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Flexi-Findings

The amount of time that people spend at work differs
considerably across Europe (see Figure 1).  In Eastern
Europe both men and women spend longer time at
work and few people work part-time.  The longest
hours were worked in Eastern and Central Europe
where there is a tradition of full time work, but in ad-
dition the decline in wages and economic conditions.
People in Romania (the poorest country) worked the
longest hours with men working an average of 48
hours and women working 44 hours. This was follo-
wed by Hungary with men working 47 hours and wo-
men working 45 hours on average.  The lowest num-
ber of working hours were in the Netherlands, where
men work on average 40 hours and women 26 hours. 

However, 28% of the whole sample of workers would
like to reduce their working hours and the main reason
is in order to spend more time at home.  Surprisingly,
it was men rather than women who were more inter-
ested in reducing their working hours, especially edu-
cated men and especially in Western European coun-
tries.  This is illustrated in Figure 2, which shows that of
those wanting to reduce their working hours, 40%
wanted to spend more time with their family. 

For women in Sweden, the Netherlands and the UK,
part time work was the way in which they managed to
integrate care of families with work in the labour mar-
ket.  Part time work has no tradition in Eastern and
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Figure 1 :: Hours of work on the main activity, mean values per gender, per country (radar chart).
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In Figure 3 it is evident that it is people in the Western
areas of Europe who are most likely to experience
work-family conflict. People in Sweden were especi-

ally likely to say that their work makes it difficult to the
household tasks, that work makes it difficult to fulfil
the responsibilities towards families and significant
others and that they have to take work home to finish it.
Whilst work is quite likely to interfere  with family, it

was seldom the other
way round – family did
not on the whole interfe-
re with work. Also in
Slovenia where support
for working families is ge-
nerous, there was more
conflict between work
and family.  In the other
countries of Eastern and
Central Europe, there was
less family-work conflict
even though people ge-
nerally worked longer
hours.   Only in Bulgaria
were people more likely
to want to spend more ti-
me at work than in the fa-
mily and there it was be-
cause of the general
impoverishment of the
population.

Family-work conflict
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Central Europe, where wages are too low to make this
an option for most people and where part time work
is undertaken it is as likely to be done by men as by
women.   In the UK and in the Netherlands, families
have to make private arrangements for child care. 
In Sweden and Slovenia there were generous, subsidi-
sed childcare facilities for working mothers,  enabling
many women to work full time.  In the Czech Republic
and in Hungary,  a very extended paid child care lea-
ve (three years and four years respectively) has been
introduced enabling mothers to stay at home whilst

public child care facilities are extensively available
from municipalities and are used by mothers until the
children go to school.  In Romania and Bulgaria, the
public child care facilities which existed under socia-
lism, have largely disappeared and not many people
can afford the private child care facilities. In these
countries it is more often the extended family which
has taken over the role of child care.  With these diffe-
rences in mind, we looked at the extent of work-fami-
ly conflict in different countries and this is expressed
in  Figure 3.

Figure 2 :: Reasons for wanting less hours on the main activity.

Source: HWF Survey 2001 - Unified international data collection

Source: HWF Survey 2001 - Unified international data collection

Figure 3 :: Problems with combining work and domestic

obligations (options always and often).
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The way in which care is actu-
ally carried out reflects the cul-
ture of care in different commu-
nities and the division of labour
between the sexes.  In Figure 4
we can see how the care of chil-
dren is organised in different
countries (the question was
worded: who is mainly respon-
sible for this task). Women are
much more likely than men to
undertake child care in all
countries, but there were strong
variations nevertheless.  In the
Czech  Republic and Slovenia
more than on in ten men hel-
ped with daily child care.  In the
Netherlands and Sweden there
is a strong sharing ideology so
that nearly half of couples clai-
med to share childcare.  This
was also the case with 22% of
couples in the UK and 19% of
couples in Slovenia.  However,
almost nobody shared child care
in Hungary or Romania.   “Other arrangements” would
include extended family and we can see that this was
especially common in Romania, but also in Hungary and
to a lesser extent in Slovenia.  Paid help from outside was
rather negligible in all countries.

Whilst there was a much more even division of labour
between men and women in North Western EU coun-
tries, it was in these countries where the subjective
work-family conflict was felt to be most acute.  In

countries of ECE where there was a highly unequal di-
vision of labour and with a tradition of women working
full time as well as men, there was less role conflict.  Men
especially would like to reduce their hours in order to
spend more time with their families and this was parti-
cularly the case for better educated men.  Most men wor-
ked more than 40 hours per week, so there could be a
good argument for reducing hours in order to enhance
family life.

Care of children
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Figure 4 :: Taking daily care of the child/children

Policy implications

Family work balance depends upon the perceptions
of stress as well as the actual situation.  Our results
showed that many people would like to work less
hours in order to spend more time with their families.

Fathers in particular would like to spend more time
with families, so increasing the flexibility options for
men in this respect might be a way forward. 

It is evident that in most countries there is a very un-
even division of labour between men and women in
the home and that in some countries, sharing is consi-
dered normal  (The Netherlands, Sweden, Slovenia
and the UK) whilst such egalitarian ideologies were

less common elsewhere.  In order to raise the labour
force participation of women (in line with the Lisbon
targets) there should be either more affordable child
care facilities or more encouragement for men to sha-
re domestic work.

In countries where there is little or inadequate public
care provision, families must resort to private resour-
ces.  Some families are fortunate enough to have kin
living in the house or not far away who are prepared
to take over this role (this is the case in several of our
Eastern and Central European countries where having
several generations living in one household is not un-

common and there are strong traditions of inter-gene-
rational solidarity).  However, others may not have
this additional resource and may not be able to afford
private care. For these families there is a danger of a
“care deficit” where children are not adequately
supervised or are not supervised at all.

Family-work conflict

Supporting the labour force participation of women

Avoiding a care deficit

Source: HWF Survey 2001 - Unified international data collection
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Publications of HWF Research Consortium
Series of HWF Project Research Reports
ISSN: 1682-9131
The series is published by the Project Coordinator on
behalf of the whole Consortium. The five books are
dedicated to various aspects of the problem-filed fle-
xibility, home and labour market.

HWF Research Report # 1.
Critical review of literature and

discourses about flexibility.
Editor: Claire Wallace, 2002, pp.234.

This is a report of the state of the art li-

terature reviews in each country, along

with an overview from the editor. The

literature reviews indicate the kinds of

discourses about flexibility emerging in

each country in the project. 

HWF Research Report # 2. 
Country contextual reports

(Demographic trends, labour
market and social policies). 

Editor: Claire Wallace, 2003. pp.356.

This report comprises chapters from

each country, where the different na-

tional teams have carried out analysis

of the social policy and labour market

trends from their own countries. 

HWF Research Report # 3.  HWF Survey report by
countries. Editor: Claire Wallace, 2003. pp. 478.

This report comprises chapters from each country, where the different

national teams have carried out analysis of the survey data from their

own countries. 

HWF Research Report # 4.
HWF Survey comparative report
(two volumes).
Editor: Claire Wallace, 2003. pp 450.

This report is divided according to different

analytical themes where comparative analy-

sis was carried out of the whole data set by

different team members. Volume One: Cross-

country overview and reference tables.

Volume Two: Thematic papers (11 chapters

and Introduction).

HWF Research Report # 5. 
Comparative contextual report
(Demographic trends, labour mar-
ket and social policies). 
Editor: Claire Wallace, 2003. pp 250.

This report concludes the series and repre-

sents a comparative analysis of the labour

market and social policy trends in each coun-

try included into the project.
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