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Panel 1  
The impact of work-family reconciliation on fertility and on fatherhood roles in Europe  
I part. Introduction 
 
Dear Chair, dear Excellencies, dear colleagues, 
 
On behalf of the European Institute for Gender Equality (or  EIGE), allow me to express 
my delight in being here at your Conference organised by the Hungarian Presidency 
of the EU, representing our Director Virginija Langbakk, who has unfortunately been 
unable to attend today. 
I am certain that the combinations of our work here today will contribute towards 
improving our knowledge and understanding in issues such as work family 
reconciliation, fertility and fatherhood, which are all fundamental for our European 
society for our citizens, our women and our men. 
 

Introduction of EIGE 

But first allow me to say a few words about EIGE. 
We are a Community agency which supports the EU and its Member States in their 
efforts to promote gender equality, to fight discrimination based on sex and to raise 
awareness about gender equality issues.  
Our tasks are to collect and analyse comparable data on gender issues, to develop 
methods and tools especially for the integration of the gender dimension into all 
policy areas - to facilitate the exchange of best practices and dialogue among 
stakeholders, and to raise awareness among EU citizens. 
I would like to share some considerations about the gender dimension of a changing 
European society with you. Of a society which is undergoing major demographic, 
social and cultural transformation in the labour market, in families and across 
communities. 
I would like to reflect on the role of EIGE, in close cooperation with EU and our national 
stakeholders with regards to the support role we occupy in the implementation of the 
Commission's 2010-2015 strategy for gender equality between women and men. 
 
For the objectives of equal, inclusive and sustainable growth, as defined in Europe 
2020, the gender dimension is of crucial significance. 
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By addressing this political priority and by supporting European dialogue about the 
topic of the conference, the Hungarian Presidency is clearly making progress in 
improving demographic and social policy making, which cannot be achieved without 
equal opportunities. 
I am also confident that the contribution of this panel will provide us all with a wider 
understanding of recent trends and approaches, to improve and influence our work. 
 
II part. The areas to be addressed from a gender equality perspective include 

• Patterns of the labour market and female participation  
• Employment, fertility and care work 
• Allocation of parental leave between women and men 

 

Patterns of labour market and female participation  

Numerous Commission reports have previously emphasised that despite remarkable 
advances towards equality between women and men across European labour markets 
in the last 10 years, significant gender gaps still remain.1 In 2009, the rate of 
employment for women in the EU was 12% lower than the same rate for men.2 The 
gap rises dramatically during the central years of fertility between 24 and 35 years old. 
Given the fact that more women than men work on a part-time basis, the employment 
gap may, in fact, be underestimated if only analysed based on the traditional 
headcounts measure. Full-time equivalent employment rates3 show that gender gaps 
in employment rates are even wider – at 18%. Hence when assessing trends in 
women’s employment the use of part-time work needs to be considered. In all 
countries the percentage of part-time work is much higher for women than for men. In 
2009, 31% of employed women in the EU only worked part time in comparison to a 
mere 7.4% of men.4 In this rationale women have a much higher risk of economic 
dependence (in terms of income, responsibility and power) to which part time work 
implies. 
 

Parenthood and care 

The impact of parenthood on women’s and men’s employment rates is also not 
gender neutral. Having children, on an EU average, decreases the employment rate of 
women by more than 10% compared to women without children, while for men the 
opposite is true: men with children have a higher probability to work.5  
Yet, in all Member States women are more likely than men to be outside the labour 
force. On EU average, more than half (56.8%) of inactive women aged 25-49 are so due 
to personal or family reasons, where only 7.3% of men indicate this as the main reason. 
6 

                                                 

1 EC, (2011), DG Justice, Fundamental Rights and Citizenship, Report on Progress on Equality between 
Women and Men in 2010: The gender balance in business leadership. 

EC, (2010c), Background document accompanying the Strategy for Equality between Women and Men 
2010-2015, COM(2010) 491. 
2 Eurostat, Labor Force Survey, 2010. 
3 The full time equivalent employment rate is the ratio between the number of jobs converted into full-
time and the total population. This is the difference between men and women if they were all working for 
30 hours per week or more in their main job. 
4 Eurostat, Labor Force Survey, 2010 
5 Eurostat, EU LFS. 
6 Ibid. 
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Finally, more negative consequences in terms of labour market outcomes can be 
expected for the most vulnerable groups of women. This holds true especially for 
women facing multiple discrimination, and in particular those with lower levels of 
education and/or migrant.  
The data show the significant gender gaps in employment in the EU, which hinder the 
achievement of growth, employment and social cohesion goals. The impact of 
parenthood has a much bigger effect on women who continue to shoulder a 
disproportionate part of the responsibilities involved in caring for family. Despite the 
recent trends of women’s more active role in labour market and men’s increasing 
sharing of household and childcare tasks, there is still unequal value attached to 
feminine and masculine jobs. Gender mainstreaming demands not only equal 
participation and representation in socially valued activities, but also the readjustment 
of the androcentric7 perspective on the measurements of the constituent parts of 
social value.8 The dominant patterns of division of labour between women and men 
and unequal value attached to their activities pose major obstacles to gender equality 
and the implementation of gender balanced reconciliation policies. 
The ways in which the transitions between employment and care are handled impact 
not only the employment rates of women, but also the number and timing of births. If 
it is difficult to reconcile work and childcare - women often find themselves in a 
situation where they have to make ‘either/or’ choices.  
 

Employment, fertility and caring work  

The fertility rate in Europe has decreased from 2.64% down to 1.53% (data for the 
EU27 in the period 1964-2006), with some dramatic decrease of 50% in some Member 
States (Austria, Cyprus, Denmark, Spain, Ireland, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Portugal and 
Slovakia).9 

Recent findings show10 that about 80% of the time spent in caring activities (children, 
dependant, disabled) is provided by family, mostly women. On average, employed 
women spend 39 hours a week in home care activities compared to men's 26 hours.11 
Women aged 25 to 44 spend practically three times longer than men do on childcare 
per day (60 minutes for women to 22 minutes for men).12 Despite spending fewer 
hours on average in paid employment, women work more hours than men when 
combining unpaid work (e.g. household chores, childcare, care of elderly and sick 
family members, voluntary work) with paid work.13  

                                                 
7 Androcentrism (Greek, andro-, "man, male") is the practice, conscious or otherwise, of placing male 
human beings or the masculine point of view at the center of one's view of the world and its culture and 
history. 
8 Fraser, Nancy. 1994. “After the Family Wage. Gender Equity and the Welfare State. Political Theory, 
22(4): 591- 618. 
9 Demographic change and work in Europe – European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and 
Working Conditions, 2010 see tab. 1 
10 “Work and Health” – Foundation focus Feb 2011 European Foundation for the Improvement of Living 
and Working Conditions 2011 pag. 9 
11 European Quality of Life Survey 2007, European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working 
Conditions. 
12 Data and Information on Women’s Health in the European Union. European Communities, 2009, 
Faculty of Medicine Carl Gustav Carus, Research Association Public Health Saxony and Saxony-Anhalt , 
Technische Universität Dresden, Dresden, Germany 
13 Data and Information on Women’s Health in the European Union. European Communities, 2009, 
Faculty of Medicine Carl Gustav Carus, Research Association Public Health Saxony and Saxony-Anhalt , 
Technische Universität Dresden, Dresden, Germany   
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The availability of care services for children and other dependent persons (e.g. an 
elderly relative) is another important factor affecting women’s opportunities to 
participate in the labour market and families’ choices to have children. Most Member 
States have failed to reach the EU targets for the provision of care facilities for 
children14, considered important in enhancing work-life balance for parents.  
Data for 2008 shows that 28% of children aged under 3 years old are covered by 
formal care services.15 However, the proportion of children covered varies enormously 
across Member States and acts as a key barrier to women’s labour force participation 
and decisions to give births. In the EU, around 30% of working-age women with care 
responsibilities are inactive or work part-time because of the lack of care services for 
children and other dependent persons16.  
An important factor supporting both the participation of women in the labour market 
and the family decision to have children is the fact that men’ are more actively 
involved in caring duties as well as care services being available , intended as facilities, 
financial incentives or company level agreements . 
 
 
Allocation of parental leave between women and men 

Following the 1996 EU Directive on Parental Leave, the right to parental leave (which 
is different from maternity leave for mothers and from paternity leave for fathers 
wherever available) has been established in all EU MS17. However, large differences 
continue to exist between countries insofar as the legal framework is concerned, 
including duration, payment, proportion of leave that can be transferred between 
parents, and the part reserved for fathers only18. Concerning the parental leave take-
up rate by employed men and women, countries for which data is available still show 
the existence of noteworthy gender differences in the use of leave entitlements. 
Women still account for the majority of recipients of parental leave. Interestingly 
enough, when data is available for both the use of paternity and parental leave, they 
show that the ratio of fathers taking paternity leave is higher than those taking 
parental leave. Finally, data for Denmark, Finland and Sweden - presented in a recent 
study on father’s use of paternity and parental leave in the Nordic countries19 - shows 
an increase in father’s participation in parenting in these countries, with fathers in 

                                                 
14 COM(2008) 638, quoted in Commission Staff Working Document accompanying the European 
Commission’s Communication ‘Strategy for Equality between Women and Men 2010-2015, (COM (2010) 
491, SEC (2010) 1079), Brussels 21.9.2010. 
15 Eurostat 
16 Report on Equality between women and men 2010, European Commission Directorate-General for 
Employment, Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities. 
17 As discussed in Chapter 1 the right to parental leave was revised on March 2010. Member states have 
two years in which to transpose the new directive into national law. Therefore, the analysis which follows 
refers to the situation as regulated by the EU Directive 96/34. 

18 The legal framework for parental leave has been discussed in several documents. In particular, 
Eurofound (2007) provides a snapshot of the statutory parental leave entitlements in EU countries and 
EUROSTAT (2009) extensively discusses length and benefits, timing and employment protection and 
safeguard of pension rights. Finally, Sheila B. Kamerman and Peter Moss (editors) (2009) look at parental 
leave policy within a wider work/family context, addressing how and why, and by whom, particular 
policies are created and subsequently developed in particular countries. Chapters cover 15 countries in 
Europe and beyond and the European Union bring together leading academic experts to provide a unique 
insight into the past, present and future state of this key policy area.   

19 Haataja, A. 2009. Fathers' use of paternity and parental leave in the Nordic countries. The Social 
Insurance Institution of Finland. 
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Sweden accounting for more than 20% of the total maternity, paternity and parental 
leave taken in 2007.   
Reconciliation policies have for a long time been devised to encourage women's 
participation in the labour market and to reduce the conflict between their job and 
family responsibilities. However, these measures have not been sufficient to make 
considerable impact on the situation of women in the labour market and to address 
demographic challenges. In recent years, an increasing number of countries have 
been conducting parallel reforms related to fatherhood - more active involvement of 
men in childcare has been secured by law. Many countries rely on the fact that 
parental leave rights are individualised (non-transferrable) and/or on the fact that 
parental leave is remunerated. Fathers’ use of parental leave is particularly low if 
parental leave is organised along family lines and not well-paid.20  
The provision of parental leave arrangements as a major EU reconciliation strategy 
encounters several problems related to equal opportunities21. The fact that leave 
regulations are defined as the distance from labour market and instead facilitate care 
time makes these regulations sensitive to the risk of reinforcing a traditional role share 
related to care and work. Secondly, the duration of leave taken up by men is in most 
cases shorter, hence less quantified in terms of labour market impact. Women are 
under much higher risk to damage their career paths and lose earnings. Thirdly, 
women encounter many more problems at the re-employment stage. Some of them 
continue on a part time basis after returning to work, whilst others are left outside the 
labour market.  
Policy frameworks shape the choices men make as fathers and foster certain kinds of 
identities and interests. Public discourse creates ideologies around fatherhood which 
can enable or constrain fathers. To transform the notion of fatherhood, it is important 
to promote the benefits of nurturing fathers for children, fathers themselves and 
gender equality. The emphasis on male nurture is of particular importance for 
changing gender relations and men’s attitude towards women and their role in 
society. 
 
III part. More general insights/discussion/conclusions about the introduced areas and 
EIGE’s mandate   
 
In concluding, allow me to share a number of considerations about the key role of 
gender equality and equal opportunity in the implementation and design of social 
and employment policies. 
Gender equality leads to better reconciliation policies 
The gender perspective is likely to provide an equal balancing of the distribution of 
the positive effect of reconciliation policies, thus increasing women's participation in 
the labour market and men in care activities. 
Gender equality enhances the recognition of social value of care activities 
The recognition of the social value of non paid care activities might be provided by the 
growing awareness of the fundamental value of gender equality. 
In this perspective, reconciliation approaches designed with an equal opportunities 
perspective may determine a redefinition of financial and welfare provisions, that 

                                                 
20 Reconciliation of work and private life: a comparative review of thirty European countries. 2005. 
European Commission.    
21 Ibid. 
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might lead to a fair distribution of tasks within families, not affecting negatively the 
professional choices of women and men. 
The recognition of the value of the gender dimension in demographic policies might 
also contribute to improved fertility rates, whereas it has been shown that it might 
also demonstrate a negative relation between fertility and women employment. 
Equal opportunity approach might boost fertility 
An equal opportunities approach is likely to lead to a fairer distribution in the work life 
balance options of women and men in this way enhancing a positive relation between 
fertility and women’s employment. 
Dialogue and gender awareness 
Gender social dialogue and gender awareness might increase the participation of men 
in the family responsibilities, enhancing a higher and better participation of women in 
labour market, supporting female career development and building a more gender-
equal European Union. 
The gender perspective in fatherhood policies is likely to influence the improvement 
of the social values of the European communities, both seen as working environment 
and households. 
Value of good practices 
Good practices in gender equality at European, national, regional or company levels 
are available and often contribute to the cultural and social growth of end-users. 
IUt is therefore in this rationale that, such knowledge might be available through 
networking patterns at European level, thus cross fertilising policy, approaches and 
culture on equal opportunities. 
EIGE’s role 
What do we do and what we can do. 

⇒ Collect, process and disseminate knowledge, information, practices, Tools and 
Methods on gender equality; 

⇒ Support MS, together with the Commission, in the implementation of the 
Commission strategy for gender equality between women and men 2010-
2015; 

⇒ Provide support to EU Presidency on priorities related to the Beijing Platform 
for Action.  

EIGE may play an active role in disseminating the existing knowledge on gender 
equality and equal opportunities approaches and experiences, thus enhancing 
improvement of the social culture and acceptance of gender equality issues, to 
promote a political dialogue on such crucial  issues as work family reconciliation, 
fertility and fatherhood. 
EIGE seeks to promote the networking dynamics among experts and stakeholders 
which support the reflections and mutual learning from the practices of effective 
implementation of the gender dimension in the decision making processes. 
EIGE might in many ways contribute to increased understanding and supporting the 
fair reconciliation, where women and men share equal tasks and opportunities.  
I look forward to strengthening our relations and joining efforts for a just and equal 
Europe.   
 


