
Putting the female back in friendships 

Studies show women's personal social time away from 

family, work has plummeted in recent years 
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Left to right: Bonnie Paquette, Colleen Kleven and Collette 

Caza share a chocolate dessert on one of their "chick 

nights." The monthly dates were started by Kleven as a way 

of allowing the women time to concentrate on themselves, 

outside their professional and domestic roles. 
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When a colleague asked working mother Colleen Kleven when the last time was that she went 

out on a Saturday night, she had to go back 11 months in her datebook. Years later, the 52-year-

old remembers that moment as her wake-up call. 

"I realized: 'I'm not just on the bottom of my priority list; I'm not even on the list anymore,'" says 

Kleven, a public relations specialist from Sudbury, Ont. 

Statistics Canada reports that the proportion of women taking part in social activities has 

declined from 70 per cent to 62 per cent since 1998, marked by such trends as fewer face-to-face 

and phone interactions with friends or relatives. Paradoxically, however, women are less likely to 

say they don't have enough time for friends or family: 36 per cent in 2010, compared to 41 per 

cent in 1998, according to the stats. 

"Social media has given a lot of people the idea that they're more connected than they are," says 

Patricia Leavy, associate professor of sociology at Stonehill College in Massachusetts. "Putting a 

post on Facebook about what's going on in your life is hardly the same as a ladies' night out, but 

it may give the illusion that (you're) social." 

Roughly 16.8 million Canadians use Facebook, with that group skewing 54 per cent female, 

according to the analytics firm Socialbakers. Statistics Canada, meanwhile, shows a nearly eight-

fold increase in non-paid computer use by women between 1998 and 2010. 

Nora Spinks, chief executive officer of the Vanier Institute of the Family in Ottawa, says virtual 

contact simply makes more sense in light of women's time stress. 

"Women are busier with work, more complex family structures, and have more demands on 

them," says Spinks. 

"With technology, they don't have to find a babysitter, they don't have to do their hair and 

makeup, and they can still engage and provide support to others without necessarily being face to 

face." 

Spinks also suggests that while professional demands are compromising Canadians' social time 

on paper, it doesn't necessarily mean they aren't socializing. 

"As we spend more time on the job, we also develop closer relationships at work," says Spinks. 

"So women may be getting some of their social time during office hours." 

Nevertheless, figures provided by Vanier show that the average number of "close personal 

relationships" maintained by women has dropped from four to five during the 1970s and 1980s 

to just two or three at present. 

This trend is plumbed by sociologist Leavy in her new book Low-Fat Love, which underscores 

the importance of women's friendships. 



"Women often put everyone else's needs first: their partner, their children, their colleagues. But 

you need to give to yourself in order to have more to give others," says Leavy. 

"Female friendships can contribute greatly to a woman's self-esteem. These relationships can 

make us feel valued, heard, and offer solace and encouragement when needed." 

In fact, a 2002 University of California-Los Angeles study suggested women "tend and befriend" 

each other out of biological instinct, as such relationships would have increased a woman's 

chances of survival in early society. 

Sudbury's Kleven, author of The Beginner's Guide to Chick Night, ultimately revived her social 

life by "institutionalizing" evenings out with two of her female friends. The three commit to 

monthly dates during which they take a break from their partners, kids and responsibilities in 

order to reconnect with each other outside of their domestic and professional roles. 

"It's gotten to the point where it doesn't matter what we're doing," says Kleven. "It's the fact 

we're doing it together." 

mharris@postmedia.com 

Twitter.com/popcultini 

© Copyright (c) Postmedia News 

  

http://twitter.com/popcultini

