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The sources of time pressure

FAMILY STATISTICS AND TRENDS

DR JENNIFER BAXTER

Feelings of being rushed, stressed, harried or time pressured are prevalent across society, causing concern for 
how this experience of time impacts upon individuals’ and family wellbeing (Human Rights and Equal Opportunity 
Commission, 2007; Relationships Forum Australia, 2007). This article takes a look at who is experiencing time 
pressure, and also what reasons people give for that time pressure. While we commonly associate such feelings with 
juggling the commitments of work and family, managing this work–family balance is not the only source. This article 
highlights that time pressure can occur at various stages of life, with particular pressures, such as full-time study or 
family demands, being more prominent among some groups than others.

A specific focus of the article is to examine how time pressure differs for men and women. Difference according 
to age, hours of paid work and income, whether studying full-time, whether in a couple relationship, presence of 
children in the home and other caring responsibilities are also considered.

These analyses are derived from the 2006 Australian Time Use Survey, which is a representative survey of Australian 
households. Responses from 3,244 men and 3,658 women aged 15 years and over were available. In this survey, 
time use data were collected in daily diaries, and individual and family characteristics were collected in personal 
interviews. Within the diary was the question “How often do you feel rushed or pressed for time?”—with response 
categories of “always”, “often”, “sometimes”, “rarely” and “never”. Those who said they sometimes, often or always 
experienced this time pressure were asked “What are all the reasons you feel rushed?” with a list of nine possible 
reasons, including “other” (see Table 1). The actual time use data collected in the diaries have not been used here, 
but the focus is on these questions about peoples’ experience of time pressure. Subjective measures such as these 
are useful, as how people experience time is likely to be a key factor in understanding how time use might affect 
someone’s wellbeing. Such perceptions are also likely to be based on real elements of a person’s life—whether in 
terms of caring responsibilities, work responsibilities or other aspects (Garhammer, 1998; Zuzanek, 1998).6

Rushed or pressed for time
The majority of men (80%) and women (84%) at least sometimes felt they were rushed or pressed for time—around 
13% said they always were and 35% often were, with another 35% sometimes rushed or pressed for time. Females 
experienced slightly more time pressure than males overall (see Figure 1).

6 The analyses are based on the confidentialised basic unit record file (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2006). Person weights 
were applied in the calculations reported below. Multivariate analyses (logistic regression) were used to explore how 
responses varied with individuals’ characteristics. Results are available from the author.
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Figure 1. Perceptions of being rushed or pressed for time, males and females, 2006
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Who was more likely to be time pressured?
To find out which men and women were the most likely to be time pressured, the likelihood of being always or often 
rushed or pressed for time—as opposed to being sometimes, rarely or never rushed or pressed for time—was 
compared for people with different characteristics.

The greatest differences in time pressure were found when comparing people according to their hours of paid work. 
Those who were not employed were the least likely to be time pressured, while those working the longest hours 
(50 or more per week) experienced the most time pressure.

Also, parents of children aged under 15 years experienced more time pressure overall than those without children or 
with older children, and within this group of parents more time pressure was experienced by those with the younger 
children (aged under 5, as compared to 5–14 years). This was true for men and women, although having children 
had a greater effect on women’s time pressure. Further, those with other caring responsibilities were more likely to 
report being always or often time pressured, especially women.Time pressure was also evident within other groups. 
Men and women in couple relationships, rather than living alone, were more likely to experience time pressure. 
Full-time students also experienced more time pressure than those who were not studying. Men with relatively 
high incomes also tended to experience more time pressure than other men, no doubt related to the work-related 
pressures of earning these incomes. Looking at age differences, men and women aged 65 and over experienced 
considerably less time pressure than younger men and women.

Reasons for time pressure
People who were sometimes, often or always rushed or pressed for time were asked why they experienced this 
time pressure. Possible response options are shown in Table 1. The reason most often given was balancing work 
and family, with equal proportions of men and women giving this reason. However, “pressures of work and study” 
was more often given by males and “demands of family” was more likely to be given by women as the source of 
time pressure. Work and family were not the only reasons cited, with others also referring to having too much to do, 
taking too much on, not good at managing time, and so on.

Table 1.  Reasons for feeling rushed or pressed for time, if at least sometimes time pressured 

Males Females
Balancing work and family 45% 46%

Pressure of work/study 39% 31%

Demands of family 22% 38%

Taking too much on 27% 32%

Too much to do/too many demands 22% 25%

Not good at managing time 16% 14%

Unpredictable working hours 18% 10%

Transport difficulties 9% 9%

Other reasons 2% 2%

Sample size 2,401 2,907

Source: Australian Time Use Survey, 2006

Who experiences what sort of time pressure?
Here, results are discussed for analyses that considered which characteristics of men and of women were associated 
with a higher likelihood of selecting each of the reasons for time pressure.

Not surprisingly, in examining which men and women were most likely to say that “balancing work and family” was 
a source of time pressure, the ages and presence of children made a difference. Those with a youngest child aged 
up to 14 years were more likely to experience this sort of time pressure than those with older children only. Men 
were more likely to give this response if they have children aged under 5 years than if their youngest child was aged 
5–14 years, but for women, there were no differences between these groups (even if the analyses were restricted 
to employed women). Also, men and women who provided care to someone else were more likely than others to 
attribute their time pressure to the demands of balancing work and family. Women who had a low personal income 
were less likely to give this response (again, even if the analysis was restricted to employed women), while men with 
relatively high personal income were more likely to give this response. This response was most likely to be given by 
men and women in couple relationships, perhaps reflecting that balancing work and family is not only about having 
time with children, but also about having time with each other.

There were some similarities when considering who was most likely to say that “demands of family” was a source 
of time pressure, in that ages of children made a significant difference, as did having other caring responsibilities. 
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Employment variables also mattered, as those who were not employed, or men in part-time employment, were more 
likely to give this response. For women, age differences were also apparent, with the youngest (15 to 24) and oldest 
(aged 65 and over) less likely than others to be time pressured because of demands of family.

Of course, for “pressure of work and study”, those most likely to give this response were those working longer hours 
and full-time students. Others more likely to give this response were those with higher incomes and women with a 
long-term illness or disability. There were significant declines in this response among older men and women.

For men and women, difficulties in managing time was considerably more likely to be given as a reason for time 
pressure by the youngest and those who were not employed. This was also true of part-time employed men and 
men with a long-term illness or disability.

Among employed men and women, those working the longest hours were most likely to report “unpredictable 
working hours” as a source of time pressure. “Transport problems” were more likely to cause time pressure among 
young women or women with a long-term illness or disability. Also, not-employed men and women, and part-time 
employed men were more likely to say transport problems were a source of time pressure, while for women, those 
in couple relationships were significantly less likely to say transport problems caused time pressure.

Conclusion
Managing work–family balance is a significant source of time pressure, for parents and for those with other caring 
responsibilities. While men and women experienced this time pressure when they were responsible for children, as 
Table 1 shows, women were more likely to experience time pressure from the demands of family and men from the 
demands of work. This is consistent with previous research which has shown that women with children frequently 
experience time pressure because of the workload of paid and unpaid work that is often undertaken at this life 
cycle stage (Bittman & Rice, 2002; Gunthorpe & Lyons, 2004; Pocock, Skinner, & Williams, 2007). Research on 
work–family spillover has shown that men’s experience of the tension between work and family is more likely to be 
attributed to their long paid-work hours (Pocock et al., 2007).

Other issues affected those outside the group of parents of young children. In particular, there is evidence that young 
men and women experience time pressure from work and also from study. In later life, it appears that time pressure 
eases off, as work commitments and the unpaid work associated with childrearing decline. However, other caring 
responsibilities and people’s own health are likely to be issues affecting them at older ages, and such factors can be 
a significant source of time pressure.

These findings are important, not only in pointing out that time pressure is not just about balancing work and family 
for those with young children. Time pressure can be an issue for those without family responsibilities, as experienced 
by full-time students and those with significant work demands, for example. It can also exist for those not in paid 
employment, but managing other aspects of their life, including their caring responsibilities. Flow-on effects of 
time pressure can be significant, affecting individual and family wellbeing. Further work should consider how these 
experiences of time pressure translate into different outcomes for individual and family wellbeing.
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