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Home Is Where The Heart Is

In some important ways, homes have changed radically over the last century.  In others, emerging
patterns of life and work are taking us back to a very old model.  One thing remains a constant,
however, home is where the heart is.

Two of my grandparents were born in rural homes in the late 19th century.  In those homes, the
family produced its own food and clothing.  The market and the state meant little to them,
although the men did cut timber in winter.  The church and the community school were their
primary external resources.  Home was the site of both production and consumption, and the
families, while very poor, were remarkably self-sufficient.

Here we are at the beginning of the 21st century.  It is a time when most men and women work for
wages, when family structures have changed radically, when two-thirds of the population live in
large cities.

Many people are never home, except to sleep.  They work, eat, and play elsewhere, and they shop
for everything they use.  But many others are migrating back to the home in ways that could not
have been predicted even ten years ago.  They work and study and play at home.

In the meantime, most of our policies and institutions are based on the post-war conception of
family and work.  A typical family had a breadwinner who worked outside the home and a spouse
who worked at home without pay.  The employer could assume that employees arrived at work
“unencumbered” by family responsibilities, and the state assumed that family members – women
– provided the care.  That no longer typifies the average Canadian family.

In this article, I want to reflect on how the changes in work, family and city in recent decades are
affecting the quality of life of Canadians, and to highlight the big societal questions that flow from
the hectic and confused patterns of life in Canada today.

New family structures

Both my grandparents came from large families, with countless cousins, aunts, and uncles.  Many
generations lived in the same home.  When a woman was widowed (there were many accidents on
the farm and in the woods), her support came from the extended family until she married again.

Nowadays the nuclear family (two parents and one or two children) is considered the norm,
although it accounts for only about 45 percent of families.  Many others live alone, live as lone
parents, are blended families or are childless.  And many more couples have grown children and
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an empty nest.

The core roles of family remains to create intimacy, and to provide care and nurture for others.
We do this by pooling risks, sharing income, investing our love in family members. But the
capacity of family to do these roles has been reduced.

Time is now a scarce commodity because both parents work.  We have “beanpole” families spread
over four or five generations.  With only one or two children in each generation, there are fewer
people available to provide care for children or adults who need extra support.

Families now contract out part of their caregiving responsibilities – child care, home care, long-
term care are purchased in the market, or, to a limited extent, provided by the state.  But the role of
state has been contracting for the past 10 years.  It has shifted more responsibility for education
costs, for health and social care back to families.

And the inequality of incomes across families has increased, for a number of reasons:  most lone
parents cannot earn enough to support a family (two thirds are poor). Even two workers at
minimum wage cannot earn enough to support a family of four in most cities.  And, there is a
pronounced tendency for marriage to reinforce inequality, as professionals marry each other, while
people with low skills choose partners with limited earning capacity.

The average standard of living is immeasurably higher than it was a hundred years ago.  But the
family today is up against very real challenges in balancing work and family responsibilities.  This
stress affects all families, although the most severe impacts are on people with low income.

Almost 60 percent of working people reported high work-life stress in 2001, up from 47 percent in
1991. This stress affects people at all working levels, though it is highest for women in
professional jobs.  These pressures on family life obviously spillover to the children.  About
570,000 children showed emotional, behavioural or learning challenges in a Statistics Canada
survey published in 1999. Here too, the developmental challenges affect children in all income
groups.

New patterns of work

With the growth of the knowledge-based economy, many workers are remarkably mobile.  With
their computers and modems, they can work anywhere – at home, on airplanes, in hotels.  So
home is again becoming a workplace for many Canadians.  But the technology encourages them to
work all the time – night and day, weekends and weekdays.  So the line between our work and the
rest of our lives has blurred.

By far, the majority of Canadians still work in industrial, service or office jobs where their
presence is required at the workplace.  But the quality of working conditions in those workplaces
is extremely varied.  Some employers try to help their staff to balance work and life
responsibilities through flexible work arrangements, and see that productivity accelerates when
there is a climate of trust.  But most workplaces are still hierarchical, with rigid hours and work
rules.  It is not surprising, then, that some people retreat to home to work, or even drop out of the
work force.
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There are not many reliable statistics on the importance of telework or work at home.  But again
the inequality story surfaces. Many home-workers are highly paid professionals who can work
independently from home either part or full-time.  Others are doing poorly paid routine work at
home.  They may save money on commuting and work clothes, but the employer is saving even
more on office space, benefits, and other work supports.

Some parents choose to work from home in order to balance work and family responsibilities.
They avoid costly commuting time, and they can be accessible for the children before and after
school.   But they lose out on the social interaction with colleagues, and they may find that they
are missing out on promotions because “out of sight means out of mind.”

Others are driven to work at home because the physical infrastructure of cities is failing them.   In
effect, they accept the loss of connection to the office and the risks to career because the commute
is unmanageable.

Liveable cities?

What does it take to make big cities liveable in this day and age?

More than ever, the dynamism of our cities is a critical source of economic growth.  Despite the
great promise of technology to reduce distance, new industries tend to cluster in places where
suppliers and customers can interact, and where the labour force has the right skills.  The cultural
diversity of cities and the concentration of learning institutions are the magnets which attract the
ideas, people and the knowledge workers.

The spatial dimension of where we live and work is central to the quality of life.  If the traditional
industrial jobs have moved from the centre of the city to the suburbs, workers must commute long
distances. If they cannot find effective public transit, they may be stranded, unable to find a job.

These people are forced to live where they can find affordable housing.  And, with the upward
pressure on the value of urban real estate, that can push people with low incomes into
disadvantaged neighbourhoods where the quality of life is poor.  For some, this may lead to
homelessness.  But homeless people are only the outward and visible sign of stresses on housing
supply and costs.  About half a million children are living in families with housing needs.

Since the early ‘90s, governments (federal and provincial) have chosen to get out of the business
of supporting the supply of housing.  They expected the market to take over.  But private
developers do not have an incentive to build the smaller, efficient units in inner cities required by
families and individuals with low and modest incomes.

John Myles and colleagues have shown that the spatial concentration of low income groups in one
neighbourhood and high income groups in another explains the extraordinary inequality in
incomes in large Canadian cities.
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Where do we go from here?

Clearly, the changing patterns of our lives and shifts in public policy in recent decades have
conspired to put immense pressures on families and to increase the inequality of circumstances for
Canadians.   This could be a devastating combination.

Families carry the responsibility for care and nurture, to prepare children and youth for learning,
and then for life.  But, if families are over-stretched by their work arrangements, and if cities are
not providing the transportation, affordable housing, and neighbourhood stability that families
need, they may find it impossible to create a home that supports human development.  In short, we
may be poisoning our own future.

Our home lives and work lives have evolved so far from the post-war foundation that we need a
new paradigm, a new set of premises to frame the responsibilities of family, market and state for
the 21st century.

This forces Canadian society to re-examine basic principles:
•  What is the role of the employer in helping workers to balance work and life responsibilities?
•  What is the role of the state in helping families to manage their caregiving responsibilities so

that children are eager and ready to learn by age six?
•  What is the role of the state in supporting the supply of affordable housing?
•  What is the role of federal-provincial-city governments in creating liveable cities with good

quality, accessible transportation systems, public schools, home care, and other basic public
services?

Answers to these questions will determine the meaning of home in coming decades.  Will homes
be where we work, study, and play, as well as sleep?  And will all Canadians have a stable home
to go to?  Or will we be fighting road rage as we battle our way to work, while worrying about
whether it will even be possible to have children in this rat race?

What is striking in this story is the inter-weaving of family, work, and city.  At their best, they
create a high quality of life for Canadians.  At their worst, they can leave far too many people
stranded – with no family supports, no steady work, and no home to go home to.

The heart will still be there.  But a well-functioning home is now nested in market, state, and
community.  We have to make it all work well for Canadians.

Summary

Homes are changing form and function, as Canadians adapt to new technologies, new patterns of
work, and shifts in family structure.   Families cannot function well without a home.  But homes
cannot function unless they are nested in liveable cities, and supported in appropriate ways by the
market and the state.   Trends in recent decades have made it possible for some people to integrate
their lives by working at home.  But too many families are over-stretched, leading to the distinct
possibility that we are poisoning our own future by failing to establish new premises about work
and family, state and family, and the liveability of our cities.
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Judith Maxwell is the President of Canadian Policy Research Networks, a think tank based in
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