussion, rather 

than be simply ‘yes or no’ answers. Rather than having a set structure to the focus group, I 

referred to the questions listed only when there was a lull in conversation, and generally let 

the conversation guide itself. It was my intention to foster conversation and the sharing of 

experiences. Participants also were involved in an activity that required them to draw their 

ideal workspace. The purpose of this was to get an indication of how they may imagine their 

space to be more productive or more practical, compared to their current workspace. This 

could shed light on their current experiences of their workplace and provide an opportunity for 

comparing the beliefs and desires of the different women. This was to provide insight into what 

these women considered an ideal home/work divide, and to see if the ideas around the 

separation of home and work mirrored those within academic research.  
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3.4 Analysis  

 

These different data collection methods produced a series of data that I used to understand 

the entrepreneurial practices of women in the home. This data was then analysed using 

thematic analysis to uncover trends and themes in the data collected. Braun and Clarke (2006: 

79) describe thematic analysis as “a method for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns 

(themes) within data”. Thematic analysis is useful for analysing across a data set, rather than 

within one data item, to discover the themes or patterns that occur within a case study (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006). This enabled me to use the thematic analysis to reflect the realities of the 

research context or delve into the meanings and practices behind the reality (Braun & Clarke, 

2006). Thematic analysis aligns well with feminist research practice. Many themes, such as 

women’s gender roles, are identified and analysed through this method (McIntosh & Cuklanz, 

2014). This research will take the ‘contextualist’ method in thematic analysis, which, according 

to Braun and Clarke (2006, pp.81) will: 

Acknowledge the ways individuals make meaning of their experience, and, in turn, 

the ways the broader social context impinges on those meanings, while retaining 

focus on the material and other limits of ‘reality’.  

This method sits between the essentialist method (reporting experiences of participants) and 

the constructionist method (which examines how experiences and realities are the product of 

social discourses). This provides an understanding of the experiences of women working in 

the home, and how gender role expectations influence their home and work lives. By 

assessing the different themes that arise within the case study and comparing the experiences 

of women involved in this project, this research aims to generate these understandings.   

 

Once I had collected data, it was necessary to sort the data into themes. Coding was utilised 

to examine the observational and interview data, as well as the focus group data. Coding 

involves the categorization of data into multiple classifications, to help the researcher group 

the data for easier investigation (Cope, 2016). It can also help with data organisation and 

creates an easier system for managing data, which is useful when there are multiple data 

sources and participants (Cope, 2016). I complied this data using analytic codes that reflect 

themes categorised by the researcher (Cope, 2016). These include topics such as ‘flexibility 

of work’, ‘community’, and ‘influence of children’. This type of coding often has more 

connections with theoretical ideas and frameworks used in the study that can help with 

categorisation. In this study, I compiled the observation, interview, and focus group data 

comparatively across data sources. Through this, understandings of how women enact 
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entrepreneurial labour in the home can be analysed through what was said in the focus 

groups, as well as what was observed and experienced within the women's homes. Quotes, 

photos, and descriptions from the data were utilised to describe the experiences of women 

working from home, how gender roles were (re)produced, and how the spatial aspects of the 

home helped or hindered the participants.  

 

3.5 Conclusion 

 

This chapter has explained the methodological approach to this research, and the data 

collection methods that I used to gather information for this thesis. Feminist research has 

developed over the last few decades, and although there is no one way of enacting feminist 

research, the underlying goal of creating social change is seen as a common thread drawing 

different understandings together (Johnson & Madge, 2016). Because of this, I adopted an 

empowering feminist methodology, using qualitative case study data. The case study chosen 

for this thesis was women who participate in entrepreneurial labour from their homes, either 

as a ‘side hustle’ or as a full-time pursuit. The home is an important space for gender relations, 

as it is a sphere where gender norms are performed and learned from a young age. To 

understand women’s experiences of entrepreneurial activity in the home, I used observations 

and work-along interviews in the home to capture images and experiences of the women as 

they worked. I also ran a focus group for the participants, to get the women in a room together 

to share their feelings, experiences, and beliefs. Using thematic analysis to interpret this data, 

I gained a greater understanding of how the home is an integral part of the daily work lives of 

these women. In the following chapters, I will explain the findings of this research, that centre 

on social and material relations of home-work. 
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Chapter 4: Participant Vignettes  

 

Janine  

 

Janine sits on her lounge room floor, her craft supplies sprawled around her haphazardly. 

Intermittently, she will rise and get something from a nearby cupboard or drawer. The tree 

sculpture she is building takes shape as we sit together on the floor talking about her craft 

business. The lounge is the only space in her home she has the space to work, especially as 

she completes renovations. She lives with her adult son in West Auckland, in a home she 

owns. Her business is in its infancy but she is honest about her intentions - it is about creativity, 

not profit. On Sundays, when she is free, she goes down to the local market. It is difficult fitting 

her products into the car, irregular as they are, but she is determined and manages to fit it all 

in. Sundays are selling days, but weeknights after work are for crafting. She began selling her 

crafts at the beginning of the year when she fell sick, and suddenly she found her crafts were 

taking over her home. This prompted the decision to try to sell them; as much a practical 

decision than anything, it freed up space in her home for more crafted products. This was her 

main reason for selling. Although she liked the idea of making money from her craft, she 

recognised that it would be a passion project not a wage earner.  

 

Maggie  

 

When I arrived at Maggie's retirement village in West Auckland the front desk directed me to 

the village craft room. Sat at the end of a long table occupied by the other members of the 

village’s weekly knitting club, Maggie was already hard at work knitting garments to sell. We 

said goodbye to her friends and made our way upstairs to her one-bedroom apartment, where 

she supplied me with plenty of tea and a comfortable armchair. Maggie lives alone, giving her 

unobstructed access to the whole apartment to work in and store her knitting. Although she 

usually works from the lounge, watching television while she knits, she will also knit in bed in 

the evenings before she goes to sleep some nights. Arming herself with some “easy” knitting 

so she could talk freely, she spoke of her love of knitting and crafting. She had always sewn 

and knitted, so once she retired she noticed that her knitted goods were starting to pile up. 

When a friend invited her to a local market, she decided that she could sell her knitting to pay 

for her supplies. This seemed the perfect option to clear up storage space for more knitting 

and pay for the wool she loves to collect.  
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Pari 

 

I meet Pari on a Sunday afternoon in her flat share home in Central-South Auckland. Her 

flatmate, another young working woman, is out. Although this is usually a time of rest for many, 

Pari is working away at her digital marketing business from home. She guides me through the 

house to her bedroom where a desk is set up in the small space by her bed. She is a digital 

marketer by trade, and she is establishing herself as a freelancer in her spare time to help 

enable a move towards self-employment. Having her own business has always been a goal 

for her, and she hopes to grow her digital marketing business globally to one-day work for 

herself full-time. She has been a digital marketer for six years but had entrepreneurial dreams 

for ten. Her current client is in Australia and she hopes that this will be a big break for her, as 

the client has promised to forward her details on within their network. For now, she works 

weekends and in the evenings after work for clients, trying to grow her business and stay on 

top of the latest trends so she can utilise new platforms.  

 

Joanne  

 

The scene that greets me at Joanne’s home is one of domestic bliss - Joanne sits in her lounge 

on the couch next to the heater, cat by her side and music playing in the background. Her 

laptop sits on a small folding desk in front of her as she works away on her craft supply 

business. She lives with her long-term partner, also a business owner, (and the cat) in a home 

they own in Wellington. She manages the administrative side of a business shared with her 

mother - an online craft supply store that ships products around Aotearoa New Zealand to avid 

crafters. Mostly based online, they also attend markets with their goods sometimes. Both work 

full-time jobs during the day, so Joanne tells me that the evenings are her time for the 

business. Although she has a home office, the lounge is warmer and more comfortable, so 

she spends most of her time working from the couch. As the only participant based in 

Wellington, not Auckland, Joanne occupies a different spatiality than the other participants, 

although her business does have clients throughout Aotearoa New Zealand.  

 

Diya 

 

I stand outside the locked gate to Diya’s Central City apartment building, waiting for her to let 

me inside. She arrives, and rather than going straight up to her own apartment, she leads me 

to a shared lounge space on the ground floor. This is where she often goes to work, she tells 

me, because her home is too small to accommodate the large sheets of paper she is using for 

business planning. We set up on a couch and chat as she works on her personal development 
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business. She works during the day as a tutor at a University and dedicates her evenings to 

planning the business. After half an hour, we take the elevator upstairs to her one-bedroom 

apartment where she lives alone. We sit in the lounge/dining room/kitchen space, and she 

shows me the desk next to her bed where she stores her motivational books and business 

plans, and her bed where she usually sits to work. It is small and cramped. Her business is in 

the planning stage, but she hopes to one day be a successful entrepreneur and work for 

herself full-time.  

 

Lin and Gemma  

 

Lin and Gemma run a business jointly, and when I arrive at Lin’s house in Central-West 

Auckland, she is home but Gemma is running late. They do not live together, but they spend 

much time in each other’s homes as they work on their business. Together, they handle the 

practical elements of putting together the food for their clients, run social media accounts, and 

handle all the administration for their business. They are a good team, playing to their 

individual strengths. Lin is a passionate creative, drawing enjoyment from the creative 

elements of their business, while Gemma simply enjoys taking a break from her day job. Both 

work in corporate, full-time jobs during the day, and devote their weekends and evenings to 

their business. Because most of the events they cater are on the weekends, they often wake 

up very early on weekend mornings and drive all around Auckland to get to client events, 

sometimes persuading Lin’s fiancé to help drive. They have been running for two years now, 

and business is booming. Despite this, they still work from the kitchen table in their homes. 

Due to their time-restraints working full-time jobs, both often work on the go or late into the 

night. Although both are committed to growing the business, neither sees it as a viable full-

time option, rather as a fun project for the time being.  

 

Frankie  

 

A handwritten note greets me on the front door of Frankie’ home on the North Shore, telling 

me to go to the back garden. There, I find a little shed with the door propped open. Inside lies 

Frankie’s home office, a beautifully decorated mix of vintage decor and modern technology 

where she spends her days. Music plays softly from a nearby speaker and Frankie sits at a 

state-of-the-art computer set up. Although she used to work from her bedroom, since the shed 

has been renovated she is worked to make it an aesthetically pleasing and comfortable space. 

A graphic designer and stay-at-home mother, Frankie lives with her husband and her children, 

caring for her kids when they are not at kindergarten. Only when her children are out can she 

work on her own businesses that include graphic design and corporate gifting. Recently, she 
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lost a major client and is now reassessing her work to decide what direction to take 

entrepreneurially, or if she should go back to university and retrain. Because her husband 

financially supports her, the business is not economically necessary but is a vital factor to keep 

her mind stimulated.  

 

Rochelle  

 

It is a beautiful day when I visit Rochelle on the North Shore, and she sits at her kitchen table 

with the French doors behind her flung open to the sunlight. She has the radio on as she works 

away at her papercrafts, perfecting a design before she begins printing. Rochelle is in the 

beginning phase of a letterpress business, and while we talk, she finishes up a letter plate 

she’s using to make business cards for a friend. The time comes to print, and we leave the 

house she shares with her husband and young daughter and walk across to her garage where 

the immense printing press is kept. It is huge and heavy and old, and she speaks of the 

difficulty she has had in figuring out how to work it. She is now getting the hang of it, and she 

prints and embosses the cards as we talk about her business plans. As a full time mother and 

part-time administrator for her husband’s business, she is already busy. However, she desired 

a project that was her own, and began her business. Her husband provides financially, so the 

business is a chance to earn her own money but is not economically necessary.  

 

Susie  

 

Susie’s home on the North Shore looks out over a small shed in her backyard that she uses 

to treat clients. An alternative healing practitioner, she works at a desk in her dining room on 

her business administration and takes clients out to the office in her yard. As a stay-at-home-

mother of intermediate and high-school aged children, her childcare responsibilities during the 

day have lessened. Her business is an output of the extra spare time, and a personal healing 

journey she experienced where she came across healing practices and decided to train to 

practice herself. As her husband cares for the family financially, Susie does not need to 

support her family from profits from the business, but her entrepreneurial activity provides a 

project for her to invest her time and energy in for personal benefit, and to help others. Her 

work is restrained by her children’s timetables. She is only able to work during school hours; 

in fact, her daughter arrived home at the end of our interview and effectively drew the interview 

to a close. Because her childcare duties require her attention before 9am and after 3pm each 

weekday, her activity is restricted by this timetable, so she can only work when not doing her 

mothering duties.  
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Bailey 

 

As a student, Bailey had the most flexible schedule of all the participants. I met her at home 

during the day, when she was working on her business rather than being at University. Bailey 

runs her own photography business, freelancing for weddings and engagement shoots, and 

working for the University for events. Because of her flexible University schedule, she can 

attend shoots during the week and the weekends. This flexibility enables her photography 

business, but it does hinder her studies. Bailey shoots and edits for her clients, and although 

she works in the field during photo shoots, she edits from home. Her flat share in Central 

South-East Auckland is the base from which she usually works. She sits at the kitchen table 

with her laptop when she edits, or when her flatmates are around she will move into the 

bedroom and edit from her bed. Editing can take days to complete, so she will put her 

University work on hold to get photos back to a client on time. Although she does this 

frequently, Bailey is reluctant to call herself a photographer as she feels she is not professional 

enough yet.  
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Name 
(Pseudonym) 

Age Group Ethnicity Home 
Business 

Main 
Occupation 

Children Home Status House 
Occupants 

Location 

Bailey  20's Pakeha/Cook 
Island 

Photographer Student No Flatting Flatmates Mt Wellington, 
Auckland 

Frankie 30's Pakeha Graphic 
Designer 

Homemaker 
and Graphic 
Designer 

Yes Owned Husband, 
Children 

Hillcrest, 
Auckland 

Janine  50's Pakeha Craft Early 
Childhood 
Educator 

Yes Owned Adult Child Ranui, 
Auckland 

Joanne  30's Pakeha Craft Consultant No Owned Male Partner Island Bay, 
Wellington 

Diya 20's Indian  Personal 
Development 

Tutor No Flatting Alone City Centre, 
Auckland 

Maggie 70's Pakeha Craft Retired Yes Retirement 
Village 

Alone Henderson, 
Auckland 

Rochelle  30's Pakeha Craft Homemaker 
and 
Administrator 

Yes Owned Husband, 
Child 

Murray's Bay, 
Auckland 

Susie  50's Pakeha Personal 
Development 

Homemaker Yes Owned Husband, 
Children 

Birkenhead, 
Auckland 

Pari 20's Indian  Digital 
Marketing 

Digital 
Marketing 

No Flatting Flatmate Epsom, 
Auckland 

Lin  20's Aotearoa New 
Zealand 
Chinese  

Catering Urban Planner No Living with 
Family 

Parents Avondale, 
Auckland 

Gemma  20's Aotearoa New 
Zealand 
Chinese  

Catering Urban Planner No Flatting Husband 
Avondale, 
Auckland 
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Chapter 5: Material Relations of Home-Work 

  

5.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter will explore the experiences of self-employed women working from home to 

analyse the material relations of home-work. I will explore the importance of functionality and 

aesthetics in the material relations of home-work. First, I will examine how creating a functional 

workspace is important for women working from home, and how the physical limitations of 

their homes often restrict functionality. The physical location of work in the home can affect 

the experience and comfort level of home-work. Many of these women expressed a desire for 

a space of their own, while some changed the domestic materialities around them to make 

their space more accommodating for their work. Second, I will discuss how the aesthetics of 

home materials affect women’s attitude towards work. While a functional workspace is vital for 

these women, a space that is comfortable and aesthetically pleasing impacts the affective 

experience of the space. From the interior décor of a space, to the insertion of motivational 

materials to enhance productivity, the aesthetics of a space can influence productivity and 

creativity. By analysing the material relations of home-work, this section will uncover how 

women are often utilising space for multiple uses, rather than having a dedicated workspace. 

I argue that this shows how traditional ideas of women’s paid work as inconsequential 

permeate modern homes and construct women’s work as secondary. This chapter will discuss 

the material relations in the home, to further understanding of how physical space affects 

women’s home-work, and how women’s home-work impacts space.  

 

5.2 Functionality in the Work-Home  
  

Material relations in the home affect the functionality of women’s workspaces. Having a 

functional workspace was important for these women, especially because the home is 

generally not tailored to be a place of work. Therefore, changes are required to make the 

domestic materials in the home suitable for work activities. The level of change to the home is 

reliant on the amount of control over the home one has. For renters, their ability to shape their 

home space to a functional workspace may be limited. This can result in uncomfortable and 

uninspiring spaces that do not promote creativity. For homeowners, the ability to change the 

home is greater. This includes changing the space to make the home itself a more functional 

space for work productivity or moving the workspace outside of the home and into a separate 

space within the boundaries of a property.  
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For the women interviewed, physical limitations of the homespace forced women to use 

workspaces that were not adapted to their needs. This resulted in these women working in 

spaces such as their bedrooms, the kitchen, or the lounge room. Diya described how her small 

1-bedroom apartment was ill suited to accommodate her side business, forcing her to work in 

the bedroom. Her joint kitchen/dining room/lounge space was too small to fit a desk, and too 

cold to be comfortable. She had set up a desk in the bedroom (see figure 1), but this too was 

small and difficult to work at. Instead, she used the desk for storage and sat on the bed with 

her laptop. This was not comfortable but was the only option available to her. She complained 

it was “hard to think big in a small space”, explaining that she preferred to leave the house 

entirely if possible, using a communal space at the bottom of her apartment building as an 

office when it was empty (see figure 2). The physical limitations of Diya’s small home restricted 

her ability to work and limited her ability to “think big” about her business. In this case, the lack 

of functionality in Diya’s small home often led her to reject the home as a workspace entirely 

and go elsewhere to work.  

 

Pari had similar difficulties. Even though Pari was not technically physically limited because 

the space in her home was available to her, she was still limited in her ability to utilise this 

space for work. She had a flatmate that restricted her activity in the common areas of the 

home. The presence of her flatmate in the lounge made her conscious of her work being an 

intrusion on the flatmate’s free time, causing Pari to spend her time working in her private 

bedroom. She explained how she would work in bed on her laptop, just as Diya does, and 

complained that it was uncomfortable and not ergonomic. Now, she has a desk next to her 

bed that she works at (see figure 3) and describes how having a desk changed the way she 

works. For Pari, the addition of a desk transformed the bedroom into a more functional 

workspace that helped her get out of bed and become more productive. She worked a full-

Figure 1: Diya's desk in her bedroom 
Authors Own, 2018 

Figure 2: The communal area in Diya’s 
apartment building. 
Authors Own, 2018 
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time job on top of her business venture and complained that she often found it hard to motivate 

herself after already working an eight-hour day. However, having the desk made it easier to 

focus on her work. She claimed that working in bed felt too much like relaxing, making it easy 

to procrastinate. Being at the desk was more functional and felt more like a work environment. 

This increased the functionality of her workspace and increased her productivity.  

 

 

It was also apparent that the home was being utilised to store goods relating to the women’s 

ventures, and that a lack of space was an issue of concern. The physical limitations of their 

homes were restricting the functionality of their workspace, by not having a place to store their 

goods. Janine, Maggie, Lin and Gemma, Bailey, Frankie, and Rochelle all explain how storing 

goods relating to their businesses “starts to take over” (Rochelle) their homes. During the 

interview, Bailey showed me the camera equipment stored throughout her wardrobe and her 

bedroom and explained her desire to have a proper place to keep it all. Similarly, Maggie had 

what she called “insulation” in her home: a large collection of wool kept in her bedroom closet, 

lounge closet, and in bags throughout the home. Maggie pulled out more boxes from within 

her bedroom closet and admitted that her “stash” keeps growing as she continues to knit new 

products for sale at market. Every space within the home seemed to be utilised for storage in 

one way or the other by the women. One of the first things that occurred in the interview with 

Rochelle was that she apologised for the boxes stacked up the side of the staircase in her 

home, all holding supplies for her printing press business. In fact, in some cases, it seemed 

that the storage of work-related goods took over entire rooms. In Joanne’s home lay the 

‘TARDIS’ (an ode to the popular television show, Doctor Who), a spare bedroom so named 

because it appears bigger on the inside due to being packed full of fabrics and yarns. She 

Figure 3: Pari’s desk 

Authors Own, 2018 
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used this space to store goods pertaining to her craft business. Joanne explained to me how 

the business she co-runs with her mother got off the ground once her mother had bought a 

new house. They chose the house due to the large extra bedroom that they converted into a 

factory-like storage space for the business. Lin also explained how her guest room was full of 

decorations used in her catering business. This room was nearly unusable for anything else 

due to the storage situation. The goods spilled out into her kitchen and living area while I was 

there and Lin explained that it would be worse when they had a job booked. The fact that the 

businesses these women run permeate the whole house, not just the workspace, shows the 

physical impact a business can have on domestic space. The storage of goods impeded the 

functionality of their workspaces, and the boundary between work and home is lost as work 

physically spills into home space.  These women are experiencing ‘integration’ of their home 

and work spaces (Nippert-Eng, 1996). However, their dislike of the physical intrusion of goods 

indicates that they preference may be for the ‘segregation’ end of the boundary theory 

continuum (Campbell-Clarke, 2000; Nippert-Eng, 1996).  

 

To avoid the boundaries between their homes and work blurring, some women occupied 

dedicated spaces for work in their homes. Frankie, Rochelle, and Susie all had dedicated 

space that they worked in. A narrative among the women was that the separation of home and 

workspaces was important and improved the functionality of the workspace. When questioned 

about the importance of these dedicated spaces, it became apparent that the women desired 

a separation of home and work. During the focus group, Frankie said: 

I had everything set up in our bedroom, and it was quite challenging when at 

Christmas time I do corporate gifting so I do boxes, once I did like 300 tubes… so 

I had boxes all stacked up in our bedroom, and then I would put the children to bed 

and then I would bring everything out to the lounge, and my husband and I would 

have everything spread out, and we’d do that until like 11 o'clock at night then pack 

it all up because if I left it out then the children would just, you know… in can be 

really intrusive on your house… 

As mentioned, she had been working in the evenings from her and her husband's bedroom. 

This had been impeding the level of comfort in her home, as there was the physical intrusion 

of products stored in the bedroom, as well as the lessened ability to relax in a space coded for 

work. The boundaries between home and work had become non-existent, and her work was 

taking over her home. This was not a functional way of working, and the materiality of her 

situation was unsuited to her needs. To mitigate this, Frankie converted a shed in their 

backyard to be her home office. The creation of the home office was an attempt to get her 
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work “out of the bedroom”, and Frankie explained how helpful it had been to separate her 

personal life and her work. She now stores her goods in her office and uses the space to work 

during the day. She spoke of the relief it was to have everything out of the bedroom, and into 

a more functional space. Not only did this make work more enjoyable, it enabled her to rebuild 

the boundaries between her work and her home.  

 

Rochelle also described her preference for having a separated workspace to help her mind-

set. While Rochelle used the kitchen table for some aspects of her business, she also kept 

equipment in her garage. Her printing press was heavy and large, so she kept it in the garage 

beside their home. This was a practical, functional need due to the size and weight of the 

machine but was also a personal preference. She stressed at multiple points in the interview 

and the focus group that the important thing about working from home (for her) was having a 

separate workspace: 

Rochelle: I feel like I need to go to work, like, I need to have a reason to get up and 

get dressed in the morning, and go to work... To get in that mind-set, you know in 

the zone… otherwise you feel like you’re always working… 

Here, Rochelle describes a sentiment that she repeated throughout our time together. She 

needed a separate space to help her “headspace”, so that she could feel like she was really 

going “to work”, rather than just being at home. This was linked to her physical removal from 

the home, but also to how she felt. Here, her material workspace was impacting her affective 

experience of her home. She explained that she wanted to get up in the morning, get dressed 

and go to work, because that differentiates the work from home life and she could treat it more 

like an office job. Powell and Greenhaus (2010) and Ashforth, Kreiner and Fugate’s (2000) 

discussion of boundary theory is apparent in these narratives. Rochelle and Frankie are 

putting up a boundary between their home life and their work life, allowing some permeability 

but maintaining segmentation of their home and work lives. Rochelle emphasises the 

importance of going to work, and the ability to step between home and work as separate 

spheres. Here, she uses a ‘mental commute’ to create an immaterial boundary between her 

home and work lives (Nippert-Eng, 1996). The ‘mental commute’ functions to separate her 

(and Frankie) from the family space of the home, and mitigate the stress of occupying multiple 

roles in the home space. This appears to be important to their work mind-set, by making the 

work feel more like a traditional job. Being able to “go to work” by leaving the house enables 

Rochelle and Frankie to escape feelings of over-work by leaving their workspace and re-

entering their home. 
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While parallels can be drawn between Rochelle and Frankie, with both being stay-at-home 

mothers in a similar age group (30’s), the creation of boundaries was also desired in 

participants within other demographics. As two women who currently work from home in 

spaces shared by the entire household, both expressed a desire for their own space. Both 

work from the kitchen table in their shared homes that they described as restrictive to their 

work: 

 

Bailey: I want a bigger space...I just need my own little private, like, office, or like a 

studio. That would be so good. 

 

Lin: I agree, I totally agree with that. I feel like now everything is blended into one, 

like your home life is your work life, and your home life is meant to be the place 

where you go home relax and do nothing. 

 

Here, the need stems from a lack of control over their living environment, rather than familial 

occupation. Because these women have limited private space in their homes, it necessitates 

the use of the kitchen as a workspace. This reduced their privacy and limited how they 

experience the home materially. Bailey expressed a wish for her own “private” space, where 

she can work without interruption from her flatmates. Bailey lives with three other women, and 

generally works at the kitchen table. She would set up her makeshift ‘desk’ at the kitchen table 

while she worked and then pack everything away once she was done, so as not to be in the 

way come dinner time. She stated that when her flatmates are using the kitchen she often 

retreats to her bedroom to work due to the noise levels and distractions. All members of the 

flat used the kitchen, and she complained that she could not change the space to suit her 

needs because she needed to consider the alternative uses of the space. Because eating, 

socialising, and working occurs at the kitchen table, she could not leave her equipment set up 

without disrupting the activities of her flatmates in this space. She described herself as 

‘transient’, having her items ‘sprawled’ all over the house and packed away at the end of each 

day. For Bailey, the shared nature of her workspace meant she was unable to work while 

others were relaxing around her, forcing her into the bedroom to work.  

 

During a focus group activity requiring the participants to draw their ideal workspace, Lin and 

Bailey both drew idealised spaces that were separate to their homes (see figure 4 and 5). Lin’s 

workspace drawing was a small self-contained store, where she could prepare the food for 

her catering business in a back kitchen and serve clients in the storefront. The large kitchen 

space in the back of the store would provide ample space for their food preparation, and would 
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contain storage space, that is currently lacking in her home. Bailey expressed similar desires 

as the focus group discussion continued: 

When I was saying about like, having a studio, like I kinda meant like still at home. 

Which is separate from the dining room and the bedroom… one of those garage 

things that’s just a couple metres away from the house so you just like walk along 

to path to it or whatever, just even that couple of metres would be like okay, I’m 

home now.  

Here Bailey identifies the need for a space separate from her home to demarcate home space 

and workspace. For her, only a couple of meters is enough to create a different mind-set when 

at home versus being at work. Both Lin and Bailey seemed to desire the same thing - more 

space, and a separation of home and work to enable relaxation in their homes. The women 

both address issues like storage and space to work in their ideal spaces. Like many women 

working from home, they struggled to have a dedicated space for their work and desired a 

space of their own. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Lin’s ideal workspace 
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In summary, the functionality of these women’s workspaces was dependent on the space 

available to them and the level of control they had over the homespace. From these narratives, 

it is evident that the separation of work and home is desirable to these women to improve the 

material space that they work in. This is despite home-work being posited as preferable 

alternative to the traditional workforce in popular and academic understandings. It is apparent 

that these women struggle to create a functional space in the home for work, with many having 

to change their homespace to accommodate their work practices. As the stories of Rochelle 

and Frankie have shown us, stay-at-home mothers especially struggle with this. Rochelle and 

Frankie are both at home for most of the day, and thus their workspace is where they spend 

most of their time. It became important for them to separate their work and home spaces, to 

create a boundary between work time and home time. They accomplished this by creating 

spaces outside of their homes, but within their land parcel, that they could consider their own. 

Women traditionally occupy shared space in the home, such as the kitchen. By creating a 

space of their own for their work, like the masculinised ‘man-cave’ (Graham, Gosling and 

Travis, 2015), they co-opt space within the domestic realm that becomes more functional. 

Importantly, this ideal space is still within the bounds of their homespace. This is also apparent 

in the drawing created by Bailey. She shows idealised space that exists outside the home that 

has ample storage, and is a space she can change to their benefit. These women show how 

the experience of working from home is dependent on the material relations in the home. It 

appears that the interaction of home and work is limited to improve the functionality of the 

workspace, and boundaries are created to delimit workspace and homespace during home-

work. 

 

Figure 5: Bailey’s ideal workspace 
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5.3 Aesthetics of the Work-Home  

  

The functionality of one’s workspace is important to women working from home; however, it is 

also necessary to consider how the aesthetics of a space affects work. Making a space more 

aesthetically appealing, by changing the material form of the home, can drastically improve 

the mind-set of those inhabiting the space. The act of changing one's domestic materialities 

to enhance mental wellbeing, physical comforts or other factors, show the importance of 

feeling at home in one's space (see Bowlby, Gregory & McKie, 1997; Blunt and Dowling, 2006; 

Clarke, 2001; Gorman-Murray, 2007; Miller, 1998; Noddings, 2001). Changing the material 

nature of the home can impact how the home is affectively experienced. This can be especially 

apparent when the home is utilised as a workspace. A lot of time may be spent in a workspace 

in the home, and it is important to the participants to have an atmosphere that inspires 

productivity and creativity.  

 

Frankie expressed a desire for an enjoyable space, one that was more than just a practical 

workspace. She had previously worked from her and her husband’s bedroom and desired a 

space separate from her home. She wanted a pleasurable space to work in, that involved 

significantly changing the existing space to make it more inhabitable. Frankie explained the 

lengthy process of converting a garden shed into an office to hold all her supplies and 

technology for her graphic design business. What was important for her was for the space to 

have a design focus, and to be aesthetically pleasing. As a designer and self-declared 

perfectionist, Frankie displayed a need to have everything in its place. She expressed that the 

aesthetics of her space were vitally important to her, as the space needed to “feel right” to get 

her in the right mind-set for work. The office mixed vintage and modern aesthetics to make 

her space feel comfortable, with a focus on sentimental objects and memorable or obscure 

objects she had found (see figures 6 and 7).  
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While there were some practical objects of use such as her computer, and design books, she 

placed more importance on the objects that existed to give the space an atmosphere. When 

asked about the significance of the objects in her office, she was able to tell the story of every 

item and explain why it was special to her. Cultural geographers, such as Tolia-Kelly (2004) 

write of how objects are infused with memories that hold meaning and bring comfort to their 

owners. Here, Frankie uses her meaningful artefacts to decorate her workspace. She claimed 

that she liked “having reminders of [her] life around [her]”. While this could be purely 

ornamental, these objects create a productive and creative workspace for Frankie. This 

creates an environment most conducive to work and provides a space of her own to work in.  

 

Diya had an interesting process of influencing her domestic surrounds. Her small apartment 

had only two main spaces, the living area and the bedroom, that she found insufficient for her 

work. To mitigate this, she had constructed a ‘motivation wall’, that was covered in her 

aspirations, goals, and plans for her life and for her business (see figure 8).   

Figure 6: Frankie’s computer desk 
Authors Own, 2018 

Figure 7: Frankie’s sentimental items 
Authors Own, 2018 

Figure 8: Diya's motivation wall 
Authors Own, 2018 
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This covered the wall of her bedroom next to her desk and the bed where she worked, making 

it the first thing she saw in the morning. The wall included various affirming posters, many of 

which contained motivational sayings and quotes from people who inspire her. Diya was 

especially proud of this wall and got excited while showing me the various aspects that made 

up the motivation wall. Even though her physical space was small, and she complained that it 

restricted her work, she had constructed a way to mitigate this. Her motivation wall contained 

all the different things that inspired her to achieve her goals, complete her work, and start her 

entrepreneurial venture. The simple change to her domestic surroundings was enough to 

inspire Diya and influence the way she felt while existing within this restrictive space.  

 

Blunt (2005) explains that the gendered practice of homemaking is integral to many women’s 

sense of self, and that the everyday practices can affect one's experience of that home. This 

was apparent in the experiences of Frankie and Diya, as they all changed their home spaces 

in some way to make themselves feel more at home and inspired in their space. While the 

functionality of a space is important to women working from home, the aesthetics of the 

workspace also contributes to the experience of the space. These women described how the 

domestic materialities of their workspace enabled their business. Objects that hold meaning 

are important in producing a workspace that inspires women working from home.  

 

5.5 Conclusion  

 

This chapter has considered the impacts functionality and aesthetics of workspaces in the 

home. While the home has been positioned academically and popularly as an ideal solution 

to the issue of work-life balance, there are issues that arise from working at home. The home 

was often not a functional space within which to work. These women changed their domestic 

materialities to suit their needs. Often, this meant constructing a space outside of the home 

itself to work within and putting up boundaries between home and work. Therefore, despite 

home-work being seen popularly as a solution to leading a balanced life, the lack of functional 

workspace in some women’s homes has led to women moving out of the home. It also became 

apparent that the aesthetics of the women’s workspace is important to their productivity and 

feelings of creativity. Many of the participants discussed how they changed their space to 

make it more comfortable. This included physical comfort and mental comfort. The way a 

space looks changes the affective experience of the home, and women who did not feel 

comfortable in their space became less productive. Thus, changing the domestic material 

around them affected the way they felt in the workspace, and made the space feel like their 

own.  
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Chapter 6: Social Relations in Home-Work 

  

6.1 Introduction  
 

This chapter will analyse the social relations of home-work that occur in the home. The home 

has historically been a private space governed by patriarchal relations that glorified a nuclear 

family (Bowlby, Lewis, McDowell & Foord, 1989). This history still impacts the social relations 

in the home, and this section will analyse how social relations in the home affect women who 

use the home as a workspace. First, the chapter will discuss the multiple roles that these 

women occupy, and the effect this has on their work. This will consider how women often exist 

as paid and domestic workers in the home, as they face the gendered double burden. This 

chapter will examine how this can result in ‘‘superwoman syndrome’’ within the lives of these 

women, as they juggle multiple roles at the same time. I will analyse the multi-tasking that my 

participants undertook during my time with them, and their stories of distraction within the 

home that impede their work, due to the multiple roles they take on. Finally, this section will 

assess how a lack of social contact in the home during the women’s workdays can lead to 

loneliness and anxiety. I then discuss the methods described by the women that combat this, 

including the role of community. I finish by discussing how these networks can help not only 

their mental wellbeing, but also benefit their businesses through connection and reciprocity. 

  

6.2 The Juggling Act: Blurred Roles in Home-Work 

 

Women working in the home manage multiple roles. As mentioned above, the home-work 

interface is becoming indistinct as women are using the homespace for paid work activities. 

The social relations that occur in the home often further blur these boundaries, as women take 

on multiple roles in the home. This section will explore how undertaking multiple roles in the 

home affects women’s work, and how this can reflect traditional gender norms. As a site of 

domestic social relations and work enacted by women, the home is a site of unique gender 

roles. The historical role of the housewife continues to impact social relations in the home, as 

women enact the multiple roles of wife, mother, and worker. The experiences of these women 

can fall under the concept loosely termed ‘superwoman syndrome’ in popular discourses. The 

pressure on women to ‘do it all’ and occupy multiple roles has resulted in the stresses involved 

with ‘superwoman syndrome’. Women who experience this stress are generally coded as 

mothers, but for this thesis I postulate that women who occupy multiple roles, but do not have 

children, also exhibit ‘superwoman syndrome’. These women experience study or work 

obligations, as well as social and personal responsibilities, and have taken on an additional 

entrepreneurial pursuit. The occupation of multiple roles is apparent in their lives.  
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Although the use of domestic space for entrepreneurial use can be disruptive to traditional 

gendered norms, women are participating in the ‘double burden’ while doing this work 

(Hoschchild, 1989).  The fear, then, that “following the emergence of the dual-earner family as 

the norm, women will simply add a shift of paid employment to their existing responsibilities 

for housework and child care” (Bittman & Wajcman, 2000, pp.166), appears to be especially 

likely for those women who are balancing multiple roles within the home. For the women in 

this study, the act of multi-tasking was an unavoidable reality of their day-to-day work lives. 

The “juggling act”, as Frankie put it, of managing their domestic space while working in the 

home was difficult considering most of the women interviewed were the main domestic 

labourers in their homes. Despite most of the women living with other people, the load of 

domestic work fell on their shoulders.  

 

While many of the women are disrupting traditional gender roles by undertaking paid work, 

many also discussed the role of gendered expectations in their lives. The participants 

appeared astutely aware of the gender relations in the workplace and in the home that were 

influencing women’s work habits. When questioned about the motivations behind women 

starting their own businesses, Bailey said that: 

With more women working and the … workforce being so male-dominated, more 

women are starting their own business because there’s not always work for women 

[in a traditional workplace] 

Janine elaborated on this, claiming that home-based self-employment (and craft in particular) 

was traditionally a way that women can make their own money. She called this “rebelling from 

the lack of power that being a wife can bring”, a way for women to be “empowered, without 

making waves”. Bailey and Janine both describe self-employment as a type of rebellious 

activity, defying gender norms imposed upon women.  

 

However, many of the women in this study displayed traditionally feminine roles in their work 

in the home, as well as juggling their work responsibilities. In fact, a frequent theme that arose 

around the reasons for starting the business was flexibility, especially in relation for children. 

Frankie, Susie, and Rochelle are all stay-at-home mothers who come under the banner of 

‘mumpreneurs’ - women who run businesses while caring for young children. The experiences 

of these mothers demonstrate new articulations of motherhood, and the expansion of the 

traditionally domestic role. All stated that flexibility was a primary concern around starting work 

again and state it as a main reason why they chose to work from home. Ekinsmyth’s (2011, 
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pp. 1231) research claims “mothers are creatively building businesses around the socio-

spatial routines of daily childcare”. I categorise the ‘mumpreneur’ as auxiliary to the concept 

of the superwoman and use the term superwoman as an umbrella term to other supplementary 

subjectivities like the supermum and the mumpreneur. Susie’s lifestyle is one of a 

superwoman, juggling being a stay-at-home mother and her burgeoning business. Susie, who 

has two children, aged 11 and 13, describes how she first started working from home when 

her daughter was young. She had previously worked in a corporate job that allowed her to 

work from home and enjoyed the experience. Now that she was a full-time mother, working 

from home appealed to her again. Her sentiments around the flexibility home-work affords 

indicates her desire to be with her child; working for home was “great” because she could 

avoid commuting every day and look after her daughter instead.  

 

Frankie (two children, one at primary school and one at kindergarten) and Rochelle (one 

daughter, three years old), both also prioritised flexibility in their work-day so that they could 

work around the needs of their children. Frankie tells a descriptive narrative of her life working 

around her two children. She strongly asserts her belief that working from home is the only 

way she could be a good mother:  

[I] would not be able to be a good mum and a good employee … [I] would have to 

let down one or the other if in formal work. 

She explained that after her second child she gave up work to focus on her family, finally 

starting her own business when her second child turned one. Her working day would start 

while her children slept, or when her husband came home from work to take on the childcare 

responsibilities. Now her children are at kindergarten, Frankie works the three days a week 

they are out of the house. Her children would go with her during product drop-offs if her 

schedule necessitated it, but she explained that she could never sit down to a major project 

while the children were around as they were too distracting. Although this does not allow her 

to work a full 40-hour week, Frankie spoke strongly about the importance of family values in 

her life: “[my] first priority is the children, work comes second... Working from home fits [our] 

family values”. She stated that she would not want to be absent from her children. Frankie’s 

abnormal work hours are indicative of the ways ‘mumpreneurs’ navigate the social relations 

within their home and utilise time alone for entrepreneurial pursuits.   

 

Frankie, Susie, and Rochelle were all stay-at-home mothers, and the expectation was that 

they do the largest portion of domestic work. However, these women were still working in paid 

employment. Because they worked from home, on reduced hours compared to their husband’s 
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full-time jobs, they had domestic work duties expected of them. Frankie explained the daily 

struggle she felt as a working mother, constantly “mixing housework and mothering and work”. 

She described doing housework during her workday: 

I found when [my son] was at kindy he only did mornings, and I only had a two hour 

slot, and I would gun it home, blitz out an hour and a half’s work, while running 

around and hanging out the washing and doing this and doing that, and then gun 

it back...it was not long enough… I found myself like a kid, and I would run to 

wherever I was going, like I would run to the washing line and I’d run back...but I 

felt like I had to use that time, cause it was the only time I had, I felt like I had to 

use it the best that I could. 

This was evident during our interview. Frankie got up to hang out her washing at the beginning 

of the interview while I took pictures of her office. She left her office and went inside, only to 

re-emerge carrying a basket of washing, and commenced hanging it for several minutes. To 

Frankie, the juggling act of maintaining her childcare responsibilities, her domestic duties, and 

her work, created such a sense of urgency that she ran from task to task to save time. She 

juggles work, childcare, and domestic duties, working during a short two-hour slot while her 

son is at kindergarten. The social relations in her home, and the expectations of her as a stay-

at-home mother, disrupted her ability to work for long periods unimpeded. This resulted in a 

sense of urgency that she mitigated by literally running from task to task.  

  

Susie also describes a sense of urgency during her workday. Susie’s story describes the 

difficulties she faced as a woman trying to ‘have it all’. Susie’s attitude towards her business 

is one of excitement, but she also spent most of our time together lamenting her current 

struggles. Her workday went from 9am-3pm (the time her children and husband were out of 

the house), and it felt like “everyday was a race to the finish”. She struggled to complete the 

domestic tasks in the home and do her own work on top of this. This was because her 

children’s schedules set her workday. In fact, near the end of our interview her daughter came 

home from school. It became apparent that as soon as her daughter arrived, Susie was no 

longer in the same mind-set. Her roles had switched from worker to mother, to prioritise her 

daughter’s after-school needs. Although the interview was in its final minutes, Susie remained 

distracted in our final wrap-up conversation - calling out to her daughter at one point to tell her 

to get a snack from the kitchen. The role of mother was clearly distinct from the role of worker. 

Here, Susie was acting as a true mumpreneur. She ensured her work fit around her family, 

rather than disadvantaging her family due to her work (Ekinsmyth, 2014). 
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Susie also explained the added duties expected of her due to being at home all day. Susie is 

adamant that home is the priority for her as she puts “house and family first... the demands of 

keeping the household functioning and putting time into business... [creates] a tension 

between the two”. This puts the pressure of her domestic obligations at the forefront of 

her mind, encouraging her participation in the ‘double burden’ at home (Hochschild & 

Machung, 1989). On days when she’s feeling tired or “low”, it is less challenging for her to 

do mindless home tasks than do work that may be difficult. She often sends emails or 

does the laundry instead of working, and the housework obligations end up taking time 

over her business. While she described herself as “an organised person, able to clearly 

establish boundaries between work and home”, she explained how as the demands of the 

house and her children got greater, more housework needed to be done. When I 

questioned her about the stereotypical representations in media of homemakers as bored 

housewives, she literally laughed: 

Looking after a family has so much work that goes into it… women spend time 

planning meals, cooking, cleaning, and then everything [else] on top of that… 

This was a form of procrastination for her, “an excuse to not get [paid] work done”. Therefore, 

although she had described herself as able to capably manage the home-work division, she 

seemed to struggle with procrastination and distraction due to her commitment to being a 

mother and a homeworker. Although being able to participate in domestic work while 

participating in home-work is popularly positioned as helpful, in fact, Susie was unable to settle 

into long periods of work without interruptions from other duties. Her struggle to fit her work 

into the day, while managing her mothering and domestic duties, is indicative of a culture that 

emphasises the ability to multi-task and balance different roles. The social relations in Susie’s 

home required her to manage different roles and prioritise her home over her work. The culture 

of ‘superwoman syndrome’ can be damaging and put pressure on women to do more, be 

more, and achieve more. In Susie’s case, it made her feel constantly behind on her paid and 

domestic work duties, and resulted in her unhappiness with her current work situation.  

However, Frankie and Rochelle also credited their work as keeping their mind active. She 

claimed she could “never not work”, and that work has kept her from going “crazy” as a stay-

at-home mother and made her a better mum. Rochelle also used her business to combat the 

boredom of being at home all day. She had been a stay-at-home mother for the last two years, 

and had “got in a rut”, and felt like she “didn’t have a passion anymore”. Before her daughter 

was born she worked a full-time job as an administrator and explained that if she “didn’t have 

a job then [she would] go stir crazy”. Like Frankie, the act of having a passion project to work 

on helped Rochelle feel as though she had a purpose outside of her childcare duties. Although 

she admitted the job had the potential for loneliness, for the time being it was providing her 
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with some much-needed relief. Here, Rochelle and Frankie combat what Betty Friedan called 

‘the problem’ with housewives in the 1960’s. These women became unsatisfied and bored 

with their domestic lives, and unfulfilled by their day-to-day activities. In the above passage, 

Rochelle and Frankie highlight the risk of ‘the problem’ in their own lives and explain how their 

home-work helps to create a project of their own to bring fulfilment as a stay-at-home mother.  

 

During the focus group, Rochelle and Frankie also shared the impact of childcare, domestic 

work, and paid work on their daily routines, and the pressures they felt having to get so much 

done during a day’s work. This began to affect their mental health:  

 

Rochelle: So Charlie [her daughter], as of about two weeks ago, starts an extra 

day at day-care. So, I’m like right, that is my day. So, I’ll have at least one day… 

 

Frankie: Mine’s a lot easier now cause Finlay’s [her son] at Kindy three days...so I 

started working when he was one, um, so I just used to work in the evenings. So, 

I had him during the day and once the children were in bed then I’d start working 

at 8.00pm. So that was stressful, but it wasn’t every night. There were some 

months where it was continuous, going to bed at 12am and then, you know, that 

was quite horrible.... Things have calmed down heaps now that he is at kindy so 

that’s like 8.30am till 2pm, so no more working at nights cause that was really 

stressful.  

 

Here, Frankie and Rochelle agree that navigating the balance between childcare and paid 

work requires significant time and effort, often to the detriment of their mental health. Both 

describe the blessing of kindergarten in enabling their home-work and relieving stress. Frankie 

enacts her superwoman syndrome as a supermum. The supermum personal invokes the 

mother running around after her children, working late into the night on her business, then 

doing it again the next day. Rather than lauding this business as part of motherhood and 

glossing over the difficulties faced balancing multiple roles as a superwoman (contrasting the 

depictions of motherhood as a positive and naturally intuitive phenomenon), in the discussion 

above Frankie is honest about how stressful it was working this double shift of work and 

motherhood (Choi, Henshaw, Baker & Tree, 2005).  

  

In fact, many of the women were up-front about the difficulties they face as women in the age 

of ‘superwoman syndrome’. While home-work seems to reconcile familial obligations and paid 

work, the positive experience popularised on blogs and other popular media is not always 
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reality for women at home. Rochelle is also candid about her struggle feeling like a “good” 

mum amidst the pressures of intensive motherhood (Ekinsmyth, 2011): 

 

Janine: Do you have children? 

 

Rochelle: Yes, I’ve got a three-year-old 

 

Janine: I think that makes a difference, if you’ve got children around, so when my 

boys were younger, and I was making things it was... 

 

Frankie: They want to get involved! They want to do it... 

 

Janine: Well also, it is like, you’re in the lounge and you’re sewing or doing 

whatever you’re doing and they’re there and it is like argh, I just want to do this, 

you know? 

 

Rochelle: and you feel really bad when you plonk them in front of the TV, it is like 

I just need an hour! Watch Moana [a children’s film]! 

 

[All laugh and agree] 

 

Frankie: You’ve got to be two people at the same time 

 

Janine: now [my twin sons] are 27 so it doesn’t matter as much… 

 

Frankie: Or Liam will come up and sit on my knee while I’m at the computer…  

 

What Janine, Rochelle, and Frankie discuss here is the ‘mummy guilt’ experienced due to 

unrealistic representations of motherhood. The social relations in her home are placing 

childcare responsibilities on her that is limiting her ability to have time for herself and her 

business. When unable to conform to these expectations, by placing a child in front of the 

television or wanting some time along to pursue their own interest, these mothers feel guilty 

that they are not good parents. Rochelle described how difficult she found being a mother and 

working at the same time. The guilt she felt meant that she could not escape feelings of shame, 

even when separated from the home: 
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When I’m with my daughter, it feels like I should be working. When working, it feels 

like I should be with my daughter. 

Here she describes an impossible situation. She becomes guilty for working because she feels 

as though, as a mother, she should be devoting her attention to her child. Yet, she feels guilt 

when she is with her child because she feels that she should be working harder on her 

business. Rochelle's participation in Facebook groups designed for mothers heightened her 

fears. In these groups, mothers often shamed each other based on the experiences they would 

share. Even though she stated this would be a good space to share her business to garner 

attention, she was afraid of the others judgement: “I feel like a terrible mum when I’m on them, 

not good enough in comparison”. The prevalence of sharing intimate details of home life online 

has led to groups where intensive motherhood has become established and acclaimed as the 

desired norm. Rochelle’s fears of being a bad mother show the negative impact of the 

‘supermum’ discourse, and the effects on women’s self-esteem and confidence. This is 

enabled by internet forums utilised by women, where (often) anonymous judgements can be 

made about another’s life without consequences. Rochelle spoke of her guilt and feelings of 

inadequacy because of the pressures to be the perfect mother, a product of the discourse of 

intensive motherhood.  

 

Even those without children expressed feelings of guilt when not working. In the focus group 

session with Lin and Bailey, they discussed with each other their feelings of guilt when at home 

and not working: 

Lin: I feel like at the moment everything is blended into one, like your home life is 

your work life, and your home life is meant to be the place where you go home 

relax and do nothing. Whereas I’m there sitting at my dining table doing emails or 

whatever. And so, you don’t have that transition between I’m going to go and relax 

now, because your laptop is sitting there waiting for you. 

 

Bailey: Yes! 

 

Lin: And you feel guilty, cause you're like, I know I’ve got emails to do but I just 

wanna watch like Married at First Sight [a reality television show], but you can’t 

cause it is like… argh! 

 

Brittany [the author]: You feel the same? 
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Bailey: Like oh my god, yes. It’s like when you come home from Uni, when you’re 

on the bus that’s like, that’s a… transition time for you to change from work mode 

to home mode. And it is just such a clear boundary. But like, with working from 

home you're like… Like last night I was editing some photos and it was like 9pm, 

and all my flatmates had finished dinner, getting ready to go to bed and I hadn’t 

even started making dinner. I could make dinner caused the kitchen is literally right 

there, but my work’s also right here so it’s like a lose-lose...Every time I’m like 

hanging out with Josh [her boyfriend], then I’m like, I really should be photo editing. 

 

This interchange shows the incredible pressures felt by these women to continue working, 

even past normal working hours. Although Lin and Bailey are not mothers, both have full-time 

responsibilities during the day (paid work and study respectively), so any additional work on 

their business is required to be after 5pm on a weekday, or on weekends. Both Lin and Bailey 

state how difficult this can be, and how the pressure creates feelings of guilt when they do 

take time out to relax. Neither can feel comfortable relaxing in their home, as they physically 

see their work materials in the home, and this affects their social relations in the home as well. 

Bailey speaks of how she cannot relax with her partner in her own home without feeling guilty 

that she is not using that time for work. In addition, Lin explains how she wants to watch 

television with her fiancé but feels guilty whenever she does because she ‘should’ be 

answering emails or doing other work instead. The impacts home-work on these women’s 

relationships is indicative of the pressures placed on the superwoman, and how this can limit 

social relations in the home through feelings of guilt. 

 

Lin also shows how the rise of the digital age is also changing how women enact social 

relations in the home and is facilitating behaviour that aligns with the superwoman trope. The 

online world is accessible through different devices, such as desktop and laptop computers, 

as well as tablets and smartphones. This means that these women can always access their 

emails, websites, and social media, from home. Online social relations are ubiquitous in 

business, and place additional burdens on women working from home. For these already busy 

women, the ability to work anywhere and outside of normal work hours accommodates their 

activities, but also puts extra pressure on them to work at home. The women spoke highly of 

the usefulness of being able to connect to their business while doing other things. Lin praised 

Google Drive as an essential service that allowed her business partners to access all their 

business documents in one place, from home. She explained the importance of being able to 

access documents and emails, claiming that was a small business owner you answer emails 

“when you can”, and that the internet facilitated this. Lin describes answering emails in bed at 

11pm to 1am, because “no one else will do it for you when it is your own business”. However, 
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Lin and Gemma both portrayed this as normal for young business owners, seeing it as an 

inevitable outcome of owning a business. While they seem resigned to this fact, they 

expressed fatigue at the inability to escape their work, even for a holiday or to go to bed. Here, 

they are performing as ‘superwomen’, trying to balance the multiple facets of their life and 

occupying multiple roles. The pressure on Lin and Gemma to balance work and domestic roles 

using digital devices shows how the performance of the superwoman trope requires women 

to occupy multiple roles at the same time (Sumra & Schillaci, 2015).    

 

The social relations occurring in home-work show that women engaged in home-based work 

often struggle to achieve a work-life balance. The enactment of ‘superwoman syndrome’, for 

women with children and childless women, is directly affecting their ability to work on a home-

based business. The pressures to occupy multiple roles during their home-work results in 

women balancing several tasks or responsibilities at once. The social relations in the home 

that place traditional gender roles on women work to influence their ability to create a 

productive work environment. As seen in the stories above, the distractions affecting women 

in the home are of a domestic nature. Even though home-work is positioned as a move away 

from traditional gender norms, it appears that women are still required to place domestic duties 

above their paid work, and to have flexible working hours that are malleable to their children’s 

needs. Although these women are not to be judged for the decision to include their children’s 

needs in their work plans, it is important to note that these responsibilities still fall mostly on 

the women, despite these women holding paid occupations in the home.  

  

6.3 Find Your Tribe! Isolation and the Role of Community in Home-Work 

 

Popular and academic accounts of the multi-role woman seem to indicate that stress is an 

outcome of home-work, as well as loneliness (see Chesworth, 2017; Patterson, 2002). The 

impacts of ‘superwoman syndrome’ are evident in the discourses of these women around 

stress and loneliness in their struggle to manage multiple roles in the home. Many of the 

women interviewed used language that indicated hardship and anxiety. Joanne was 

expressive about this, calling this past year “the most busy, stressful year of [her] life”. An 

injury meant she was on leave from her full-time job, immobilised at home alone with restricted 

movement. Her business is craft-based, and the injury prevented her from doing the craft she 

enjoys as both a hobby and an entrepreneurial pursuit. This was not helped by the financial 

stresses associated with bring off work and operating a side business. Susie’s anxiety was 

less specific. During our interview, she appeared disenfranchised with the operation of her 

business. Although she seemed to downplay this by stating she was just “feeling flat today” 

and claiming that she loved working from home, it seemed that her experiences were often 
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negative. She struggled with the isolation of being at home, and wished she had people around 

her for collaboration. This isolation seemed to affect her mind-set, with her thinking about 

moving her work out of the home in the future. Frankie shared how she had just lost her biggest 

client, so her work was now “all over the place”. The stress of having her workload decline due 

to the precarious nature of her industry has taken its toll on Frankie, and she wondered if the 

business was a sustainable project:  

[It has been] a soul-searching year… it has ups and downs and I wonder if it’s all 

worth it… [it is] hard to keep the motivation. 

The need to change her business strategy and mitigate the loss of her client has taken priority, 

and she claimed to be giving it until March 2019, when her children go back to school after 

summer, to see if the business was progressing. For Frankie, the loss of a major moneymaking 

client, and the impact of social isolation, has prompted her to wonder if the business was worth 

it.  

 

Home-working is often associated with isolation and loneliness (see Bartel, Wrzesniewski & 

Wiesenfeld, 2012; Daniels, Di Domenico & Nunan, 2017; Kurland and Cooper, 2002). Daniels, 

Di Domenico, and Nunan (2017, pp. 187) explain that home-based workers experienced 

“social isolation feelings, with few face-to-face, informal interactions with people generally, not 

just with former work-based colleagues”. For many women, finding a community of women 

was necessary to combat the social isolation of working from home. As women working from 

home often spend most of the day alone, isolation is a common side effect. These women are 

cut-off from the inevitable social encounters that occur in a traditional workplace, and instead 

search for a community if they desire one.  

 

Most of the women interviewed stated they usually worked alone. For homemakers like 

Rochelle, Frankie, and Susie, working during the day meant working alone while their children 

were at kindergarten or school. Maggie, a retiree, often worked alone in her living room while 

watching television, and Diya (who also lives alone) works by herself once her workday is 

finished. As a stay-at-home mum, Frankie would spend her days either alone or with her small 

children. She shared how she would talk to herself while she was alone to fill the silence and 

explained the struggle of solely interacting with children all day. Although she loved being a 

mother and staying with her children, it became difficult when her only contact during the day 

was her children. Her work was computer-based so she would often crave talking to new, adult 

people, rather than just emails and children. Both Frankie and Rochelle noted that if they were 

working full-time on their business from home, it could become lonely. Because their weeks 

are varied, it makes it “more manageable”, according to Frankie. However, Rochelle identifies 
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that it could get “lonely in the future” as her child attends more days of kindergarten and she 

spends more time alone. For Susie, the problem of being alone lay in her productivity levels 

more than loneliness. She enjoyed working from home, but struggled with having no 

colleagues around her to bounce ideas off:  

[You] can feel more inspired when around other people… [it] can feel uninspired at 

home... [like] working in a vacuum 

The most important aspect for her were the social relations between colleagues in a traditional 

office space, that she missed by being at home alone. For these women, working from home 

means missing adult company and the everyday interactions in the workplace.  

 

As a cure for loneliness, their participants mentioned the use of the radio while they were 

working. This proved to be a common strategy in this study as well, with four of the participants 

stating they would always have music or television playing while they worked at home. Janine, 

Joanne, and Rochelle all mention that they play music or television while they work for 

background noise. When they are home alone, this became especially important to combat 

loneliness. However, to Frankie, music was more than just a silence filler. For her, it was an 

essential part of her work routine. While we sat in her office during the interview, I noticed that 

music had been playing since I arrived. Upon asking about why this was so, Frankie was 

vehement that she “always” had to have music playing while she worked: “Music is massive 

for productivity... will change my mood.” If she was feeling “flat” or in need of energy, then she 

would change the music she was playing to reflect this. This was an important coping 

mechanism for Frankie who combated loneliness with the sounds of her favourite musicians: 

“it can be lonely...maybe this is why having music is important.” For those working at home, 

music can be a way to feel connection and withstand the social isolation that operating outside 

a traditional workforce can bring. Music can provide comfort and the listener controls it in ways 

that the ambient noise of an office cannot be. When Frankie is writing emails, she turns off the 

music as it can become distracting and cause her to write the lyrics of the song, instead of her 

work. This indicates that the comfort music provides is both a social comfort and a measure 

of control for people in the work-home.  

 

Another strategy used by these women to mitigate loneliness and stress is the utilisation of 

personal and professional networks and communities. The concept of networking has been 

popularly suggested for small businesses especially as a method to gain capital and grow 

professional relationships (see Aldrich and Zimmer, 1986; Butler and Hansen, 1991; Miller, 

Besser & Riibe, 2007). “Social networking can be thought of as a useful business strategy or 
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action taken to improve the economic status of the business”, by creating trusted relationships 

that will involve reciprocity and resource sharing (Miller, Besser & Riibe, 2007, pp.56). The 

women interviewed had a plethora of networks that they drew upon for support. Diya, Pari, 

and Susie all belonged to a women's ‘side hustle’ group. This group is composed of women 

running a side business, who meet at the end of every month in an informal location to provide 

support, plan business strategies, and share progress from the previous month. This works 

as both a personal networking opportunity, and a place to support other women’s businesses. 

Susie explained that the side hustle group was so important to her wellbeing and her work due 

to the lapse in community opportunities as her children grew older. She describes how when 

her children were in primary school, there were many opportunities for parents to get involved 

in the school and there was a “sense of being part of something... a connection with other 

mums” that has now ceased. Now that these connections have declined, she needs to seek 

out community in other areas. She repeatedly used versions of the phrase “get out there”, “put 

herself out there”. It seemed that the need for community was double-pronged, both for her 

own social interactions but also for the benefit of her business. She was struggling to draw 

clients into her new business, and to find inspiration to get the business up-and-running, so 

the need for a network of people in business was high in her priorities. 

 

Rochelle expressed her desire to join a group like the side hustle group. She believed that 

participating in meet-ups with other women in business would help her to be “not so lonely, 

not going crazy doing the work”. Here, she touches on the benefits of social relations in 

mitigating loneliness and social isolation associated with home-work. Networking was also 

important to her. She claimed that having a network of people in business was essential in 

maintaining a successful business and meet-up groups could help provide this for her. This 

provides opportunity for these women to meet a wide range of women and form social 

connections. Frankie also described the importance of networking. Because Frankie started 

her business while her children were still young, she still has access to networks through her 

children, and she describes the importance of the school and kindergarten community for her 

wellbeing and her business. Unlike Susie, this network is still available to her, and is vital for 

gaining clients and social connections. She explains how she relies on word of mouth through 

her relationships with other parents, and recommendations from previous clients. Little of her 

business comes through her website, and she has no social media accounts, so these 

communities are essential for her to gain work.  

 

Community is not solely existent in the material world; online communities are becoming 

increasingly important for people working from home. For the women in this study, the online 

world provided them a sense of community and support that they lacked due to working from 
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home, and a space to gain information about business. Online social relations were especially 

important to those who worked full-time in the home and had limited access to outside 

connections. The digital world provided a space for connection while still at home. Pari, as a 

digital marketer, relied on the digital world for her living. She was a member of many Facebook 

groups based around women’s entrepreneurship and business, and she used these groups to 

network with other women. Not only did she describe these as a way to “get in touch with 

people… with similar needs and interests”, but also as a good way for her to “identify ideal 

clients… and where other marketers are getting clients”. The Facebook groups she was a part 

of functioned as service-swapping spaces, where people could pitch their services and hire 

each other. Diya, Joanne, and Bailey reported being in similar groups, where they could 

network with other women and sell their services. This reciprocal relationship facilitated 

business networking without the women having to leave their home. Diya went as far as to call 

the internet her “partner”. Because she struggled to find mentors and peers in her everyday 

life, people on the internet became her business network, where she found like-minded people 

and motivation. The group would share posts, motivational sayings, and other news relating 

to their business to form a network of support through ‘weak ties’ (Ridings & Gefen, 2004). 

This level of trustworthiness established via online social network assists these women in the 

establishment and continuation of their business, through motivational support as well as 

business networking.  

 

However, it also became apparent that there were potential downsides to business social 

relations online and in person. During the focus group session, Lin discussed the dangers of 

sharing your business online and with other people, as it opened up possibilities of idea 

stealing. Lin said:  

 

Lin: We were one of the first companies to start in, I think we were the first in 

Aotearoa New Zealand. Now 2 years on there are probably like, 30 companies, 

just popping up. Because people like throw food on a table, and they're like grazing 

table! We had one girl, and I was really disappointed by this, we had catered her 

baby shower and she was a friend of a friends, and then she used our photo and 

chucked it on, and made it her new Facebook page … and I called her out, I 

messaged her, and I was like that's false advertising… and she like did not  even 

take it down… 

 

Here, Lin touches on the darker side of online social relations. With the possibilities of the 

digital age, information sharing is easier than ever, and so is information stealing. In Lin’s 

case, a past client had taken advantage of Lin and stolen the photos of Lin’s products to 
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market as her own. Not only was the misrepresentative of the woman’s business, but it broke 

the unspoken codes of community and reciprocity expected within online networks. While 

social relations in home-work are often intended to be supportive to these women and provide 

a space to connect with other women, these connections can become negative and 

exploitative.  

 

6.4 Conclusion 

 

The social relations occurring within home-work impact how women experience the home, 

and how effectively they can complete paid work. This chapter has analysed the discourses 

surrounding social relations in the home, experienced by these women working from home. 

By considering the influence of children on women’s work patterns, I have highlighted the 

gendered norms that still govern many women in the home, and how, despite it being a 

gender-norm defying act, working from home is still a factor of work-life flexibility for many 

women. Because of these multiple roles, women can be pressured to feel that they need to 

“do it all”, by balancing different responsibilities while excelling at them all. The women in this 

study showed signs of ‘superwoman syndrome’ through their home-work life balance, and the 

pressures on them in relation to work and childcare. This can result in guilt whenever these 

women do take a break, as they feel that they should be working. Many reported that they felt 

they should be doing more, despite already taking on multiple roles. For those with children 

the guilt was intense as they felt participating in their work could result in the perception they 

were bad mothers. This chapter also highlighted how isolating and lonely home-work can be, 

cutting women off from social relations. Women working from home cannot benefit from the 

social connections that a traditional workplace affords, and many are alone for most of the 

day. These women reported using the radio and television during their workday to provide 

background noise and mitigate loneliness. Many of the women interviewed also sought out 

online and in-person networks to combat isolation and receive personal and business support 

from communities around them. This allowed them to use the home as a space to connect 

with others. Networks were an important way of both battling loneliness, and creating 

connections with other business people. This section has sought to understand the social 

relations occurring in home-work, to understand the experiences of women engaged in home-

based paid-work.  
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Chapter 7: Conclusion  

 

This thesis has examined the experiences of women engaged in home-work, to prove the 

impacts of material and social relations on their work. I undertook a qualitative case study to 

understand this, involving the participation of women working from home, and the use of 

related theory on home and work. Chapter two laid the foundation for this theoretical 

understanding, using feminist labour geographies and feminist cultural geographies of the 

home to conceptualise women’s home-work. This chapter argued that women’s work in the 

home occurs under two (general) types - social-reproductive labour and economic-productive 

labour. I argue that home and work are interconnected and gendered. I then drew on feminist 

cultural and critical geographies of home to contextualise the home and explain the interacting 

social and material factors that influence women’s experience of home. It explains how home 

itself can be explicitly gendered, discussing the gendered spaces in the home and how this 

affects women’s experiences of home.  

 

In chapter three, I described the methodological approach taken in this thesis. I began this 

chapter with a discussion of feminist and empowering methodologies and argued for the 

qualitative case study methodology used in this thesis. In order to examine women working 

from home in Aotearoa New Zealand, I used a case study approach that involved the 

participation of 11 women who worked from home, all within the Auckland and Wellington 

centres. The methods used to gather information about the experiences of these participants 

were work-along interviews and observations in the participants’ homes, and two focus 

groups. Finally, thematic analysis was utilised to analyse the data.  

 

Chapter four developed the stories of my participants, to give context to the situation and work 

done by these women. I wrote a short vignette on each participant that narrated the time I 

spent in these women's’ homes and gave additional information about the participants that 

was vital in understandings the discussion that followed. I kept these vignettes relatively 

informal and emotive, to give a sense of what the interview process was like. I prefaced each 

interview with a statement that this was not a formal interview, and that we could discuss 

whatever they felt to be important, and I aimed to reflect this in the vignettes. At times the 

participants felt overwhelmed by the work in front of them, some interrupted our interview to 

do chores, and others remained optimistic and excited about their pursuits. The diversity of 

these feelings and experiences are essential to this thesis, and the vignettes (somewhat 

briefly) developed these feelings.  
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In chapter five and six, I begin to discuss the findings of this thesis by examining the impacts 

of the material and social relations in the home. Chapter five began by interrogating the 

material relations in the home. This chapter has considered the impacts of functionality and 

aesthetics in home-work. I argue that women change their domestic surrounds to improve 

functionality in their workspace and create boundaries between home and work. I also argue 

that the aesthetics of women’s workspaces aid their productivity and feelings of creativity. By 

changing their surrounds aesthetically, women feel more comfortable in their space. In fact, 

there seemed to be a preference for moving out of the home altogether, in order to create 

physical boundaries between home and work. In chapter six, I introduce the social relations 

that impact women’s experience of home-work. I contend that gender norms still govern 

women’s experience of home. Despite home-work being viewed as a gender-norm defying 

act, flexibility for childcare still impacts women’s working decisions. I contend that the 

increased burdens on women is resulting in ‘superwoman syndrome’ that pressures women 

to balance multiple roles in the home. I also state that isolation can be a result of home-work. 

A traditional workplace presents opportunities for interaction but working from home can mean 

being alone for a majority of the day. The women interviewed sought out networks to combat 

isolation, both in-person and online. This chapter has examined the social relations occurring 

in the home, to explore the experiences of women engaged in home-based paid-work.  

 

In concluding this thesis, it is important to note some limitations this research faced, and 

opportunities for further research. Firstly, greater diversity of participants could have helped 

achieve a more representative understanding of the Aotearoa New Zealand situation. Two of 

my participants were of Indian descent, and two were of Chinese descent, however the rest 

of the participants were New Zealand European/Pakeha. This was due to the ethnic make-up 

of the networks I drew upon to recruit participants, and the people who had the time and 

inclination to participate in this study. A wider range of ethnic groups would have provided a 

deeper understanding of the experiences of different women working from home. In addition, 

all of the participants in this study were heterosexual. This was unintentional, but occurred as 

an inadvertent result of the network-based sampling. Research that included same-sex or 

gender diverse relationships would provide insight into the experiences of women in the home 

who do not exist within heterosexual norms. The patriarchal gender norms that traditionally 

exist within the home may not be present in a non-heterosexual home. This research was 

limited by the inclusion of only heterosexual partnerships, and further research that included 

diverse sexualities would provide further insight into experiences of home-work. The location 

of the participants in this study also limited the research. While this was necessitated due to 

my inability to travel across Aotearoa New Zealand (practically, temporally, and financially), it 

would have been helpful to have participants from a wider range of locations. Women working 
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from home in rural areas or smaller towns may have different experiences of home-work than 

women working in large cities. By including a greater diversity of participants, further research 

could mitigate the limitations of this research.   

 

Another opportunity for further research would be a greater examination into the role of the 

digital world in women’s home-work. Although work on technologically enabled home-work 

has been done, work on women’s online business-related forums would provide insight into 

the narrative of home-work. The participants in my research mentioned the use of online 

forums, but an in-depth analysis of this was outside of the scope of this thesis. It would be 

enlightening to examine the role of these forums in women’s businesses. In particular, it could 

be informative to discover how the discourse of empowerment within them effects women’s 

perceptions of running a home-based business. There seemed to be a common link in the 

participant’s opinion of social networking, and especially Facebook. The majority of the 

participants described Facebook groups as places where they found connection and 

inspiration. However, Rochelle and Lin did describe circumstances where guilt and dishonest 

activity took place. It is outside the scope of this thesis to examine the effects of this. Further 

research is required to analyse the impact of social networking on home-based business.  

 

Although there have been limitations to this thesis, I can draw on several key points I have 

argued. This research has demonstrated how women who home-work encounter the home 

materially and socially, and that these material and social relations impact their experiences 

of work. First, the thesis has shown how home-work links women’s labour and the homespace, 

and how material relations impact women’s experience of home-work. This is apparent in how 

material relations in the home can result in a space that is unsuitable for their work. The women 

in this study described how their roles at home and at work blurred together during their home-

work. Some attempted to recreate physical or mental boundaries within their homes to rebuild 

borders between their home activities and their work activities. Despite the home being 

popularly positioned as a space where women can undertake paid work in a flexible and 

empowering manner, the home is often not suited to work activities. In fact, there was a 

preference among the participants in this research to move away from the home and create 

stronger physical boundaries between home and work activities. This has proven that material 

relations in the home affect women’s experience of home-work. Secondly, this thesis has 

shown how social relations during home-work are resulting in women occupying multiple roles 

in the home. Women are juggling the responsibilities of paid work in the home, on top of other 

responsibilities such as childcare, paid work outside of the home, domestic work, tertiary 

study, and their romantic relationships. Despite the fact that home-work is popularly praised 

as being a departure from traditional gender roles, and providing women with the opportunity 
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to ‘have it all’, the occupation of multiple roles in the home is resulting in stress and increased 

pressure. I show that the popular perception of home-work as emancipatory or liberating for 

all women is flawed, and that the reality of women’s experiences of working from home 

depends on the social and material relations around them. Feminised home-work is complex 

and contextual, and this thesis shows how the experience of home-work is heterogeneous.  
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