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Foreword
The EU’s budget can be a powerful force for growth 
and development. Investment programmes such 
as the European Structural and Investment Funds 
(ESIF) have helped transform less-developed re-
gions and reduce inequality across the EU.

Yet, when it comes to reducing inequalities be-
tween women and men, the EU’s budget falls 
short. EIGE’s research shows that less than 1 % of 
the 2014–2020 ESIF budget has been earmarked 
for gender equality measures.

This is despite a strong body of evidence confirming 
that more gender-equal societies are a foundation 
for economic growth. Indeed, narrowing the gender 
gap in the EU could result in an extra 10 million 
jobs and an increase of up to EUR 3.15 trillion in 
gross domestic product by 2050.

Gender budgeting is a strategy to achieve gender 
equality through allocating public resources in a 
way that addresses the specific needs of women 
and men. For example, gender budgeting rec-
ognises different societal roles that women and 
men perform, such as women’s unpaid care work, 
and distributes resources accordingly. It is both 
efficient and effective budgeting.

Making gender equality a reality requires a firm 
commitment supported by dedicated and consist-
ent funding. Despite the fact that a number of EU 
policies highlight the importance of mainstreaming 
gender into the Union’s budget, EU Funds and 
Member State budgets, current proposals for 
the post-2020 EU budget show a low level of am-
bition when it comes to realising gender equality 
through economic measures. Gender equality 
is defined as a horizontal principle, which is not 
accompanied by objectives, nor supported by 
gender-specific targets, which highlight and aim 
to close gender gaps.

EIGE has outlined concrete action the EU in-
stitutions and Member States can take to help 

live up to the values and principles of the EU 
through improved gender mainstreaming and 
budgeting. EIGE proposes recommendations for 
the Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF), the 
annual budgetary cycle, the European Semester 
and the EU Funds. Recommendations include the 
setting of gender equality as a horizontal priority 
for the entire MFF; embedding gender equality as 
a distinct policy objective and institutionalising 
gender mainstreaming methods in all funds; the 
setting of budgetary targets for gender equality; 
and the introduction of a system to track funding 
for gender equality in all funding programmes.

This report proposes a model to advance gender 
equality in Member States by transforming roles 
and responsibilities in care work. The model sup-
ports innovative practice and gender analysis to 
realise the potential of the European Social Fund 
and the European Regional Development Fund 
in the promotion of work–life balance in the EU.

Gender equality is a fundamental value of the 
European Union and its advancement is coded 
into the EU’s legislative framework. The EU’s in-
vestment programmes are the most direct way 
for EU resources to reach those who need them 
and to impact individual lives and well-being. En-
suring that women and men benefit equally can 
help close gender gaps and boost the economy, 
ultimately benefiting us all.

Finally, I would like to thank Virginija Langbakk, 
EIGE’s former Director for her invaluable contribu-
tion to the development of this model. A practical 
tool tailored to the needs of future users, I am 
positive it will contribute to improved gender 
budgeting at the EU level.

Carlien Scheele 
Director 

European Institute for Gender Equality



Abbreviations

European Institute for Gender Equality4

Abbreviations

Member State abbreviations
BE Belgium
BG Bulgaria
CZ Czechia
DK Denmark
DE Germany
EE Estonia

IE Ireland

EL Greece

ES Spain

FR France

HR Croatia

IT Italy

CY Cyprus

LV Latvia

LT Lithuania

LU Luxembourg

HU Hungary

MT Malta

NL Netherlands

AT Austria

PL Poland

PT Portugal

RO Romania

SI Slovenia

SK Slovakia

FI Finland

SE Sweden

UK United Kingdom

Frequently used abbreviations
AMIF Asylum and Migration Fund

BMVI Federal Ministry of Transport and 
Digital Infrastructure of Germany

CF Cohesion Fund

CFR Charter of Fundamental Rights of the 
European Union

CPR common provisions regulation

EAFRD European Agricultural Fund for Rural 
Development

EIGE European Institute for Gender Equality

EMFF European Maritime and Fisheries Fund

ERDF European Regional Development Fund

ESF European Social Fund

ESF+ European Social Fund Plus

ESIF European Structural and Investment 
Funds

EU Funds European Union Funds under shared 
management

GNI gross national income

ICT information and communications 
technology 

ISF Internal Security Fund

MFF multiannual financial framework 

M&E monitoring and evaluation 

MS(s) Member State(s)

OECD Organisation for Economic Co-
Operation and Development

OP(s) Operational Programme(s)

PA(s) Partnership Agreement(s)

PO policy objective

SDG Sustainable Development Goal

SME(s) small and medium-sized enterprise(s)

TFEU Treaty on the Functioning of the 
European Union 

WLB work–life balance
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Glossary of terms

(1) Tronto, J. C. (2013), Caring Democracy – Markets, Equality, and Justice, New York University Press, New York.
(2) Nguyen, M. T. N., Zavoretti, R. and Tronto, J. (2017), ‘Beyond the global care chain – boundaries, institutions and ethics of care’, Ethics 

and Social Welfare, Vol. 11, No 3, pp. 199–212.
(3) OECD (2005), Long-term Care for Older People, The OECD Health Project, OECD Publishing, Paris. Available at: https://doi.

org/10.1787/9789264015852-en;
 Triantafillou et al. (2011), ‘Informal care in the long-term care system’. Available at: http://interlinks.euro.centre.org/sites/default/files/

WP5 Informal care_ExecutiveSummary_FINAL_1.pdf;
 Barnes, M. (2012), Care in Everyday Life – An ethic of care in practice, Bristol University Press, Bristol. Available at: https://policy.bristol-

universitypress.co.uk/care-in-everyday-life
(4) Ungerson, C. (1995), ‘Gender, cash and informal care – European perspectives and dilemmas’, Journal of Social Policy, Vol. 24, No 1, 

pp. 31–52. Available at: doi:10.1017/S004727940002451X;
 Triantafillou et al., 2011.
(5) EIGE, ‘Gender mainstreaming – What is gender mainstreaming’. Available at: https://eige.europa.eu/gender-mainstreaming/what-is-gen-

der-mainstreaming
(6) For a full description of gender budgeting as a gender mainstreaming tool, see: EIGE, ‘Gender mainstreaming – Methods and tools – 

Gender budgeting’ (available at: https://eige.europa.eu/gender-mainstreaming/methods-tools/gender-budgeting) and EIGE (2019), 
Gender Budgeting. Mainstreaming gender into the EU budget and macroeconomic policy framework, Publications Office of the European 
Union, Luxembourg (available at: https://eige.europa.eu/publications/gender-budgeting-mainstreaming-gender-eu-budget-and-mac-
roeconomic-policy-framework).

(7) Ibid.
(8) Council of Europe (2005), ‘Gender budgeting – final report of the Group of Specialists on Gender Budgeting (EG-S-GB)’, Directorate 

General of Human Rights, Council of Europe, Strasbourg. Available at: https://rm.coe.int/1680596143

Care

Care is a concept that encompasses the processes 
of creating, sustaining and reproducing people, 
selves and social relationships on three levels: (1) 
caring for the self, (2) caring for others and (3) 
caring for the world (1).

Care tends to be presented as something only 
needed by the ‘needy’ – children, the ill, the elderly 
and/or persons living with disabilities (2). Yet, the 
survival of all human beings depends on care. 
At different stages of our lives, we may be more 
dependent on care than we are during others.

Formal and informal (social) care

Informal care is typically understood as unpaid 
labour undertaken in the private realm of the 
household as part of pre-existing relationships 
within kinship and marital relations, friendship or 
neighbourliness (3). Formal care is defined as paid 
labour performed by professional care workers, 
in the public domain based on contractual rela-
tionships (4).

Gender mainstreaming

Gender mainstreaming has been embraced inter-
nationally as a strategy towards realising gender 

equality. It involves the integration of a gender 
perspective into the preparation, design, imple-
mentation, monitoring and evaluation of policies, 
regulatory measures and spending programmes, 
with a view to promoting equality between women 
and men and combating discrimination (5).

Gender budgeting (6)

Gender budgeting is a strategy to achieve equality 
between women and men by focusing on how pub-
lic resources are collected and spent (7). The Council 
of Europe (2005, p. 10) defines gender budgeting 
as ‘an application of gender mainstreaming in 
the budgetary process. It means a gender-based 
assessment of budgets, incorporating a gender 
perspective at all levels of the budgetary process 
and restructuring revenues and expenditures in 
order to promote gender equality’ (8).

Financing for gender equality

Making gender equality a reality requires dedicat-
ed and consistent funding. Financing for gender 
equality is a means of ensuring that gender equality 
commitments are met in planning.

The commitments of governments to finance 
the realisation of women’s rights and the ad-
vancement of gender equality are set out in a 

https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264015852-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264015852-en
http://interlinks.euro.centre.org/sites/default/files/WP5
http://interlinks.euro.centre.org/sites/default/files/WP5
https://policy.bristoluniversitypress.co.uk/care-in-everyday-life
https://policy.bristoluniversitypress.co.uk/care-in-everyday-life
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-mainstreaming/what-is-gender-mainstreaming
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-mainstreaming/what-is-gender-mainstreaming
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-mainstreaming/methods-tools/gender-budgeting
https://eige.europa.eu/publications/gender-budgeting-mainstreaming-gender-eu-budget-and-macroeconomic-policy-framework
https://eige.europa.eu/publications/gender-budgeting-mainstreaming-gender-eu-budget-and-macroeconomic-policy-framework
https://rm.coe.int/1680596143
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number of international treaties, agreements 
and policies, most notably the Beijing Platform 
for Action and the Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Discrimination against Women. 
Most recently, the Addis Ababa action plan on 
transformative financing for gender equality and 
women’s empowerment has emerged as a key tool 
for translating political commitments into action 
and addressing the chronic underinvestment in 
gender equality (9).

European Structural and Investment Funds

The European Structural and Investment Funds 
are the EU’s main investment policy tools. For 
the period 2014–2020, they consist of the Euro-
pean Regional Development Fund, the European 
Social Fund, the Cohesion Fund, the European 
Agricultural Fund for Rural Development and the 
European Maritime and Fisheries Fund. Member 
States administer the funds through shared man-
agement with the European Commission. The 
funds are implemented through national and/
or regional programmes that are co-financed by 
Member States.

(9) Puri, L. and Khan, Z. (2016), ‘Financing for gender equality and women’s empowerment – what have we achieved in Addis Ababa?’, SDC 
Gender Equality Network Newsletter, No 3, November 2015, pp. 3–4. Available at: https://www.shareweb.ch/site/Gender/Documents/
Activities/News/Newsletter/Newsletters%20Engl/2015/2015-11%20Gendernet%20Newsletter%20-%20Financing%20for%20Devel-
opment-2.pdf

(10) UK Women’s Budget Group (2018), Women Count – a casebook for gender responsive budgeting groups, Women’s Budget Group, p. 38. 
Available at: https://womencount.wbg.org.uk/uploads/section-pdfs/Women-Count-A-Casebook-for-GRB-Groups.pdf

Infrastructure

[Economic] infrastructure is defined as the set of 
goods and services that are needed for a society to 
operate and as such its benefits reach beyond its 
pool of direct users (10). It is typically considered to 
be physical, such as buildings and the construction 
of buildings, bridges, roads, houses and railways.

Social infrastructure refers to all the services that 
provide education, care and health, including care 
for older people and persons living with disabilities, 
as well as childcare. This approach to social infra-
structure includes the skilled workforce providing 
care services, in addition to the physical facilities 
where care services are provided.

Work–life balance

Work–life balance is about striking a balance 
between ‘work’ and ‘life’. Here, ‘work’ means paid 
work, and ‘life’ means everything else – including, 
but not limited to, unpaid work, domestic work 
(cleaning, cooking, washing, etc.), care work (taking 
care of children, older people, people who are ill, 
persons living with disabilities and oneself), leisure 
time and social activities. 

https://www.shareweb.ch/site/Gender/Documents/Activities/News/Newsletter/Newsletters Engl/2015/2015-11 Gendernet Newsletter - Financing for Development-2.pdf
https://www.shareweb.ch/site/Gender/Documents/Activities/News/Newsletter/Newsletters Engl/2015/2015-11 Gendernet Newsletter - Financing for Development-2.pdf
https://www.shareweb.ch/site/Gender/Documents/Activities/News/Newsletter/Newsletters Engl/2015/2015-11 Gendernet Newsletter - Financing for Development-2.pdf
https://womencount.wbg.org.uk/uploads/section-pdfs/Women-Count-A-Casebook-for-GRB-Groups.pdf
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Introduction

(11) Specifically Articles 2 and 3(3) of the Treaty on the European Union (TEU), Article 8 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European 
Union (TFEU) and Article 21 of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union (CFR).

(12) EIGE (2017f), Economic benefits of gender equality in the European Union – Report on the empirical application of the model, Publications 
Office of the European Union, Luxembourg;

 EIGE (2017g), Economic benefits of gender equality in the European Union – Literature review: existing evidence and methodological ap-
proaches, Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg;

 EIGE (2017b), Economic benefits of gender equality in the EU – EU and EU Member States overviews, Publications Office of the European 
Union, Luxembourg;

 EIGE (2017a), Economic benefits of gender equality in the EU – Economic impacts of gender equality in the EU policy context, briefing 
paper;

 EIGE (2017e), Economic benefits of gender equality in the EU – Overall economic impacts of gender equality, briefing paper;
 EIGE (2017c), Economic benefits of gender equality in the EU – How gender equality in STEM education leads to economic growth, briefing 

paper;
 EIGE (2017d), Economic benefits of gender equality in the EU – How closing the gender gaps in labour market activity and pay leads to 

economic growth, briefing paper.
(13) European Parliament and Council (2013b), Regulation (EU) No 1303/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 17 Decem-

ber 2013 laying down common provisions on the European Regional Development Fund, the European Social Fund, the Cohesion 
Fund, the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development and the European Maritime and Fisheries Fund and laying down general 
provisions on the European Regional Development Fund, the European Social Fund, the Cohesion Fund and the European Maritime 
and Fisheries Fund and repealing Council Regulation (EC) No 1083/2006. Available at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/
TXT/?uri=celex %3A32013R1303

(14) (1) CPR: European Commission (2018b), Proposal for a regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council laying down com-
mon provisions on the European Regional Development Fund, the European Social Fund Plus, the Cohesion Fund, and the European 
Maritime and Fisheries Fund and financial rules for those and for the Asylum and Migration Fund, the Internal Security Fund and 
the Border Management and Visa Instrument, COM(2018) 375 final. Available at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TX-
T/?uri=COM%3A2018%3A375%3AFIN;

 (2) ERDF and CF: European Commission (2018d), Proposal for a regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council on the 
European Regional Development Fund and on the Cohesion Fund, COM(2018) 372 final. Available at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/
legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM%3A2018%3A372%3AFIN;

 (3) ESF: European Commission (2018g), Proposal for a regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council on the European Social 
Fund Plus (ESF+), COM(2018) 382 final. Available at: https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/budget-may2018-eu-
ropean-social-fund-plus-regulation_en.pdf;

 (4) EAFRD: European Commission (2018e), Proposal for a regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council establishing 
rules on support for strategic plans to be drawn up by Member States under the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP Strategic Plans) 
and financed by the European Agricultural Guarantee Fund and by the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD) 
and repealing Regulation (EU) No 1305/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council and Regulation (EU) No 1307/2013 
of the European Parliament and of the Council, COM(2018) 392 final. Available at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TX-
T/?uri=COM%3A2018%3A392%3AFIN;

 (5) EMFF: European Commission (2018f), Proposal for a regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council on the European 
Maritime and Fisheries Fund and repealing Regulation (EU) No 508/2014 of the European Parliament and of the Council, COM(2018) 390 
final. Available at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM%3A2018%3A390%3AFIN

(15) EIGE (2017h), Gender Equality Index 2017 – Measuring gender equality in the European Union 2005–2015 – Report, Publications Office 
of the European Union.

(16) Ibid. 

Gender equality is one of the European Union’s 
core principles, enshrined in its treaties and the 
Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European 
Union (CFR) (11). It is critical to the achievement of 
the EU goals for smart, sustainable and inclusive 
growth (12) and therefore the objectives of the Eu-
ropean Structural and Investment Funds (ESIF) (13) 
and the EU Funds under the future common pro-
visions regulation (CPR) (EU Funds) (14).

Yet, inequalities persist across the EU. Women 
are under-represented in the labour market 
and in management positions, while men are 

under-represented in unpaid care work. Only 
every third man engages daily in cooking and 
housework, compared to almost every woman (15). 
While there has been progress for women in the 
labour market, over the past 10 years there have 
been almost no improvements on gender equality 
in the sphere of unpaid care responsibilities (16).

The EU’s new directive on work–life balance (WLB) 
calls for both legislative and non-legislative meas-
ures to tackle women’s under-representation in 
the labour market and their over-representation 
in non-remunerated care-work. As part of the 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32013R1303
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32013R1303
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM%3A2018%3A375%3AFIN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM%3A2018%3A375%3AFIN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM%3A2018%3A372%3AFIN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM%3A2018%3A372%3AFIN
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/budget-may2018-european-social-fund-plus-regulation_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/budget-may2018-european-social-fund-plus-regulation_en.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM%3A2018%3A392%3AFIN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM%3A2018%3A392%3AFIN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM%3A2018%3A390%3AFIN
https://europa.eu/european-union/law/treaties_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/aid-development-cooperation-fundamental-rights/your-rights-eu/eu-charter-fundamental-rights_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/aid-development-cooperation-fundamental-rights/your-rights-eu/eu-charter-fundamental-rights_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/funding-tenders/funding-opportunities/funding-programmes/overview-funding-programmes/european-structural-and-investment-funds_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/funding-tenders/funding-opportunities/funding-programmes/overview-funding-programmes/european-structural-and-investment-funds_en
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Commission’s initiative to support WLB for working 
parents and carers, the Commission will ‘ensure, 
together with Member States, that the European 
Social Fund and other structural and investment 
funds are supporting adequately work–life balance 
measures’ (17).

This model supports innovative practice and 
gender analysis to realise the potential of the 
European Social Fund and the European Social 
Fund Plus (ESF/ESF+) and the European Regional 
Development Fund (ERDF) to promote WLB in the 
European Union.

It centres on addressing the gendered dimen-
sions of care, alongside the structures of gender 
relations that:

• maintain traditional gender roles in employment, 
parenting and care;

• maintain stereotypes; 
• limit women’s and men’s access to employment 

and training.

This model encourages policymakers, programme 
managers and project designers to take an expan-
sive view of care. This means considering not only 
childcare, but also care for older people or persons 
with disabilities and, more broadly, the different 
dimensions of social care. The aim is for the model 
to be used to advance gender equality in Member 
States by transforming roles and responsibilities 
both in formal and informal care structures.

The guidance and practical model set out in this 
document draws on three levers – legislative, policy 
and financial. It intends to support the formulation 
of programmes during the next round of the ESF+ 
and ERDF. The model should be regarded as a 
document supporting the advancement of WLB 

(17) European Commission (2017), Commission communication – An initiative to support work–life balance for working parents and carers, 
COM(2017) 252 final. Available at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM:2017:252:FIN

in the implementation of the ESF/ESF+ and ERDF, 
and complementing the implementation of the 
new directive on WLB.

Structure of this publication
Part 1 introduces the framework of gender equality 
in relation to the EU Funds.

Part 2 introduces the concepts of WLB and care. 
It sets out the policy and legislative mechanisms 
for WLB, presents the compelling economic and 
social justice arguments for action, and highlights 
how WLB is key to advancing gender equality.

Part 3 focuses on the concept of social care pro-
vision – including childcare, care for older people 
and other forms of social care that are essential 
for addressing the gender division of labour – as 
part of the social and economic infrastructure to 
create an economy of well-being.

Part 4 explores measures that promote WLB within 
the ESF and ERDF by highlighting the experiences 
of Member States, and outlines how the funds can 
be combined to advance WLB.

Part 5 outlines opportunities for ensuring financ-
ing for gender equality through the practical 
application of WLB measures via the ESF+ and 
ERDF in the next funding period (2021–2027). This 
section proposes an analytical model for manag-
ing authorities and other institutions engaged 
in programme formulation and project design. 
The proposed model is based on specific actions 
and interventions possible within ESF+ and ERDF 
programmes that could be applied to deliver im-
proved WLB outcomes through structural funds 
and investments.

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM:2017:252:FIN
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(18) European Commission (1996), Commission communication – Incorporating equal opportunities for women and men into all community 
policies and activities, COM(96) 67 final. Available at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:1996:0067:FIN:EN:PDF

(19) Article 7 CPR (European Parliament and Council (2013b), (EU) No 1303/2013).
(20) (1) CPR: European Commission (2018c), COM(2018) 375 final;
 (2) ERDF and CF: European Commission (2018d), COM(2018) 372 final;
 (3) ESF: European Commission (2018g), COM(2018) 382 final;
 (4) EAFRD: European Commission (2018e), COM(2018) 392 final;
 (5) EMFF: European Commission (2018f), COM(2018) 390 final.
(21) EIGE (2016), ‘Relevance of gender in the policy area’, in Gender in regional cohesion policy, Publications Office of the European Union, 

Luxembourg. Available at: https://eige.europa.eu/publications/gender-regional-cohesion-policy

Gender equality is one of the core principles of 
the European Union, enshrined in its treaties – 
specifically Articles 2 and 3(3) of the Treaty on the 
European Union (TEU), Article 8 of the Treaty on 
the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) – 
and in Article 21 of the CFR.

Article 8 of the TFEU charges the European Union 
with the task of eliminating inequalities and pro-
moting equality between men and women through 
all of its activities (gender mainstreaming).

Gender mainstreaming is a strategy to integrate 
gender concerns into all policies and programmes 
of EU institutions and Member States. Within the 
European Union, gender mainstreaming was first 
defined by the European Commission in 1996 as:

mobilising all general policies and measures specifi-
cally for the purpose of achieving equality by actively 
and openly taking into account at the planning stage 
their possible effects on the respective situations 
of men and women (gender perspective) (p. 2) (18).

These overarching commitments have trickled down 
to the EU’s work. Thus, gender equality is part of 
the overall objectives of the ESIF, with gender main-
streaming as a strategy to accomplish those goals. In 
2014–2020, the ESIF should, at all stages – including 
planning, monitoring, reporting and evaluation – 
aim at eliminating inequalities, promoting gender 
equality and integrating a gender perspective (19).

The European Commission’s proposal of regulations 
for the 2021–2027 programming period (20) renews the 
commitment to the dual approach to gender equal-
ity with specific measures (‘eliminating inequalities 
and promoting equality between men and women’) 
alongside gender mainstreaming (‘integrating the 

gender perspective’):

Member States and the Commission should aim at 
eliminating inequalities and at promoting equality 
between men and women and integrating the gender 
perspective, as well as at combating discrimination 
based on sex, racial or ethnic origin, religion or be-
lief, disability, age or sexual orientation. The Funds 
should not support actions that contribute to any 
form of segregation (CPR: European Commission 
(2018), COM(2018) 375 final; point 5, p. 13).

Other legal and policy provisions that feature 
descriptions on how gender inequalities could be 
tackled by EU Funds include the following.

• The European Pact for Gender Equality 2011–
2020 outlines how gender inequalities will be 
tackled by the ESIF. This includes promoting a 
better WLB for women and men (21).

• The Strategic Engagement for Gender Equality 
2016–2019 calls on the European Commission 
to support Member States to use the ESIF for 
investments in, among others, public childcare 
and care for older people, as a strategy to in-
crease women’s labour market participation.

• Using the EU Funds to facilitate the reconciliation 
of work and private life is also at the heart of the 
Commission’s WLB initiative, which calls on the 
European Commission and Member States to 
use the EU Funds to facilitate the reconciliation 
of work and private life, and which led to the 
recently adopted directive on WLB.

• The European Parliament promotes the use 
of EU Funds to enhance gender equality. Its 
resolution on the EU strategy for equality 
between women and men post 2015 calls on 
the European Commission to support Mem-
ber States to use the ESIF for investments in 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:1996:0067:FIN:EN:PDF
https://eige.europa.eu/publications/gender-regional-cohesion-policy
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52011XG0525%2801%29
https://ec.europa.eu/anti-trafficking/eu-policy/strategic-engagement-gender-equality-2016-2019_en
https://ec.europa.eu/anti-trafficking/eu-policy/strategic-engagement-gender-equality-2016-2019_en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM:2017:252:FIN
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public childcare and care for older people, as 
a strategy to increase women’s participation 
in the labour market.

These legislative, policy and financial levers are 
integral to the advancement of gender equality 
by EU institutions and Member States. As such, 

three sets of measures – legal, policy and finance 
measures – are essential for effective gender 
mainstreaming. They are equally essential for 
the formulation, implementation and evaluation 
of measures to promote WLB as part of an inte-
grated strategy to advance gender equality. This 
guidance draws on all three of these key levers.
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(22) Tronto, 2013.
(23) Busby, N. (2018), ‘The evolution of gender equality and related employment policies – the case of work–family reconciliation’, Interna-

tional Journal of Discrimination and the Law, Vol. 18, Nos 2–3, pp. 104–123.
(24) Nguyen, Zavoretti and Tronto, 2017.

This section provides the following.

• A definition of the concept of WLB, including 
different kinds of care and caregivers’ roles and 
responsibilities. It highlights the differences 
between women and men within care in order 
to demonstrate why a gender perspective is 
important for WLB.

• An overview of legislative measures in place 
for WLB in the European Union.

• An overview of the policy and financial levers 
in place for WLB.

2.1. The concept of WLB

Box 1. The concept of WLB

WLB is about striking a balance between 
‘work’ and ‘life’. Here, ‘work’ means paid 
work, and ‘life’ means everything else – 
including, but not limited to, unpaid work, 
domestic work (cleaning, cooking, washing, 
etc.), care work (taking care of children, 
older people, people who are ill, persons 
living with disabilities and oneself), leisure 
time and social activities.

Addressing the gendered care norms that affect 
women’s opportunities for paid work, career ad-
vancement and pensions contributions is a legitimate 
goal in its own right – vital for achieving gender 
equality, women’s economic, social and political 
rights, and sustainable growth. Yet, as a concept in 
EU policy documents, WLB tends to be framed as 
an issue of sustaining economic growth in the EU 
and its Member States. This is based on the under-
standing that improving women’s economic status 
through labour market participation contributes 
both to greater growth, and to economic equality 
between women and men.

Reconstructing gender relations by addressing 
the societal norms that affect men’s contribution 

to care and domestic labour are also part of the 
policy discourse on WLB. Recognition of the need 
to change both structures and behaviours to in-
crease men’s participation in care are often central 
to  the articulation of legislative and non-legislative 
measures for WLB.

It is difficult to discuss WLB without discussing 
‘care’ – an inherent part of the WLB concept. But 
what is care?

Box 2. Definition of care

What is care?

Care is a concept that encompasses the pro-
cesses of creating, sustaining and reproducing 
people, selves and social relationships on 
three levels: (1) caring for the self, (2) caring 
for others and (3) caring for the world (22).

It is worth asking how we care for ourselves 
and for others. What values do we, as a so-
ciety and as the EU, ascribe to care work? 
While care is fundamental for our survival 
and sustainability, the ‘right to care’ has not 
been a specific EU policy objective so far (23). 
Care tends to be presented as something 
only needed by the ‘needy’ – children, the 
ill, older people and/or persons living with 
disabilities (24). Yet, the survival of all human 
beings depends on care. At different stages of 
our lives, we may be more dependent on care.

2.2. Different types of care 
work in current ESIF 
interventions
Informal care is typically understood as unpaid labour 
undertaken in the private realm of the household, 
usually as part of an already existing social rela-
tionship of kinship, marital relations, friendship or 
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neighbourliness (25). Formal care is defined as paid 
labour performed by professional care workers in 
the public domain and based on contractual rela-
tionships (26). The distinction between formal and 
informal care is becoming increasingly blurred (27). 
Cash benefits for care recipients and/or carers are 
one factor contributing to the blurred distinction (28). 
Some authors claim that as long as it is based on 
emotional or kinship obligations, paid care can still 
be considered as informal care (29).

To achieve an ‘adult worker’ model, rather than 
the endurance of a ‘male breadwinner’ model, the 
gendered division of labour needs to be addressed 
as a social, political and economic concern (30).

It is fundamental to analyse and consider ‘who 
is the carer’ in order to strike a balance between 

(25) OECD, 2005;
 Triantafillou et al., 2011;
 Barnes, 2012.
(26) Ungerson, 1995;
 Triantafillou et al., 2011.
(27) Triantafillou et al., 2011.
(28) Ungerson, 1995. 
(29) Lundsgaard, J. (2005), ‘Consumer direction and choice in long-term care for older persons, including payments for informal care – 

how can it help improve care outcomes, employment and fiscal sustainability?’, OECD Health Working Papers, No 20, OECD Publishing, 
Paris. Available at: //doi.org/10.1787/616882407515

(30) Guerrina, R. (2015), ‘Socio-economic challenges to work–life balance at times of crisis’, Journal of Social Welfare and Family Law, Vol. 37, 
pp. 368–377. Available at: https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/30342196.pdf

(31) Orozco, A. (2010), Global Care Chains – Toward a rights-based global care regime?, United Nations International Research and Training 
Institute for the Advancement of Women, Santo Domingo. Available at: https://trainingcentre.unwomen.org/instraw-library/2010-R-MIG-
GLO-GLO-EN.pdf;

 Nguyen, Zavoretti and Tronto, 2017.

men’s and women’s care responsibilities. As family 
members are under growing pressure to provide 
care, this most often means that women reduce 
their working hours, leave paid employment or 
continue to remain outside the paid labour market. 
It also means that more and more older people are 
caring for older spouses, yielding significant care 
pressures across the life span.

EIGE’s Gender Equality Index (2017) reveals that far 
fewer women than men participate in paid work, far 
more women than men work part-time, and women 
perform most of the care and domestic work across 
the EU. It is worth noting that a high number of 
women migrants work in the EU’s informal care 
sector, looking after children, older people, people 
who are ill and persons living with disabilities (31).

Table 1. Employment rate and care-related time use in selected Member States

Country Employment rates Care-related time use
(for women and men aged 25–49)

Czechia • The full-time equivalent employment rate is 
46 % for women and 65 % for men.

• 10 % of women work part-time, as do 3 % of men.

• 33 % of women care for family members for at least 1 hour per day, 
compared to 20 % of men.

• 86 % of women and 12 % of men cook and do housework every day.

Germany • The full-time equivalent employment rate is 
40 % for women and 59 % for men.

• 47 % of women work part-time, as do 11 % of 
men.

• 50 % of women care for family members for 1 hour or more per day, 
compared to 30 % of men.

• 72 % of women and 29 % of men cook and do housework every day.

Estonia • The full-time equivalent employment rate is 
50 % for women and 64 % for men.

• 15 % of women work part-time, as do 7 % of men.

• 35 % of women care for family members for at least 1 hour per day, 
compared to 31 % of men.

• 76 % of women and 45 % of men cook and do housework every day.

Spain • The full-time equivalent employment rate is 
36 % for women and 50 % for men.

• 25 % of women work part-time, as do 8 % of men.

• 56 % of women care for family members for 1 hour or more per day, 
compared to 36 % of men.

• 85 % of women and 42 % of men cook and do housework every day.

Source: EIGE, 2017h.

https://doi.org/10.1787/616882407515
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/30342196.pdf
https://trainingcentre.unwomen.org/instraw-library/2010-R-MIG-GLO-GLO-EN.pdf
https://trainingcentre.unwomen.org/instraw-library/2010-R-MIG-GLO-GLO-EN.pdf
https://eige.europa.eu/gender-equality-index
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Childcare

Access to affordable, quality childcare continues to 
be one of the most significant barriers to women’s 
labour market participation and to redressing the 
gendered norms that maintain women’s status as 
second earners and principle carers (32).

The Barcelona targets on childcare were introduced 
in 2002, following a decision by the European 
Council to set targets for formal childcare. This 
is a specific measure to remove disincentives to 
women’s labour market participation by address-
ing insufficient childcare facilities. Member States 
agreed, by 2010, to provide childcare for at least 
90 % of children between the ages of three and 
the mandatory school age, and for at least 33 % 
of children under three.

Since then, Member States have made variable 

(32) European Parliament (2016a), Report on poverty: a gender perspective (2015/2228(INI)), Committee on Women’s Rights and Gender 
Equality. Available at: http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+REPORT+A8-2016-0153+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN

(33) Eurostat (2018a), Smarter, Greener, More Inclusive? – Indicators to support the Europe 2020 strategy – 2018 edition, Publications Office 
of the European Union, Luxembourg. Available at: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/3217494/9087772/KS-02-18-728-EN-N.
pdf/3f01e3c4-1c01-4036-bd6a-814dec66c58c

(34) EIGE, 2017h. 
(35) European Commission (2017), COM(2017) 252 final.

progress towards achieving the Barcelona targets. 
Data in 2018 show that at least 95 % of 4-year-
olds are enrolled in early childcare and compul-
sory education, although participation rates for 
children under the age of three are significantly 
lower. Overall, however, the targets are being 
met. In 2016, 32.9 % of children up to 3 years 
old were cared for by formal arrangements – 
15 % received between 1 and 29 hours of formal 
childcare per week, while 17.9 % received more 
than 30 hours per week. Compared to 2010, this 
is an increase of 4.9 percentage points, with 14 % 
accessing both 1–29 hours and over 30 hours 
of formal childcare per week. This means the 
second objective was almost reached by 2016 
at the EU level (33).

Although Member States have advanced towards 
these targets, there are significant variations 
between them.

Table 2. Childcare provision in selected Member States

Country Childcare provision (34)
Czechia 78 % of children between the age of three and school age, and 3 % of children under the age of three, are 

enrolled in childcare.

Germany 90 % of children between the age of three and school age, and 26 % of children under the age of three, 
are enrolled in childcare.

Estonia 93 % of children between the age of three and school age, and 21 % of children under the age of three, 
are enrolled in childcare.

Spain 92 % of children between the age of three and school age, and 40 % of children under the age of three, 
are enrolled in childcare. 

Source: EIGE, 2017h.

Caring for older people

Alongside adequate childcare provision, which is 
key for parents and carers, the ageing population 
presents additional demands on family members, 
as reflected most acutely in women’s time use 
patterns.

The workforce in the European Union is shrinking. 
The population is ageing at the same time as the 
demographic curve remains a challenge (35). An older 
population presents a number of challenges to WLB 

for people in work or those wishing to access paid 
employment.

Moreover, older workers who are no longer in paid 
employment – both women and men – are increasingly 
becoming informal carers for their grandchildren. 
This impacts their economic status, time use and 
social status.

Older people are also in need of increasing amounts 
of home-based care, as social services – such as 
care and residential centres – have been adversely 

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-08-592_en.htm
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+REPORT+A8-2016-0153+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/3217494/9087772/KS-02-18-728-EN-N.pdf/3f01e3c4-1c01-4036-bd6a-814dec66c58c
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/3217494/9087772/KS-02-18-728-EN-N.pdf/3f01e3c4-1c01-4036-bd6a-814dec66c58c
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affected by reduced levels of public spending at 
the Member State and regional levels. Home-based 
care is promoted as a preferable care model to 

institutions, whenever applicable, in line with the 
UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities.

Box 3. Older people’s dedication to care

Almost 27 % of women across the EU provide 20 hours or more of informal care each week. 
This rate ranges from 57 % of women in Spain – the highest level in the EU – to 3.2 % in the 
Netherlands. Over half (51 %) of the women in Spain who provide over 20 hours of informal 
care per week are 45–54 years old, 57 % are 55–64 years old and almost 70 % are aged 65–74. 
Some 72 % of women over the age of 75 provide more than 20 hours of care each week.

The pressure on older workers and reliance on older people – women and men – as informal 
carers is undeniable. In Estonia, for example, just under 40 % of men over the age of 75 pro-
vide 20 hours or more of care per week, as do 74.4 % of women of the same age. These trends 
demonstrate the overwhelming reliance on older people to provide care in the EU (36). However, 
measures that respond to this type of stress are not clearly visible in ESIF programmes.

(36) EU Open Data Portal, ‘Persons providing informal care or assistance by sex, age, degree of urbanisation, most frequent activity status 
and frequency’, Eurostat data set. Available at: https://data.europa.eu/euodp/data/dataset/lxBtFqcu6Jg41urZQ2bZWA

(37) EIGE conducted a gender assessment of ESIF programmes in 11 Member States. In addition, to get a more in-depth understanding 
on the use of the ESF and the ERDF to promote work–-life balance in the European Union, EIGE conducted four country case studies 
in Czechia, Germany, Estonia and Spain. The selection criteria for Member States took into account a range of elements – how long 
they have been part of the EU; the character of the welfare state – i.e. familial, dual or adult earner models; levels of ESIF investment; 
and the ESIF’s contribution to interventions on ‘infrastructure for early childhood education and care’ (IC052) under social, health 
and education infrastructure and related investments. All four countries plan to dedicate a considerable share of their funds to this 
category of interventions – a category selected as a focus for this report because: 
• access to affordable, quality childcare continues to constrain women’s labour market participation and challenges efforts to 

redress gendered norms that relegate women to the position of second earners and principal carers; 
• in budgetary terms, this is a main investment category for both the ESF and ERDF. 

(38) Eurostat, ‘Formal child care by duration and age group’. Available at: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.do?tab=table&plug-
in=1&language=en&pcode=tps00185

(39) Orozco, 2010;
 Nguyen, Zavoretti and Tronto, 2017.
(40) European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (2017), Out of sight: Migrant women exploited in domestic work, Publications Office of the 

European Union. Available at: https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2018-migrant-women-labour-exploitation-domes-
tic-work_en.pdf

From a public policy perspective, the evidence of 
financing for active ageing programmes is limit-
ed. For example, an assessment of ESF and ERDF 
funding for WLB in Czechia, Germany, Estonia and 
Spain (37) found no evidence of funding for active 
ageing programmes. Such programmes would 
help people to remain active as they grow older, 
as they would support health promotion and 
disease prevention policies. Despite this, they are 
not regularly implemented across Member States, 
nor is there any apparent consistent response to 
relevant demographic data. The high level of care 
provided by older workers for family members is 
not reflected in support measures and activities 
for labour market, social inclusion or investment 

in care facilities financed under the ESF or ERDF. 
Overall, there is a limited response to the needs of 
older workers and little investment in eldercare (38).

The pressure of an ageing population also impacts 
global care chains, as women from Africa, Asia and 
South America travel to work as carers in Europe. 
They largely assume informal care jobs, looking 
after children, older people, people who are ill and 
persons living with disabilities (39). These women 
often do not have legal work permits, hindering 
their access to favourable working conditions or 
salaries (40). This increases pressure on migrant 
women workers, for whom support provided within 
national social protection policies or ESIF-funded 
interventions can be limited.

https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities.html
https://data.europa.eu/euodp/data/dataset/lxBtFqcu6Jg41urZQ2bZWA
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.do?tab=table&plugin=1&language=en&pcode=tps00185
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.do?tab=table&plugin=1&language=en&pcode=tps00185
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2018-migrant-women-labour-exploitation-domestic-work_en.pdf
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2018-migrant-women-labour-exploitation-domestic-work_en.pdf
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Box 4. Global care chains – an example to explain the concept

Juana arrived in Spain in 2005. Her children stayed behind with her husband in Bolivia, making 
theirs a transnational family. He followed a few months later, but did not assume the role of 
primary caregiver. In Bolivia, masculine identity is closely linked to the role of income provider.

Both Juana and her husband managed to secure work. She became a domestic worker – a  
typical niche in the Spanish labour market for women. Her children lived first with their ma-
ternal grandparents, but Juana was not happy with this state of affairs. She agreed with her 
sister-in-law that she would move home – a clear reorganisation of family strategies.

When the couple achieved a certain level of job security, they wanted their children to join 
them in Spain while their children were still beneficiaries of family reunification procedures – 
an example of family strategies affected by migration policy. Their children were twice turned 
away at the airport. Only the eldest managed to enter – a case of family reunification. As Juana 
required papers, she and her son moved to another city where she had organised a contract – 
reflecting how labour strategies are affected by migration policy. While she cared for an elderly 
woman at night, her son remained at home alone – reflecting the difficulties migrant women 
workers face in balancing work and family life. Juana feels the situation is unsustainable (41).

(41) Orozco, 2010.
(42) Milotay, N. (2019), ‘Briefing – EU legislation in progress – A new directive on work–life balance’, European Parliamentary Research 

Service, p. 1. Available at: http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/614708/EPRS_BRI(2018)614708_EN.pdf 
(43) Ghailani, D. (2018), ‘Brief overview of measures related to work–life balance in the European Union – country sheets’, European Social 

Observatory deliverable, European Social Observatory.
(44) Please note that the last two ‘No’ and ‘Partially’ results for Sweden are regulated under social agreements between employers and 

union, rather than by law in Sweden. Therefore, these should be considered to signify ‘Yes’. 

Care for persons living with disabilities

The complexity of caring for persons living with 
disabilities, and supporting families with children 
living with disabilities, is not consistently visible in 
interventions under ESIF programmes and their 
funding categories. Actions to support people living 
in vulnerable conditions are prominent. However, 
there are limited interventions that recognise ex-
clusion, vulnerability to poverty, distance from the 
labour market and social participation for persons 
with disabilities and their families/primary carers. 
This type of support is important due to the high 
pressure on individuals caring for family members 
living with disabilities. Such intense care work nega-
tively influences the opportunities for carers – most 
of whom are women – to take part in other activities, 
including other forms of remunerated labour, social 
events and political or community engagement.

2.3. Legislative levers for WLB
In an attempt to broaden the understanding of gen-
der roles, in June 2018, the EU issued a new directive 
on WLB, featuring legislative and non-legislative 
measures. The new directive includes provisions 

for paternity, parental and carers’ leave.

This directive represents a major driver for improved 
WLB for women and men across the EU. Legisla-
tive measures to increase men’s and fathers’ care 
responsibilities include:

• the introduction of paternity leave, whereby fa-
thers/equivalent second parents will be able to 
take at least 10 working days of paternity leave 
upon a child’s birth, which will be compensated 
to at least at the level of sick pay; 

• strengthening of the existing right to 4 months 
of parental leave by making two of these months 
non-transferable from one parent to another, 
which will be compensated at a level decided 
upon by the Member State.

This political action responds to uneven progress 
among Member States and a ‘general trend of de-
cline since 2011’ (42). To date, as Ghailani’s (43) analysis 
from early 2018 demonstrates (see Table 3 (44)), there 
is considerable variation across Member States in 
terms of the nature and level of the provision of 
legislative measures to support WLB through paid 
leave and time off for family care.

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/614708/EPRS_BRI(2018)614708_EN.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.L_.2019.188.01.0079.01.ENG
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.L_.2019.188.01.0079.01.ENG
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Table 3. Member States’ compliance with the proposed directive

Proposals BE BG CZ DK DE EE IE EL ES FR HR IT CY LV LT LU HU MT NL AT PL PT RO SI SK FI SE UK Total Y
Paternity leave
10 working days Y Y N Y N Y Y P1 Y Y N P1 N P1 Y P1 P1 P1 P1 N Y Y P1 Y N Y Y Y 14
Paid at sick pay 
level

Y Y N Y N Y Y Y Y Y N Y N Y Y Y Y Y Y N Y Y Y Y N Y Y Y 22

Parental leave
4 months non- 
transferable

Y N Y N Y N Y Y Y Y N Y Y N N Y N P3 Y N N P1 N N N N Y Y 13

Child age 12 Y N N N N N N N N N N Y N N N N N N N N N N N N N N Y Y 4
Paid at sick pay 
level

P5 P5 Y Y P5 Y N N N P5 Y N N P5 Y Y Y N N Y Y P5 Y Y P5 Y Y N 13

Flexible use Y N Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y N Y Y Y Y Y Y Y N Y N Y Y Y 24
Carers’ leave
5 days a year P3 Y Y P1 Y Y P1 Y P1 P3 Y Y Y Y Y P1 Y P1 Y Y Y Y N Y Y Y Y P1 19
Paid at sick pay 
level

P3 Y Y Y Y Y Y P1 Y N Y P1 N N Y Y Y N Y Y Y P1 N Y Y Y Y N 18

Flexible working 
arrangements
Right to request 
flexible use

Y P2 Y Y N N N N N N Y N N N N P3 N P3 Y Y N Y N N N N N Y 8

Right to request 
telework

N P2 N N N N N N N N N N N N N N N P3 Y N N P2 N Y N N N Y 3

Right to request 
reduced hours

Y P2 Y Y P2 N Y P2 Y Y P2 P1 N Y Y P3 P2 P3 Y P2 P2 P2 N P2 Y P1 P2 Y 11

Source: Ghailani, 2018.
NB: the P1-5 distinctions included in this table are as follows.
P1: the duration is shorter than that proposed by the directive, or it is not specified (e.g. as in the United Kingdom).
P2: available for parents of children up to a certain age, but under the age of 12.
P3: only for the private or public sector.
P4: workers have the right to carers’ leave of less than 5 working days per year.
P5: leave is paid but not at the level of the sickness benefit.
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In an attempt to reconceptualise WLB and embrace 
a transformative approach to gender equality (45), 
the new directive is framed as a measure for 
non-discrimination and gender equality. It aims 
to specifically address unequal labour market 
opportunities and experiences for women. The 
directive is framed within the principles of the 
European Pillar of Social Rights, with the focus 
being on citizens’ rights as opposed to economic 
growth.

It has to be noted that one of the European Pillar 
of Social Rights’ deliverables is the ‘New Start’ ini-
tiative to address the challenges faced by working 
parents and carers. Among the pillar’s 20 principles 
is the principle of WLB whereby:

Parents and people with caring responsibilities 
have the right to suitable leave, flexible working 
arrangements and access to care services. Wom-
en and men shall have equal access to special 
leaves of absence in order to fulfil their caring 
responsibilities and be encouraged to use them 
in a balanced way (principle 9).

The new directive seeks to support women’s eco-
nomic and social rights by addressing unequal 
treatment in the labour market and the unequal 
division of care between women and men (46). It 

(45) Caracciolo di Torella, E. (2017), ‘An emerging right to care in the EU – a “new start to support work–life balance for parents and carers”’, 
ERA Forum, Vol. 18, pp. 187–198. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1007/s12027-017-0477-0

(46) Milotay, 2019.
(47) European Commission (2016a), Strategic Engagement for Gender Equality 2016–2019, Publications Office of the European Union, Lux-

embourg. Available at: https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/strategic_engagement_en.pdf
(48) Ibid, p. 10. 
(49) Ibid.

also aspires to strengthen and remedy previous 
‘patchwork’ provisions to address the inequitable 
gender relations at the heart of women’s and men’s 
unequal engagement in care provision.

2.4. Policy and finance levers 
for WLB
The European Commission’s Strategic Engage-
ment for Gender Equality 2016–2019 specifically 
addresses WLB by calling for action by Member 
States on objectives related to increasing wom-
en’s labour market participation and ensuring 
the equal economic independence of women 
and men (47). These actions focus on coordinated 
efforts to facilitate women’s labour market partic-
ipation in order to achieve the EU target of 75 % 
of women and men in employment by 2020, and 
to close the gender gap in employment. Specific 
actions must involve ‘making it easier to balance 
caring and professional responsibilities [and] a 
more equal sharing of time spent on care and 
household responsibilities’ (48). Thus, women’s 
increased labour market participation is a goal 
of both EU economic growth policy, as well as of 
the social rights agenda of the EU institutions and 
Members States.

Box 5. First goal of the Strategic Engagement for Gender Equality (49)

Increase female labour market participation and the equal economic independence of women 
and men.

Objectives
• Reach the EU target of 75 % of men and women in employment in 2020 and close the em-

ployment gap for women.
• More equal sharing between women and men of time spent on care and household respon-

sibilities and improved possibilities for balancing caring and professional responsibilities.
• Attainment of the Barcelona targets on childcare and consider serious reflection with 

Member States on possible ways of making them more ambitious and extending them to 
cover care of other dependants.

• Promotion of female entrepreneurship and gender equality in research.
• Better labour market integration of migrant women.

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/priorities/deeper-and-fairer-economic-and-monetary-union/european-pillar-social-rights_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/priorities/deeper-and-fairer-economic-and-monetary-union/european-pillar-social-rights_en
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12027-017-0477-0
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/strategic_engagement_en.pdf
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Key actions to meet the objectives of the Strategic 
Engagement for Gender Equality 2016–2019 include 
a clear focus on women’s employment. They also 
focus on addressing the WLB challenges faced by 
working parents and carers (50).

Actions to achieve these objectives overlap sig-
nificantly with proposed interventions for the 
next round of the ESF+ and ERDF included in the 
Commission’s proposed regulations. These actions 
are as follows, with overlaps highlighted in blue:

• modernising the current EU legal framework 
to ensure better enforcement and, where ap-
propriate, adapting legislation in the areas of 
leave and flexible working arrangements, in 
consultation with the social partners, to provide 
better WLB for parents and people with caring 
responsibilities (51);

• setting out a broad policy framework to sup-
port parents’ participation in the labour market 
and a more equal use of leave and flexible 
work arrangements (52), including considering 
possible benchmarking, the targeted use of EU 
financial tools to support Member States and 
awareness raising;

• continued monitoring and support for Mem-
ber States to attain the Barcelona targets on 
childcare (53);

• taking into account the results of a public con-
sultation on WLB (54), considering consultation 
with Member States and stakeholders on how 
to make the Barcelona targets more ambitious 
and considering a more comprehensive ap-
proach, e.g. covering care of other dependants, 
accessibility and quality;

• supporting Member States in their efforts to 
increase women’s labour market participation, 
close monitoring of national reform measures 

(50) European Commission (2015a), ‘Roadmap – New start to address the challenges of work–life balance faced by working families’. Available 
at: http://ec.europa.eu/smart-regulation/roadmaps/docs/2015_just_012_new_initiative_replacing_maternity_leave_directive_en.pdf

(51) ESF+ regulation (European Commission (2018g), COM(2018) 382 final).
(52) Ibid.
(53) European Commission (2018a), ‘Barcelona Objectives’. Available at: https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/bcn_objectives-re-

port2018_web_en.pdf 
(54) European Commission (2015d), Consultation document – First phase consultation of social partners under Article 154 TFEU on possible 

action addressing the challenges of work–life balance faced by working parents and caregivers, C(2015) 7754 final.
(55) Adopted by the Employment, Social Policy, Health and Consumer Affairs Council on 5 October 2015. 
(56) European Commission, ‘Tackling discrimination’. Available at: http://ec.europa.eu/justice/discrimination/diversity/index_en.htm
(57) European Commission (2015b), Commission communication – A European agenda on migration, COM(2015) 240 final. Available at: 

https://ec.europa.eu/anti-trafficking/sites/antitrafficking/files/communication_on_the_european_agenda_on_migration_en.pdf
(58) ESF+ regulation (European Commission (2018g), COM(2018) 382 final).
(59) ERDF and Cohesion Fund specific regulation (European Commission (2018d), COM(2018) 372 final).
(60) ESF+ regulation (European Commission (2018), COM(2018g) 382 final).

under the European semester in line with the 
employment guidelines (55) and issuing coun-
try-specific recommendations where necessary;

• further supporting companies in their efforts to 
increase women’s labour market participation 
by facilitating diversity charter platforms (56);

• integrating a gender perspective into the im-
plementation of the European Agenda on Mi-
gration (57), while addressing barriers to the 
employment and career progression of migrant 
women and helping Member States to make 
full use of the possibilities offered by the ESF+ 
in this area (58);

• awareness raising to promote women’s entre-
preneurship, including through the launch of 
an e-platform for women entrepreneurs (2016), 
the creation of a European Network of Women 
Business Angels (2016) and the Network of 
Women’s Web Entrepreneurs Hubs (59); 

• promoting institutional change in research 
organisations to remove barriers to gender 
equality and engage all research organisations 
to implement gender equality plans (60).

Managing authorities can use this set of actions 
as a framework for mapping the proposed inter-
ventions under the ESF+ and ERDF. It may also be 
used as the basis for a model for programme and 
project formulation and evaluation.

These specific interventions form part of wider 
actions at Member States’ national and sub-na-
tional levels to support paid transfers and periods 
of leave for family care. They reinforce the need to 
consider and apply legislative, policy and financial 
levers to reconcile work–life inequalities through 
an innovative process of applying a gendered 
analysis to a wide range of possible actions within 
ERDF and ESF+ programmes. Such actions include 

http://ec.europa.eu/smart-regulation/roadmaps/docs/2015_just_012_new_initiative_replacing_maternity_leave_directive_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/bcn_objectives-report2018_web_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/bcn_objectives-report2018_web_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/justice/discrimination/diversity/index_en.htm
https://ec.europa.eu/anti-trafficking/sites/antitrafficking/files/communication_on_the_european_agenda_on_migration_en.pdf


2. WLB and gender equality

European Institute for Gender Equality20

transport, environmental policies, the expansion 
of information and communications technology 
(ICT) and digital technology, business start-ups and 
support for small and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs), the development of industry clusters, and 
investment in care facilities, training and developing 
a social care workforce.

A gender-sensitive framework for financing WLB 
and advancing gender equality requires gender 
analysis and gender-aware actions across multiple 
dimensions, including:

• women’s and men’s time use, including leisure 
time and time for self-care;

• women’s and men’s access to skills and training;
• women’s and men’s access to flexible, quality 

employment;
• access to affordable, flexible, quality services 

for children;
• access to affordable, flexible, quality services 

for older people;
• access to affordable, flexible, quality services 

for adults and children living with disabilities;
• flexible, gender-aware, employment practices; 
• women’s and men’s access to paid leave for 

parents and carers.

(61) Based on European Commission (2016a), which includes budgetary findings from 2015, and European Commission (2013), Multiannual 
Financial Framework 2014–2020 and EU Budget 2014 – The figures, Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg (available 
at: https://publications.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/d2cf202e-f36a-45b2-84e7-1ac6ad996e90). See also European 
Parliament (2016b), The Use of Funds for Gender Equality in Selected Member States – Study for the FEMM Committee, research paper by 
the Directorate-General for Internal Policies, Publications Office of the European Union (available at: http://www.europarl.europa.
eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2016/571393/IPOL_STU(2016)571393_EN.pdf).

(62) European Parliament, 2016b. 
(63) The ESIF, including the ESF and ERDF, are considered key investment instruments for supporting EU policy priorities. This is 

repeated in multiple sources, including European Commission (2016a); Council (2011), Council conclusions of 7 March 2011 on 
European Pact for Gender Equality (2011–2020), 2011/C 155/02 (available at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CEL-
EX%3A52011XG0525%2801%29); European Commission (2010b), Commission Communication – Strategy for equality between women 
and men 2010–2015, COM(2010) 491 final (available at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2010:0491:FIN:
EN:PDF); European Parliament (2015), European Parliament resolution of 9 June 2015 on the EU strategy for equality between women 
and men post 2015 (2014/2152(INI)) (available at: http://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2015-0218_EN.html?redi-
rect); and European Parliament and Council (2019), Directive (EU) 2019/1158 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 20 June 
2019 on work–life balance for parents and carers and repealing Council Directive 2010/18/EU (available at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/
legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.L_.2019.188.01.0079.01.ENG).

(64) The total ESIF budget amounts to at least EUR 637 billion and the EU contribution is EUR 454 billion. The calculations are based 
on these figures. However, the total budget could be higher, in which case the percentage would be lower. For more information, 
see: European Commission (2015c), Commission communication – Investing in jobs and growth – maximising the contribution of 
European Structural and Investment Funds, COM(2015) 639 final (available at: https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/policy/
what/investment-policy/esif-contribution/esif_contribution_communication.pdf) and European Commission, ‘Contribution of the 
European Structural and Investment Funds to jobs and growth, the investment plan and the Commission’s priorities’ (available at: 
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/policy/what/investment-policy/esif-contribution/).

(65) Czechia, Germany, Estonia, Greece, Italy, Hungary, Austria, Poland, Portugal, Slovakia, Finland  and the United Kingdom.
(66) European Parliament, 2016b.

2.4.1. Financial levers for WLB

In terms of budgets, overall, EU funding allocated 
to gender equality for the 2014–2020 period totals 
EUR 6.17 billion (61). This represents approximately 
0.6 % of all EU funds, as stipulated by overall com-
mitment appropriations (62).

In pursuit of gender equality objectives, the ESIF, 
particularly the ESF and ERDF, are key financial le-
vers for the promotion of equality between women 
and men (63). It is estimated that approximately 
EUR 5.85 billion will be spent in 2014–2020 on 
measures promoting gender equality. This is roughly 
1 % of the total ESIF budget and 1.3 % of the EU 
contribution to the ESIF (64).

Of the EUR 5.85 billion, approximately EUR 1.25 billion 
(0.6 % of the total ERDF budget for this period) is 
allocated within the ERDF for ‘investment in childcare 
infrastructure’, while EUR 4.6 billion (5.3 % of the total 
ESF budget for this period) within ESF spending in 
2014–2020 is programmed for gender equality. Of 
this ESF funding, EUR 1.6 billion is allocated under 
the investment priority selected by 12 Member 
States (65) on ‘equality between men and women in 
all areas, including in access to employment, career 
progression, reconciliation of work and private life 
and promotion of equal pay for equal work’ (66).

https://publications.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/d2cf202e-f36a-45b2-84e7-1ac6ad996e90
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2016/571393/IPOL_STU(2016)571393_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2016/571393/IPOL_STU(2016)571393_EN.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52011XG0525%2801%29
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52011XG0525%2801%29
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2010:0491:FIN:EN:PDF
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2010:0491:FIN:EN:PDF
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2015-0218_EN.html?redirect
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2015-0218_EN.html?redirect
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.L_.2019.188.01.0079.01.ENG
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.L_.2019.188.01.0079.01.ENG
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/policy/what/investment-policy/esif-contribution/esif_contribution_communication.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/sources/policy/what/investment-policy/esif-contribution/esif_contribution_communication.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/policy/what/investment-policy/esif-contribution/


2. WLB and gender equality

Advancing work–life balance with EU Funds. A model for integrated gender-responsive interventions 21

Using 2018 data, EIGE’s research shows that gender 
equality measures are not financed to the same 
extent as other intervention measures. When 
calculating the potential contribution to gender 

(67) EIGE, 2019. In total, 51 OPs were reviewed across the 11 selected countries. This review includes the most recently available annual 
implementation report for each OP.

(68) Ibid. 
(69) European Commission (2016b), Tracking Climate Expenditure – The common methodology for tracking and monitoring climate expendi-

ture under the European Structural and Investment Funds (2014–2020), Publications Office of the European Union. Available at: https://
ec.europa.eu/clima/sites/clima/files/docs/tracking_climate_expenditure_en.pdf

(70) Medarova-Bergstrom, K., Kettunen, M., Rayment, M., Skinner, I. and Tucker, G. (2014), ‘Common framework for biodiversity-proofing 
of the EU budget – general guidance’, report to the European Commission, Institute for European Environmental Policy, London. 
Available at: https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/biodiversity/comm2006/pdf/cfbp%20-%20General%20Guidance.pdf

equality objectives in the ESIF, it was found that 
budget allocations for gender equality measures 
represent less than 1 % of the ERDF, Cohesion 
Fund (CF) and ESF budgets reviewed (67).

Box 6. Project spending on gender equality in the ESIF 2014–2020

Approximately EUR 5.85 billion will be spent in 2014–2020 on measures to promote gender 
equality, equivalent to around 1.3 % of overall ESIF funding for the period.

Of this sum, approximately EUR 4.6 billion will be spent under the ESF (5.3 % of the total ESF 
budget for 2014–2020), while approximately EUR 1.25 billion will be spent under the ERDF 
(0.6 % of the total ERDF budget for this period). EUR 1.6 billion of ESF funding is programmed 
under the investment priority that directly addresses gender equality (thematic objective 8 
and investment priority 8iv), selected by 12 Member States: Czechia, Germany, Estonia, Greece, 
Italy, Hungary, Austria, Poland, Portugal, Slovakia, Finland and the United Kingdom.

ERDF funding is programmed for investment in childcare and other social infrastructure that 
support WLB among women and men with care responsibilities, while promoting women’s 
employment. Under the ‘migration’ priority 2014–2020, the ERDF will also support measures 
to integrate migrants and asylum seekers through investments in infrastructure related to 
social services, health, education and housing, including childcare infrastructure.

As noted above, EIGE’s research shows that planned 
budget allocations for gender equality measures 
represent less than 1 % of the ERDF, CF and ESF 
budgets. However, it is also clear that it is extremely 
difficult to identify budget allocations for gender 
equality in the ESIF. Even when excluding inter-
ventions assumed to be gender blind, the budget 
shares of interventions that are potentially rele-
vant for gender equality do not provide evidence 
of the tangible contribution of the ESIF’s support 
for gender equality objectives or gender-sensitive 
implementation. Instead, only the share of budgets 
which might contribute positively if implemented 
appropriately is suggested.

In order to track progress on implementing gender 
mainstreaming and supporting gender equality 
objectives, more precise requirements would have 
to be included in terms of specific programme 

objectives throughout established priority axes 
(especially in programmes beyond the ESF). More 
concrete information about gender-responsive 
interventions, and the budgets (planned contribu-
tions) allocated for these interventions and overall 
gender mainstreaming activities are also needed (68).

Expenditure tracking systems allow for a broad as-
sessment of funding allocations within investment 
platforms and related public budgets. Existing 
ESIF expenditure tracking systems are generally 
specific to each individual fund and to the types 
of interventions assessed. Thus, EIGE developed a 
model to build on the existing climate change (69) 
and biodiversity (70) spending tracking system 
within the ESIF. As a tracking system that focuses 
on gender equality, EIGE’s model considers the 
complexity of interventions’ principle topics, where 
a multi-sectoral approach is often applied.

https://ec.europa.eu/clima/sites/clima/files/docs/tracking_climate_expenditure_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/sites/clima/files/docs/tracking_climate_expenditure_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/biodiversity/comm2006/pdf/cfbp - General Guidance.pdf


2. WLB and gender equality

European Institute for Gender Equality22

Box 7. How can gender mainstreaming be tracked in the EU Funds?

• Tracking systems assign weights to budget allocations according to their impact on policy 
objectives. This allows for overall comparisons of the share of budgets geared towards 
specific objectives.

• EIGE’s system to track gender equality spending across all EU Funds programmes assesses 
and weighs individual interventions according to their supposed impact on gender equality 
objectives.



3. Social care investments: the economic case for investments in WLB

Advancing work–life balance with EU Funds. A model for integrated gender-responsive interventions 23

3. Social care investments: the economic 
case for investments in WLB

(71) UK Women’s Budget Group (2018), p. 38.

This section offers the following.

• A brief exploration of the economic case for 
investing in WLB by framing it and the provision 
of care facilities and services – childcare, care 
for older people and social care – as forms of 
economic infrastructure.

3.1. Social and economic 
infrastructure and WLB
Thus far, this model has discussed WLB as a mech-
anism for:

• boosting women’s labour market participation 
and economic independence, thereby contrib-
uting to economic growth;

• achieving gender equality, both within the 
formal labour market and within the informal 
non-remunerated sector, encompassing non-re-
munerated care work; 

• achieving social justice between women and 
men in all their diversity, considering not only 
gender, but also age, education, nationality, 
race, ethnicity, disability, socioeconomic status 
and other factors.

We now turn to social and economic infrastructure 
in relation to WLB. ‘[economic] infrastructure is 
defined as the set of goods and services that are 
needed for a society to operate and as such its 
benefits reach beyond its pool of direct users’ (71). 
It is typically considered to be physical, such as 
buildings and the construction of buildings, bridges, 
roads, houses and railways.

Social infrastructure refers to all the services that 
provide education, care and health, including care 
for older people and persons living with disabilities, 
as well as childcare. This approach to social infra-
structure includes the skilled workforce providing 
care services, in addition to the physical facilities or 
‘infrastructure’ where care services are provided.

Box 8. Applying a gender perspective to physical infrastructure

Can building a road, establishing a recycling centre and/or expanding public transportation 
services promote gender equality? Yes, they can. Therefore, a gender perspective needs to be 
considered in physical infrastructure.

Living in an area with poor roads and limited public transport often has more of a negative 
effect on women and girls than on men and boys. This is due to their roles and responsibilities 
in society. For example, women tend to be responsible for managing recycling. Similarly, having 
to walk long distances to access public transport at night implies different safety issues for 
women and girls – issues that men and boys do not face to the same extent. The cost of com-
muting in the absence of efficient, safe and affordable public transport may prevent women 
from accessing the labour market, taking up better paid jobs or working at night.

Analysing how and why women and men use physical infrastructure, while recalling gendered 
care norms, can inform vital changes. For instance, women in the EU are more likely to be em-
ployed part-time and perform the bulk of unpaid care work. Women also spend less time on 
leisure and sporting activities and are more likely to use public transport and care for young 
children.
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Carers, who are predominantly women, would consequently benefit more from buses with 
lowering platforms and dedicated spaces for prams. Bus routes with stops close to schools, 
nurseries, workplaces and shops would also help. These adjustments can make life easier for 
users of public transport, particularly when travelling with children. This can increase mobility 
and decrease social isolation (72).

(72) EIGE (2016b), ‘What does infrastructure have to do with gender equality?’. Available at: https://eige.europa.eu/news-and-events/news/
what-does-infrastructure-have-do-gender-equality

(73) De Henau, J., Himmelweit, S. and Perrons, D. (2017), ‘Investing in the care economy – simulating employment effects by gender in 
countries in emerging economies’, report by the Women’s Budget Group for the International Trade Union Confederation and UN 
Women. Available at: https://www.ituc-csi.org/IMG/pdf/care_economy_2_en_web.pdf

(74) Ibid. 
(75) See for example: European Commission (2010a), Commission communication – An agenda for new skills and jobs: a European contri-

bution towards full employment, COM(2010) 682 final (available at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2
010:0682:FIN:en:PDF) and European Commission (2012), Commission communication – Towards a job-rich recovery, COM(2012) 173 
final (available at: https://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=7619&langId=en).

(76) European Commission (2012), COM(2012) 173 final.

The UK Women’s Budget Group carried out re-
search on the impact of government spending on 
social infrastructure, focused on seven high-income 
countries. Their analysis (73) reveals that social 
infrastructure investment maximises labour and 
other resources, resulting in higher productivity 
and growth rates. Public investment in childcare 
directly creates jobs in the sector. In addition, 
‘multiplier effects’ create employment in supply 
and service industries. Increased levels of em-
ployment as a result of such overall expansion 
mean higher household incomes. These, in turn, 
are used to purchase goods and services from 
across the economy.

The UK Women’s Budget Group analysis (74) ex-
poses significant benefits from investing 2 % of 
gross domestic product in the care sector. Such 
investments would create new care-related jobs – 
up to 2 million in Germany, 1.5 million in the United 
Kingdom and 1 million in Italy. These new jobs 
would increase women’s and men’s employment, 
while contributing to a reduction in the gender 
gap in employment.

Crucially, such investments would work in a way 
that investment in construction alone would not. 
In essence, more construction-related jobs would 
only generate roughly half the number of jobs that 
social investments stand to create, and these would 
not decrease the gender gap. Investments in social 
infrastructure, by contrast, would decrease the 
gender gap, while simultaneously impacting other 

inequality gaps connected to different socio-de-
mographic characteristics – for example between 
EU nationals and people from other countries. 
Furthermore, investments in both childcare and 
social care would help to tackle some of the central 
economic and social problems confronting the EU 
– low productivity, the care deficit, demographic 
changes and continuing gender inequality in paid 
and unpaid work.

Successive European Commission communications 
have repeated the need for skills and employment 
programmes to improve flexibility, in order to en-
able women and men to combine work and care 
commitments (75). These concern enhancing in 
particular the contribution of women to the formal 
economy and to growth, through paid work out-
side the home. The 2012 communication ‘Towards 
a job-rich recovery’ (76) particularly emphasises 
the need to improve employment security in job 
transitions, such as the transition from maternity 
leave to employment. It emphasises that:

the integration of women in the labour mar-
ket [deserves particular attention], by providing 
equal pay, adequate childcare, eliminating all 
discrimination and tax-benefit disincentives that 
discourage female participation, and optimising 
the duration of maternity and parental leave.

These communications set out clear directions 
for policy, alongside desirable actions, to address 
the care gap and the gender gap in employment. 

https://eige.europa.eu/news-and-events/news/what-does-infrastructure-have-do-gender-equality
https://eige.europa.eu/news-and-events/news/what-does-infrastructure-have-do-gender-equality
https://www.ituc-csi.org/IMG/pdf/care_economy_2_en_web.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2010:0682:FIN:en:PDF
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2010:0682:FIN:en:PDF
https://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=7619&langId=en
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Targeted EU Funds investment could significantly 
improve outcomes across these essential, and 
urgent, measures.

The case for investment in social infrastructure has 
become increasingly established, demonstrating 
significant opportunities for future programming 
within EU Funds to boost economic growth, em-
ployment and WLB.

The potential for integrating the ESF+ and ERDF 
to advance WLB by investing in both the care 
workforce and care facilities and services is clear. 

There are extensive opportunities for combin-
ing training, skills and capacity development; 
improving employment practice; increasing 
self-employment; supporting migrant women’s 
employment; and boosting investments in in-
frastructure for care, digital support, transport 
and other capital investment. This approach 
complements the dual approach of policy and 
legislation. It does so by taking a gender main-
streaming approach to financing to achieve 
the EU’s twin objectives – gender equality and 
growth – and the objectives sought under the 
global 2030 Agenda. 

Box 9. Why invest in a social care infrastructure?

• To promote gender equality and empowerment of all women and girls (sustainable devel-
opment goal – SDG 5) by ‘recognising and valuing unpaid care and domestic work through 
the provision of public services and infrastructure’ (SDG 5.4). 

• To reduce poverty (SDG 1) and ‘ensure that all men and women, in particular the poor and 
the vulnerable, have equal rights to economic resources, as well as basic services’ (SDG 1.4).

• To promote inclusive and sustainable economic growth (SDG 8) through the generation of 
‘full and productive employment and decent work for all women and men’ (SDG 8.5). 

• To reduce inequality within and among countries (SDG 10) by promoting ‘income growth of 
the bottom 40 percent of the population at a rate higher than the national average’ (SDG 10.1). 

• To reduce ‘inequalities of outcome, including by eliminating discriminatory laws, policies 
and practices’ (SDG 10.3) through adoption of ‘policies, especially fiscal, wage, and social 
protection policies and progressively achieve greater equality’ (SDG 10.4).

Source: United Nations Development Programme, 2017.
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4. ESF and ERDF financing for WLB in 
practice: examples of integrated measures

(77) European Commission, ‘European Social Fund – What is the ESF?’. Available at: http://ec.europa.eu/esf/main.jsp?catId=35&langId=en
(78) European Commission, ‘European Regional Development Fund’. Available at: https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/funding/erdf/
(79) EIGE conducted a gender assessment of ESIF Programmes in 11 Member States. In addition, to get a more in-depth understanding 

on the use of the ESF and the ERDF to promote work–life balance in the European Union, EIGE conducted four country case studies 
in Czechia, Germany, Estonia and Spain. The selection criteria for Member States took into account a range of elements – how long 
they have been part of the EU; the character of the welfare state – i.e. familial, dual or adult earner models; levels of ESIF investment; 
and the ESIF’s contribution to interventions on ‘infrastructure for early childhood education and care’ (IC052) under social, health 
and education infrastructure and related investments. All four countries plan to dedicate a considerable share of their funds to this 
category of interventions – a category selected as a focus for this report because: 
• access to affordable, quality childcare continues to constrain women’s labour market participation and challenges efforts to 

redress gendered norms that relegate women to the position of second earners and principal carers; 
• in budgetary terms, this is a main investment category for both the ESF and ERDF. 

(80) EIGE, 2019;
 European Parliament (2018), European Parliament resolution of 14 March 2017 on EU funds for gender equality (2016/2144(INI)), 

(2018/C 263/09). Available at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:52017IP0075 
(81) European Commission, ‘Employment, Social Affairs & Inclusion – Work–life balance’. Available at: https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.

jsp?&catId=1311&langId=en

This section includes the following.

• An overview of current ESF and ERDF financing 
for WLB, highlighting specific examples from 

case studies on four EU Member States; 
• The link of the key points to WLB in the draft 

regulations for relevant EU Funds under shared 
management programming post 2020.

Box 10. Facts on the ESF and ERDF

The ESF (77) is the EU’s main instrument for supporting job creation, helping people secure 
better jobs and ensuring fairer job opportunities for all EU citizens. As such, it invests in the 
EU’s human capital – its workers, young people and all those seeking work.

The ERDF (78) aims to strengthen economic and social cohesion in the EU by redressing imbal-
ances between its regions. It focuses investments on key priority areas -known as ‘thematic 
concentration’- such as:

• innovation and research;
• the digital agenda;
• support for SMEs; 
• the low-carbon economy.

ESF and ERDF operational programming, as well as 
practical projects funded therein, present signifi-
cant opportunities for effectively addressing and 
promoting WLB measures as a way of advancing 
gender equality.

However, evidence to date (79) on the current op-
eration of the funds reveals that neither of these 
key strategic investment levers (ESF and ERDF) is 
being used to its full potential to promote gender 
equality (80). Although gender equality is included 
in the objectives of both funds, research shows 

that the opportunities for relevant actions to 
promote WLB do not tend to feature prominently 
in national and sub-national programmes. This is 
despite clear policy measures to support Member 
States to make better use of European Funds to 
improve long-term and childcare services (81).

Generally, measures related to WLB focus on wom-
en’s employment, and aim to improve women’s 
labour market position by providing guidance and 
support for companies, workers and people on 
maternity, paternity or parental leave.

http://ec.europa.eu/esf/main.jsp?catId=35&langId=en
https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/en/funding/erdf/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:52017IP0075
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?&catId=1311&langId=en
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?&catId=1311&langId=en
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Although some initiatives consider men’s roles, the 
focus is squarely on women. Very few initiatives 
consider the transformation of stereotypes in 
the labour market, encouraging more men both 
in unpaid care work as well as paid care work 
and more women in better-paid ‘traditionally’ 
male-dominated sectors, as an aim.

4.1. Integrated initiatives 
between the ESF and ERDF in 
the field of WLB
The research shows very few examples of inter-
connection between the ERDF and ESF in the field 
of WLB. The reviewed sub-national Operational 
Programmes (OPs) all contained measures on 
women’s employment, but few countries included 
measures related to WLB.

To get a more in-depth understanding on the use 
of the ESF and ERDF to promote WLB in the Eu-
ropean Union, EIGE conducted four country case 
studies in Czechia, Germany, Estonia and Spain (82).

There are significant variations in the application 
of ESIF across the four country case studies. For 
example, while there is evidence of gendered 
labour market data informing the formulation of 
policy objectives and investment priorities, this is 
not consistent across all four countries.

The combined use of the ERDF and ESF to address 
infrastructure development, workforce expansion, 
employment access and sustainability is limited. 
However, there is some evidence that the analysis 
of infrastructure-related needs and use, including 
of transport, is a contributing factor in terms of 
supporting access to education. In Estonia, for 
instance, the provision of childcare services within 
the ESF is planned in conjunction with the ERDF 
intervention on ‘sustainable urban development’.

The issue of Member States’ changing demographic 
compositions – i.e. older populations and increas-
ing care burdens for older people as they provide 
care for spouses, dependants and grandchildren 
– is not addressed as comprehensively as might 

(82) Three of these four countries – Czechia, Germany and Spain – have selected equality between men and women in all areas as an 
investment priority, including in access to employment, career progression, reconciliation of work and private life and equal pay for 
equal work. 

reasonably be expected given the significant 
pressures on individuals and public services.

The following key findings emerge from the coun-
try reports.

• Significant variations exist across Member States 
in terms of measures to advance WLB, including 
domestic legislative measures around leaves, 
permissions and support for care-related activ-
ity. Detailed research on gaps and challenges 
related to national policy frameworks on WLB 
from a gender perspective could dig deeper 
into these variations, while identifying how to 
best combine the ESIF with national funding 
to advance WLB.

• There is a lack of policy coherence and consist-
ent action on high-level objectives at the OP 
level, with limited integration of high-level EU 
objectives in Member States’ national action 
plans on gender equality. For example, the 
Barcelona targets on childcare are not promi-
nent in documentation related to ESF and ERDF 
programme plans at the Member State level. 
Similarly, references are not made to fathers’ 
and men’s involvement in care, in accordance 
with the new directive on WLB for parents and 
carers.

• Positive examples exist of the multi-programme 
application of funds to address labour market 
disadvantages, the provision of childcare and 
social care, and improved institutional capacity 
in Czechia, Germany and Estonia . However, 
evidence from Spain is more limited.

• There has been limited application of the ESF 
and ERDF to boost national interventions and 
investment in essential childcare and social care 
provision. Among the four countries analysed, 
Estonia is the only apparent positive exception. 
The combined use of the ESF and ERDF remains 
rather unexplored in all four countries.

• Overall, there has been scarce articulation of 
WLB as a policy objective for both the ESF and 
ERDF, and limited articulation of OPs that inte-
grate national and EU policy objectives on WLB.

• There has been limited use of both the ESF 
and ERDF to advance WLB measures, as well 
as legislative and non-legislative objectives 
presented in the new directive on WLB for 
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parents and carers.
• Member States’ formulation of OPs has made 

little use of sex-disaggregated data and gender 
analysis.

• Inconsistencies exist in approaches to gender 
mainstreaming, with limited evidence of gen-
der-budgeting tools used in the analysis of funds’ 
allocations. Among the countries analysed, 
this was only carried out only in Germany’s 
national ESF OP.

• There is a dominant focus on childcare, to the 
exclusion of other forms of social care and 
measures to meet the needs of carers. This is 
particularly true for people who provide care 
for both children and older people, carers of 
persons living with disabilities and older carers.

• There is scarce acknowledgement of the pres-
sures upon older women and men as they 
provide care for a range of dependants, such 
as partners or spouses and grandchildren.

• Within economic infrastructure, such as trans-
portation systems (roads, cycleways, railways, 
etc.), water systems (clean water management 
etc.), energy (electric grids etc.), and health and 
education (hospitals, schools, etc.), investments 
in social care provision are minimal.

Overall conclusions from the country reports

Analysis of relevant documentation in the four 
Member States reveals a mixed picture of the extent 
to which programmes funded under the ESF and 
ERDF are being used effectively as mechanisms 
for improving WLB, with a view to advancing gen-
der equality and specifically improving women’s 
independent economic status.

Ahead of a new programming round and the im-
plementation of the new directive on WLB, there is 
a clear need for action to improve gender analysis 
and gender impact assessment (83) in order to 
inform the use of EU Funds finances. This is vital 
to address barriers to women’s labour market 
participation, both as a matter of gender equality 
and of economic growth.

Key actions required include the clearer articula-
tion of policy objectives by the EU, and action to 
advance these objectives through the application 

(83) These gender analyses need to take place at the national, regional and local levels in order to address the socioeconomic situations 
of women and men at each of these levels. 

of EU Funds at the Member State level. Moreover, 
it will be essential to improve the collection and 
use of sex-disaggregated data, alongside gender 
analysis, to inform OPs and the actions that flow 
from them. The findings also highlight the need 
to improve monitoring and evaluation (M&E) at 
the programme level within Member States, as 
well as in the scope of the European Commission’s 
programme approval and monitoring processes.

Examples from country reports

Several specific examples are worth highlighting. 
At the national level in Germany, an interesting 
pilot in 2007–2013 co-funded by the ESF was ‘More 
men in kindergartens’ (MEHR Männer in Kitas). The 
programme has supported and increased the 
engagement of men as part of the kindergarten 
workforce, based on the belief that the presence 
of men in such settings is highly beneficial for 
children, men and women alike. The initiative 
continues as part of the new project, ‘Cross-entry – 
men and women in kindergartens’ (Quereneinstieg 
– Männer und Frauen in Kitas) during the current 
implementation period.

Compared to childcare considerations, long-term 
care services are under-represented in the OPs. In 
Lower Saxony’s multi-fund ESF/ERDF programme, 
long-term care provision is flagged as a concern 
for the future, indicating the need for employers 
to become more flexible in terms of harmonising 
care and work, since the number of people in need 
of care is increasing. No information on long-term 
care services was found in the ERDF programme 
for Mecklenburg-West Pomerania.

Economic disincentives for second earners are 
mentioned as a challenge in Lower Saxony’s ESF/
ERDF OP strategy and in Mecklenburg-West Po-
merania’s ESF OP as a recommendation of the 
European Council. No further details are provid-
ed and the issue is not mentioned at all in other 
programmes.

In Germany’s OPs at the national and state levels, 
long-term care and childcare are often mentioned 
in a single sentence, without clear differentiation. 
Insufficient attention is paid to long-term care, 
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despite significant demographic pressures.

Germany’s ESIF OPs contain various statements 
on the topic of WLB. Childcare infrastructure has 
been strengthened through the use of funds 
provided by the Federal Government, while other 
measures have sought to improve the situation of 
parents who, in addition to their paid work, must 
perform care work at home.

The national ESF OP describes initiatives to support 
men in particular to become workers and teach-
ers in early childcare education, in order to tap 
unused expert potential. This action has two key 
advantages. First, it contributes to better childcare 
services and, second, it eliminates stereotypes in 
career choices. This can be seen as a good practice.

As ERDF programmes are less oriented towards 
social issues, they may be expected to contribute 
less to WLB. However, the review of some OPs 
reveals direct references to support for WLB-re-
lated issues within their measures. For example, 
it is worth noting measures in Mecklenburg-West 
Pomerania’s OP and its specific objective on im-
proving city infrastructure within the spheres 
of education, work and society as an element 
of integrated sustainable development. Among 
these measures’ aims is support for investments in 
childcare infrastructure as a means of facilitating 
women’s employment.

Another example comes from Estonia, where 
the ESF budget allocation totals EUR 38.7 million 
for two open rounds of applications on ‘creating 
childcare services and support services for children 
with disabilities aged 0–7’ and ‘creating childcare 
services for children aged 0–7’. This increase in 
service provision is funded through the ESF, but 
not the ERDF. However, the provision of childcare 
services is planned in conjunction with the ERDF 
intervention under ‘sustainable urban develop-
ment’. This supports the development of childcare 
and preschool education infrastructure in larger 
urban areas to reduce the need for transport, 
while supporting employment. The respective 
ERDF allocation is EUR 34 million. According to 
Estonia’s Annual Implementation Report 2017, the 
708 childcare places created as a result of these 
efforts have shortened childcare waiting lists, 
facilitated carers’ and guardians’ reintegration in 
the labour market, and improved parents’ WLB.

In Estonia there has also been attempt to reduce 
long-term carers’ care burden with ESF support. 
This is conceived as a means of enabling their 
opportunities for other work, while supporting 
households in which a member requires long-term 
care. The ESF allocation of just under EUR 37 mil-
lion is budgeted for the activity, ‘welfare services 
for elderly, people with special needs or coping 
difficulties and their family members with care 
burden to increase participation in labour market.’ 
This falls under the broader measure of ‘welfare 
services to increase participation in the labour 
market.’ According to the country’s Annual Im-
plementation Report 2017, 24 % of the mid-term 
target for special care places and 6 % of the target 
for improving living conditions for persons with 
disabilities have been reached. The narrative 
content of ESF and ERDF documentation contains 
evidence of gendered analysis and the orientation 
of the funds towards the structural dimensions of 
WLB. To reduce the care burden among women of 
working age, services will be developed to assist 
people to care for children, family members with 
special needs and older family members.

In Czechia, the OP on employment 2014–2020 is 
the principle programme which seeks to address 
equal opportunities and WLB. The need to improve 
women’s positions in the labour market in light 
of the multiple disadvantages they experience 
is specifically emphasised by investment priori-
ty 1.2, ‘equality between men and women in all 
areas, including in access to employment, career 
progression, reconciliation of work and private 
life and promotion of equal pay for equal work.’ 
The current allocation for this investment priority 
is CZK 8.5 million (approximately EUR 330 550). In 
order to achieve its objectives and tackle substan-
tial differences in women’s and men’s positions in 
the labour market, support concentrates on the 
following multiple areas.

Support is provided for the construction, opera-
tion, quality setting and development of a network 
of affordable, locally available childcare services. 
These include children’s groups and children’s 
clubs, among others. The emphasis is on overcom-
ing the current absence of services for children up 
to the age of three, as well as for older children, 
depending on the demographic circumstances. 
Measures also include education for people work-
ing in childcare facilities and people who provide, 
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or are preparing to provide, childcare services.

Further vocational education and training are de-
livered for women and other carers. This capacity 
building aims to improve access to the labour 
market, self-employment and the creation of small 
businesses and start-ups.

Education and consulting activities are offered 
for people on maternity or parental leave, as well 
as for carers – many of whom are elderly women.

Education, training, awareness raising and con-
sultancy services are provided to promote wom-
en’s and men’s equal opportunities in the labour 
market, with a view to combat gender stereotypes 
and gender discrimination.

Efforts are made to encourage the implementation 
and uptake of flexible forms of labour in order to 
support the reconciliation of work and private life. 
Education, awareness raising and consultations are 
offered for employers. In tandem, direct financial 
support for flexible forms of work is provided 
through wage contributions.

Several activities aim to involve men to a greater 
extent in childcare and caring for other depend-
ants. These include sociological surveys, awareness 
raising, topic promotion, education on parental 
competences, the reconciliation of work and pri-
vate life for male employees and counselling for 
men who are on parental leave.

Associated actions to support equal opportunities 
for women and men in the labour market are a 
key form of support under this investment prior-
ity, including promoting transportation, catering, 
accommodation and care for dependants.

In addition to the activities implemented under the 
employment OP, there are other OPs indirectly sup-
porting the common aim of a better reconciliation 
of work and private life. For example, priority 4 of 
Czechia’s Prague – Growth Pole OP, with actions 
funded through a combination of ESF and ERDF 

funds, aims at creating new educational capacities 
to support the establishment of new, alternative 
forms of non-parental preschool care (including 
for children younger than 3 years).

In Spain, both ESF and ERDF investments include 
WLB measures. However, the two funds are not 
combined. ESF-financed activities focus on improv-
ing coordination between existing employment 
and social services. In Andalusia, WLB measures 
include an attempt to extend care services, along-
side support for transport services to facilitate 
non-compulsory education for students living 
in rural areas, dispersed urban zones or isolated 
areas which lack high schools or education and 
professional training centres. ERDF investments 
related to WLB aim to improve the accessibility 
and conditions of health and social services, so 
as to ‘personalise itineraries’ for groups living 
in vulnerable conditions. ERDF investments for 
improving compulsory education services are 
mentioned in Andalusia’s OP. However, childcare 
services for children under the age of three are 
not mentioned. Similarly, long-term care is not an 
investment priority for the ERDF. The principle focus 
of investments is on improving access to existing 
public social services for people at risk of social 
exclusion. They include women who are part of 
vulnerable groups. There is also a more explicit 
mention of persons with disabilities and the need 
to ensure that they can retain employment.

The lack of consideration for care facilities for 
older people as a priority for ERDF funding, and 
the absence of childcare provision within support 
for education services under the ESF, appear to 
overlook the need for a dual approach between 
the ESF and ERDF. This dual approach is needed 
to consider the social and economic benefits of 
investment in care services, and to address struc-
tural barriers to gender equality – including the 
imbalance in care provision – by improving pub-
licly available, accessible services. The imbalance 
in care provision results in a ‘care gap’ in Spain, 
obliging women to assume increasing formal and 
informal care responsibilities.

http://penizeproprahu.cz/eng/


4. ESF and ERDF financing for WLB in practice: examples of integrated measures

Advancing work–life balance with EU Funds. A model for integrated gender-responsive interventions 31

Box 11. Have ESIF interventions on WLB 
changed gender relations, roles and re-
sponsibilities for women and men in the 
EU?

So far, this question remains unanswered, 
mainly due to a lack of dedicated evaluations 
looking at these specific topics, as well as 
a general trend of not analysing the impli-
cations of gender stereotypes for women 
and men’s social and economic well-being.

A shift is needed ‘to empower women at 
work and involve men at home.’ The EU’s 
new directive on WLB may present a solu-
tion to the ‘care gap’ by promoting gender 
equality in both spheres (84).

4.2. Next funding period 2021–
2027: how to advance WLB with 
the EU Funds?
In 2018, the European Commission presented 

(84) Wutz, I. (2018), ‘The new EU work life balance directive presents solutions to empower women and contribute to gender equality’, 
COFACE Families Europe. Available at: http://www.coface-eu.org/europe/iwd2018/

(85) Rodríguez Enríquez, C. (2015), ‘Economía feminista y economía del cuidado – aportes conceptuales para el estudio de la desigualdad’, 
Nueva Sociedad, Vol. 256, pp. 30–44. Available at: http://nuso.org/media/articles/downloads/4102_1.pdf 

(86) OECD (2019), ‘The economy of well-being – creating opportunities for people’s well-being and economic growth’, SDD Working Paper 
No 102. Available at: www.oecd.org/officialdocuments/publicdisplaydocumentpdf/?cote=SDD/DOC(2019)2&docLanguage=En 

its proposals for the next funding framework for 
2021–2027, which define the scope of the EU’s 
various funding programmes.

It is expected that the EU Funds will continue to 
drive social and economic investment through the 
same funds, although a specific fund for migration 
may be added. This is in line with the post-2020 
programming of the EU Funds, structured around 
five policy objectives laid down in the proposal 
for a  CPR and the specific objectives set out in 
proposals for a regulation on the ERDF, the CF 
and the ESF+.

To achieve gender equality across Member States, 
there is a need to reshape investments. It is im-
perative that alternative definitions and concep-
tual understandings of investment, which would 
consider the links between social and physical 
infrastructure and WLB presented in Section 3.1, 
are operationalised in the EU Funds. For future 
generations, and the sustainability of human lives 
and our ecosystem, a focus on ‘investments for 
well-being’ is essential. A shift from the reproduc-
tion of market capital to the reproduction and 
sustainability of life is required (85).

Box 12. The economy of well-being

The ‘economy of well-being’ can be defined as an economy that does the following.
• Expands the opportunities available to people for upward social mobility and for improv-

ing their lives along the dimensions that matter most to them. This includes expanding 
opportunities for access to high-quality education and healthcare, and promoting inclusive 
social protection systems.

• Ensures that these opportunities translate into well-being outcomes for all segments of 
the population, including those at the bottom of the distribution.

• Reduces inequalities. 
• Ensures environmental and social sustainability (86).

This means recognising the various dimensions 
of inequalities that exist (and how they intersect 
with gender) and everyone’s right to care in its 
broadest sense as described in Sections 2.1 and 
2.2. For example, intergenerational housing might 
be needed to improve social inclusion, community 

cohesion and sustainability. These include low 
carbon amenities, which could be proposed un-
der policy objective 4: A more social Europe, by 
implementing the European Pillar of Social Rights.

We will focus first on the ERDF, as this fund has 

http://www.coface-eu.org/europe/iwd2018/
http://nuso.org/media/articles/downloads/4102_1.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/officialdocuments/publicdisplaydocumentpdf/?cote=SDD/DOC(2019)2&docLanguage=En
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shown deficiencies in terms of interventions to 
advance WLB. As noted in the introduction, only 
0.6 % of total ERDF funding is allocated to gender 
equality (87). EIGE’s own calculation (88) of the ESIF 
potential contribution to gender equality objec-
tives, which takes into account that the current 
ERDF share of the total ESIF budget is about 
43 %, shows that a greater emphasis on gender 
equality in ERDF interventions would increase the 
ESIF budget supporting gender equality projects 
more than twofold. This equals 53 % of the EU 
contribution through the ESIF, and represents 
between 25 % and 50 % of the total budget of the 
structural funds budget (together).

The proposed regulation, COM(2018) 375 final, 
commits Member States and/or managing au-
thorities to the following measures, according to 
Article 20 for each programme (89):

1. Set out a strategy for the programme’s con-
tribution to the policy objectives and the com-
munication of its results.

2. A programme shall consist of priorities. Each 
priority shall correspond to a single policy 
objective or to technical assistance. A priority 
corresponding to a policy objective shall con-
sist of one or more specific objectives. More 
than one priority may correspond to the same 
policy objective.

3. Each programme shall set out:
(a) a summary of the main challenges, taking into 

account:
(i) economic, social and territorial disparities, 
except for programmes supported by the 
[European Maritime and Fisheries Fund] EMFF;
(ii) market failures, investment needs and 
complementarity with other forms of support;
(iii) challenges identified in relevant country-spe-
cific recommendations and other relevant 
Union recommendations addressed to the 
Member State;
(iv) challenges in administrative capacity and 
governance;
(v) lessons learnt from past experience;
(vi) macro-regional strategies and sea-basin 
strategies where Member States and regions 

(87) European Parliament, 2016b. 
(88) EIGE (2019), p. 35.
(89) European Commission (2018c), COM(2018) 375 final.

participate in such strategies;
(vii) for programmes supported by the [Asylum, 
Migration and Integration Fund] AMIF, the 
[Internal Security Fund] ISF and the [Federal 
Ministry of Transport and Digital Infrastructure 
of Germany] BMVI, progress in implementing 
the relevant Union acquis and action plans;

(b) a justification for the selected policy objectives, 
corresponding priorities, specific objectives 
and the forms of support;

(c) for each priority, except for technical assistance, 
specific objectives;

(d) for each specific objective:
(i) the related types of actions, including a list 
of planned operations of strategic importance, 
and their expected contribution to those specific 
objectives and to macro-regional strategies 
and sea-basin strategies, where appropriate;
(ii) output indicators and result indicators with 
the corresponding milestones and targets;
(iii) the main target groups;
(iv) specific territories targeted, including the 
planned use of integrated territorial investment, 
community-led local development or other 
territorial tools;
(v) the interregional and transnational actions 
with beneficiaries located in at least one other 
Member State;
(vi) the planned use of financial instruments;
(vii) the types of intervention and an indicative 
breakdown of the programmed resources by 
type of intervention or area of support.

Furthermore, Article 20 outlines joint support by 
the ERDF, ESF+ and CF (common provisions) by 
stating:

1. The ERDF, the ESF+ and the Cohesion Fund 
may jointly provide support for programmes 
under the Investment for jobs and growth 
goal.

2. The ERDF and the ESF+ may finance, in a comple-
mentary manner and subject to a limit of 10 % 
of support from those Funds for each priority 
of a programme, all or part of an operation for 
which the costs are eligible for support from 
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the other Fund on the basis of eligibility rules 
applied to that Fund, provided that such costs 
are necessary for the implementation.

These extracts from the draft regulations for rel-
evant EU Funds programming post 2020 reveal 
crucial points for advancing WLB. They enable 
Member States and/or managing authorities to 
link to WLB when providing information on why 
chosen priorities are important – based on anal-
ysis of market failures, challenges and lessons 
learned – or when justifying the choice of policy 
objectives, priorities and specific objectives. They 
will be able to do so in each of the steps related to 
their programmes, by referring to the dimensions 
highlighted in Section 2.4 – i.e. women’s and men’s 
time use; their access to skills, training, flexible 
employment and parental or carers’ leave; and 
access to flexible, quality care for children, older 

(90) European Parliament and Council (2013a), Regulation (EU) No 1299/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 17 December 
2013 on specific provisions for the support from the European Regional Development Fund to the European territorial cooperation 
goal. Available at: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:32013R1299

(91) European Commission (2018d), COM(2018) 372 final.

people and persons living with disabilities.

To enhance effective coordination, while promoting 
synergies and consistency between the ESF+ and 
ERDF in the sphere of WLB, the regulation has set 
important guidelines for consideration:

• the focus on investments for jobs and growth 
goals when combining the funds; 

• a 10 % limit on contributions to the ‘other’ fund 
to support each programme priority.

As seen above, the guidelines set out by Arti-
cle 20 (90) limit the combined use of the two funds. 
Thematic concentration further limits the space 
for action available to ERDF programmes to fund 
priority objectives other than policy objectives 1 
and 2, as evidenced within the ERDF regulation 
described in Box 13.

Box 13. Thematic concentration in the ERDF regulation

For ERDF programming, the ERDF regulation (91) states the following.

In order to ensure that, in a context of budget reduction, there is still a critical mass of in-
vestment, the ERDF and the Cohesion Fund Regulation maintains requirements for thematic 
concentration. The majority (65 % to 85 %) of resources will be concentrated on contributing 
to the policy objectives which evaluation evidence and the impact assessment suggest have 
the highest added value, as well as the greatest contribution to EU priorities:

• PO1: ‘A smarter Europe by promoting innovative and smart economic transformation’;
• PO2: ‘A greener, low-carbon Europe by promoting clean and fair energy transition, green and blue 

investment, the circular economy, climate adaptation and risk prevention and management’.

In order to enable flexibility, thematic concentration criteria will apply at national level.

Table 4 shows that ERDF budgets tend to focus on 
policy objectives 1 and 2. This implies that most of 
the ERDF budget is allocated to these two policy 

objectives. However, as the table indicates, this also 
depends on each Member States’ economic perfor-
mance in terms of their gross national income (GNI).

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:32013R1299
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Table 4. ERDF budgets focus on policy objectives 1 and 2

For countries with Minimum % PO1 Minimum % PO2
GNI below 75 % 35 % 30 %

GNI 75–100 % 45 % 30 %

GNI above 100 % 60 % Not applicable

PO1 and PO2 minimum 85 %

(92) European Commission (2018g), COM(2018) 382 final.
(93) ESF+ regulation (European Commission (2018g), COM(2018) 382 final).

The ESF+ is regarded as the main instrument 
for supporting WLB within the EU Funds. Most 
importantly, it does so by directly addressing the 
specific objective of ‘a better work/life balance’ laid 
out in Article 4 (iii) of the draft regulations for ESF+:

promoting women’s labour market participation, 
a better work/life balance including access to 
childcare, a healthy and well–adapted working 
environment addressing health risks, adaptation 

of workers, enterprises and entrepreneurs to 
change, and active and healthy ageing (p. 27)

Demand for innovative actions may also be consid-
ered a potential entry point for enhancing support 
for WLB, and finding new ways of providing such 
support. Article 13 calls for the implementation 
of new approaches within the ESF+. It allows for 
higher co-financing rates in these cases, as re-
flected in Box 14.

Box 14. Innovative actions in the ESF+ regulation

Article 13 of the ESF+ regulation (92) places innovative demands on ESF+ programming by:
• demanding that at least one ESF+ priority axis implements innovative actions to address 

any specific objective defined for the ESF+; 
• confirming that these actions may be supported by higher co-finance rates of up to 95 % 

for the allocation of a maximum of 5 % of the national ESF+ budget.

Article 13 of the draft ESF+ regulation states (93):

Innovative actions

1. Member States shall support actions of social innovation and social experimentations, or strengthen 
bottom-up approaches based on partnerships involving public authorities, the private sector, and civil 
society such as the Local Action Groups designing and implementing community-led local development 
strategies.

2. Member States may support the up-scaling of innovative approaches tested on a small-scale (social 
experimentations) developed under the Employment and Social Innovation strand and other Union 
programmes.

3. Innovative actions and approaches may be programmed under any of the specific objectives set 
out in points (i) to (x) of Article 4(1).

4. Each Member State shall dedicate at least one priority to the implementation of paragraphs 1 or 2 
or to both. The maximum co-financing rate for these priorities may be increased to 95 % for the allo-
cation of maximum 5 % of the national ESF+ allocation under shared management to such priorities.
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To combine the ESF+ and ERDF, it is vital to bear 
their overarching regulations in mind. It is equally 
essential to consider the linkages between the EU 

Funds and the policy objectives. This is because 
synergies and combinations will be easier within 
certain policy objectives than within others:

Table 5. Synergies and combinations with policy objectives

Policy objective ERDF ESF+
Policy objective 1: A smarter Europe – innovative and smart industrial 
transformation

X (main) X (addition)

Policy objective 2: A greener, low-carbon Europe X (main) X (addition)

Policy objective 3: A more connected Europe – mobility and regional ICT 
connectivity

X

Policy objective 4: A more social Europe – implementing the European 
Pillar of Social Rights

X X (main)

Policy objective 5: Europe closer to citizens – sustainable and integrated 
development of urban, rural and coastal areas through local initiatives

X X

Technical assistance X X

It will also be crucial to develop programmes for the 
ERDF and ESF+ in an integrated manner, searching 
for interlinkages and synergies when deciding 
on the content of programmes. An integrated 

approach could also become a specific focus of 
shared management within the partnership pro-
cess, enabling the definition of national activities 
in the Partnership Agreement (PA).
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5. Practical model for promoting WLB 
through the ESF+ and ERDF: interventions 
and examples

(94) Milotay, 2019.

This section presents the following.

• A practical model that aims to support WLB 
measures within the ESF+ and ERDF, both sep-
arately and jointly (multi-funded programmes), 
which includes the following four main steps and 
fictional examples of how to apply the  steps.
– Step 1: Alignment with strategic goals for 

gender equality.
– Step 2: Identifying possible interventions in 

the ESF+ and/or ERDF for WLB.
– Step 3: Developing gender-sensitive projects 

and interventions to advance WLB. 
– Step 4: Follow-up through the use of indica-

tors within M&E systems.
– Fictional case studies on applying the mod-

el’s steps.

5.1. Overview of the model
The promotion of WLB measures within the ESF+ 
and ERDF goes hand in hand with the Commission’s 
initiative on the subject. Therein, the European 
Commission explicitly encourages funding from 
the EU Funds, including the European Fund for 
Strategic Investments, to advance WLB (94).

The model, and this section in particular, is intend-
ed to be used at the Member State level, and by 
managing authorities involved in EU Funds pro-
gramming and investments. It can also be used 
as a form of guidance at the overall EU level, as 
a means of following up on progress made, as 
well as following up on women’s and men’s equal 
rights and opportunities for employment in the 
labour market.

The model’s four proposed steps offer a start-
ing point for Member State governments and 
managing authorities to formulate clear calls for 
projects that reflect the overarching policy objec-
tives, that tie-in with cross-fund activity, and are 
underpinned by robust M&E frameworks. These 
frameworks would explicitly aim at articulating 
the need to deliver gender equality outcomes 
through the EU Funds.

In the next programming funding period (2021–
2027), 143 measures are presented within the 
ESF+ and ERDF as possible interventions. Of 
these, only one intervention focuses specifically 
on WLB. Nevertheless, many measures overlap 
and may contribute to improving WLB if gender 
equality is properly mainstreamed within the 
funds. As such, gender equality needs to be con-
sidered in all steps of the funds’ programming 
cycle. However, gender mainstreaming is often 
not well-understood or effectively implement-
ed, especially in the sphere of budgeting and 
investments.

When the gender dimensions are not properly 
analysed, explicitly included and mainstreamed in 
programmes, gender-related inequalities and con-
cerns can be overlooked in practice. For example, 
the use of gender mainstreaming methods and 
tools such as gender analysis may be (mistakenly) 
considered unnecessary for EU Funds measures 
on recycling, railway construction and ecotourism 
– so-called ‘hard issues’. Unless the connections 
between time use, multiple care roles and all EU 
Funds measures are made explicit, entry points 
for promoting WLB will not be identified, and 
investment opportunities risk being lost.
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Figure 1: Steps of this model

5.2. Steps 1, 2 and 3
Table 6 categorises the proposed interventions 
according to the objectives in the draft programme 
regulations. The table adds a set of proposed 
non-legislative actions that would support im-
proved WLB by:

• enhancing the quality and accessibility of care 
provision;

• supporting active ageing;

• improving integrated healthcare communi-
cation;

• ensuring greater integration of shared services; 
• improving the integration of employability, mi-

grant support and care workforce expansion 
by strengthening the quality of care-related 
employment.

In this context, it is also important to recall the policy 
objectives related to each fund, as presented in 
Section 4.2 on the next funding period 2021–2027.

Step 1:  
Alignment with strategic goals for gender equality (e.g. EU level goals including 
the new directive on WLB and national gender equality policies or plans)

Step 4:

Step 3:
Developing gender-sensitive projects and
interventions to advance WLB (examples are 
described in Table 6)

Step 2:
Identifying possible interventions in the ESF+ 
and/or ERDF for WLB
(examples are described in Table 6)

- Provide better WLB for parents and people with caring responsibilities.
- A broad policy framework supporting parents’ participation in the labour market 
and a more equal use of leave and flexible work arrangements, including consid-
ering possible benchmarking. 
- Targeted use of EU financial tools to support Member States and awareness 
raising. 
- Monitoring and support for Member States in attaining the Barcelona targets on 
childcare, make the Barcelona targets more ambitious and consider a more 
comprehensive approach, e.g. covering care of other dependants, accessibility 
and quality efforts to increase female labour market participation.
- Monitoring national reform measures under the European semester in line with 
the employment guidelines.

Following-up through the use of indicators within M&E 
systems



5. Practical model for promoting WLB through the ESF+ and ERDF: interventions and examples

European Institute for Gender Equality38

Table 6. Non-legislative actions that would support WLB

Step 2:
Consider possible interventions from the regulation on the  
period 2021–2027 

Step 3:
Possible gender-aware actions to 
promote WLB in the ERDF 

Step 3:
Possible gender-aware actions to 
promote WLB in the ESF+ 

Policy objective 1: A smarter Europe by promoting innovative and smart economic trans-
formation (main policy objective for the ERDF; additional policy objective for the ESF+)

• Business infrastructure for SMEs (including industrial parks and sites)

• SME business development and internationalisation

• Skills development for smart specialisation, industrial transition and entrepreneurship

• Advanced support services for SMEs and groups of SMEs (including management, market-
ing and design services)

• Incubation, support to spin-offs, spin-outs and start-ups

• Innovation cluster support and business networks primarily benefitting SMEs

• Innovation processes in SMEs (processes, organisation, marketing, co-creation, user- and 
demand-driven innovation)

• Research and innovation processes, technology transfer and cooperation between enter-
prises focusing on the circular economy

Build childcare and intergenerational care facilities as 
part of businesses, industrial parks and incubation 
centres

Develop childcare and social care service SMEs 

Facilitate innovation between SME clusters on shared 
care services and facilities 

Support innovation clusters and business networks that 
primarily benefit SMEs based on specific assessments 
of the needs of female-and male-owned SMEs, and the 
needs of women and men employ ees

Develop training initiatives in SMEs to promote chang-
es in the traditional gender roles of women (as care-giv-
ers) and men (as breadwinners)

Promote organisation and personnel development in 
companies, focused on changing the mind-set of people 
in leadership positions

Policy objective 2: A greener, low carbon Europe by promoting clean and fair energy 
transition, green and blue investment, the circular economy, climate adaptation and 
risk prevention and management (main policy objective for the ERDF; additional policy 
objective for the ESF+)

• Household waste management, including prevention, minimisation, sorting and recycling 
measures

• Clean urban transport infrastructure

Revise the locations of recycling centres in relation to 
women’s and men’s needs (as women, on average, spend 
more time on household waste management, the pro-
vision of waste management facilities influences wom-
en’s time-use). Considering this when developing waste 
management initiatives can free up women’s time, 
enable them to engage in other activities and improve 
their work-life balance)

Plan clean urban transport infrastructure based on an 
assessment of women’s and men’s mobility needs  

Policy objective 3: A more connected Europe by enhancing mobility and regional ICT 
connectivity (policy objective applicable to the ERDF)

• Cycling infrastructure

• Digitalisation of urban transport

• Multimodal transport (TEN-T)

• Multimodal transport (i.e. rural/non-urban)

• Digitising transport via other modes of transport 

Ensure that transport planning and provision demon-
strates the application of gendered time use analysis 
and responsiveness to multiple care-related travel and 
transport activities
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Step 2:
Consider possible interventions from the regulation on the  
period 2021–2027 

Step 3:
Possible gender-aware actions to 
promote WLB in the ERDF 

Step 3:
Possible gender-aware actions to 
promote WLB in the ESF+ 

Policy objective 4: A more social Europe by implementing the European Pillar of Social 
Rights (main policy objective for the ESF+; additional policy objective for the ERDF)

• Infrastructure for early childhood education and care

• Infrastructure for primary and secondary education

• Infrastructure for tertiary education

• Infrastructure for vocational education, training and adult learning

• Housing infrastructure for migrants, refugees and persons under, or applying for, interna-
tional protection

• Housing infrastructure (other than infrastructure for migrants, refugees and persons under 
or applying for international protection)

• Other social infrastructure that contributes to social inclusion in the community

• Health infrastructure

• Health equipment

• Health mobile assets

• Digitalisation in healthcare

• Temporary reception infrastructure for migrants, refugees and persons under, or applying 
for, international protection

• Measures to improve access to employment

• Measures to promote access to employment among the long-term unemployed

• Specific support for youth employment and the socioeconomic integration of young people

• Support for self-employment and business start-ups

• Support for the social economy and social enterprises

• Measures to modernise and strengthen labour market institutions and services, in order 
to assess and anticipate skills needs, while ensuring timely, tailor-made assistance

• Support for labour market matching and transitions

• Support for labour mobility

• Measures to promote women’s labour market participation and reduce gender-based 
segregation in the labour market

Invest in the construction of childcare and social care 
facilities, alongside the expansion of the care workforce

Ensure inter-generational housing, social care and 
social service provision – including low- carbon amen-
ities – to improve social inclusion, community cohesion 
and sustainability

Link innovations in healthcare technology with the ex-
pansion of SMEs, time-use analysis, expanded care 
facilities, and digital inclusion actions (combined ERDF 
and ESF+)

Support the expansion of care infrastructure and the 
care workforce through youth employment and em-
ployability programmes for older workers, alongside a 
focus on labour mobility (combined ERDF and ESF+)

Expand the eligibility of education and care support to 
include infrastructure for care facilities (combined ERDF 
and ESF+)

Integrate the expansion of care facilities and infrastruc-
ture with actions to support labour market access and 
active and healthy lives, and address social and eco-
nomic exclusion (combined ERDF and ESF+)

Innovate to improve the integration of Roma commu-
nities and their access to care and education services 
(combined ERDF and ESF+)

Build expertise in gender and housing, and in gender 
and infrastructure planning, and apply this to projects

Support innovative community-based forms of coop-
erative housing projects that integrate intergeneration-
al forms of housing and community-based forms of 
care provision

Include childcare provision in eligible infrastructure 
expansion at all levels of mandatory public education 
to increase the availability of good-quality, affordable 
and accessible childcare (childcare expansion integrat-
ed with education facilities maximises infrastructure 
investments, while reducing travel-related emissions 
and time pressures)

Innovate in  housing provision for different family sizes 
and household compositions, including improved pro-
visions for older people and persons living with disabil-
ities

Include the provision of care services within support for 
social enterprises

Support the development of work-life balance practices 
among employers of all sizes, in line with ‘a healthy, 
well-adapted working environment’, including innova-
tive flexible working practices and stress-reducing time-
use initiatives

Demonstrate links across the ‘Agenda for new skills and 
jobs’, with a focus on ‘modernising the labour market 
and promoting work through new forms of flexibility 
and security’ (95)

Advance innovations in employment and skills activities 
related to the expansion of the care workforce, so as to 
increase the domestic labour force and the labour 
market participation of nationals of countries outside 
the EU

Support innovation in the design, construction and 
delivery of good-quality care services, including in-
ter-generational care, digital healthcare, the expansion 
of the care workforce, and urban and transport infra-
structure

Support innovation and the integration of improved 
childcare and care services within measures to address 
poverty and social exclusion

(95) Eurostat, 2018a.
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Step 2:
Consider possible interventions from the regulation on the  
period 2021–2027 

Step 3:
Possible gender-aware actions to 
promote WLB in the ERDF 

Step 3:
Possible gender-aware actions to 
promote WLB in the ESF+ 

• Measures to promote work-life balance, including access to childcare and care for depend-
ent persons

• Measures for a healthy and well-adapted working environment to address health risks, 
including the promotion of physical activity

• Support for the development of digital skills

• Support for the adaptation of workers, enterprises and entrepreneurs to change

• Measures that encourage active and healthy ageing

• Support for early childhood education and care (excluding infrastructure)

• Support for primary to secondary education (excluding infrastructure)

• Support for tertiary education (excluding infrastructure)

• Support for adult education (excluding infrastructure)

• Measures to promote equal opportunities and active participation in society

• Pathways to integration and re-entry into employment for disadvantaged people

• Measures to improve the access of marginalised groups, such as the Roma community, to 
education and employment and to promote their social inclusion

• Support for civil society working with marginalised communities, such as the Roma

• Specific actions to increase the participation of third-country nationals in employment

• Measures for the social integration of third country nationals

• Measures to enhance equal, timely access to quality, sustainable and affordable services

• Measures to enhance the delivery of family and community-based care services

• Measures to improve the accessibility, effectiveness and resilience of healthcare systems 
(excluding infrastructure)

• Measures to improve access to long-term care (excluding infrastructure)

• Measures to modernise social protection systems, including promoting access to social 
protection

• Promoting social integration of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion, including the 
most deprived and children

• Addressing material deprivation through food and/or material assistance for the most 
deprived, including accompanying measures

Innovate to improve the integration of Roma commu-
nities and their access to care and education services 
(combined ERDF and ESF+)

Build expertise in gender and housing, and in gender 
and infrastructure planning, and apply this to projects

Support innovative community-based forms of coop-
erative housing projects that integrate intergeneration-
al forms of housing and community-based forms of 
care provision

Include childcare provision in eligible infrastructure 
expansion at all levels of mandatory public education 
to increase the availability of good-quality, affordable 
and accessible childcare (childcare expansion integrat-
ed with education facilities maximises infrastructure 
investments, while reducing travel-related emissions 
and time pressures)

Innovate in  housing provision for different family sizes 
and household compositions, including improved pro-
visions for older people and persons living with disabil-
ities

Include the provision of care services within support for 
social enterprises

Support the development of work-life balance practices 
among employers of all sizes, in line with ‘a healthy, 
well-adapted working environment’, including innova-
tive flexible working practices and stress-reducing time-
use initiatives

Demonstrate links across the ‘Agenda for new skills and 
jobs’, with a focus on ‘modernising the labour market 
and promoting work through new forms of flexibility 
and security’ (96)

Advance innovations in employment and skills activities 
related to the expansion of the care workforce, so as to 
increase the domestic labour force and the labour 
market participation of nationals of countries outside 
the EU

Support innovation in the design, construction and 
delivery of good-quality care services, including in-
ter-generational care, digital healthcare, the expansion 
of the care workforce, and urban and transport infra-
structure

Support innovation and the integration of improved 
childcare and care services within measures to address 
poverty and social exclusion

(96) Eurostat, 2018a.
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Step 2:
Consider possible interventions from the regulation on the  
period 2021–2027 

Step 3:
Possible gender-aware actions to 
promote WLB in the ERDF 

Step 3:
Possible gender-aware actions to 
promote WLB in the ESF+ 

Policy objective 5: A Europe closer to citizens by fostering the sustainable and integrated 
development of urban, rural and coastal areas and local initiatives

• Protection, development and promotion of public tourism assets and related tourism ser-
vices

• Protection, development and promotion of cultural heritage and cultural services

• Protection, development and promotion of natural heritage and ecotourism

• Physical regeneration and the security of public spaces

Advance innovations in care facilities in indigenous 
communities, and ensure access to care and education 
services in their languages with due consideration for 
their cultural heritage and living areas (combined ERDF 
and ESF+) (97)

Advance innovations in the regeneration and security 
of public spaces and buildings, while taking into account 
gender planning knowledge

Support innovations in the provision of care for workers 
engaged in public tourism services

Other codes related to policy objectives 1-5 (combined ERDF and ESF+)

• Improve the capacity of programme authorities and bodies linked to the implementation 
of the funds

• Enhanced cooperation with partners both within and outside EU Member States

• Cross-financing under the ERDF, including support for actions similar to those financed by 
the ESF which are necessary for the implementation of operations directly linked to the 
ERDF

Improve cross-programme actions on expanding child-
care and social care infrastructure and the related care 
workforce

Improve the quality, availability and application of 
relevant data for effective gender  analysis to inform 
programme priorities and funded actions to advance 
work-life balance

Improve the awareness and understanding of pro-
gramme authorities and others involved in programme 
implementation regarding the inter-related gendered 
dimensions of time-use, care facilities, transport, and 
infrastructure use

Improve cross-programme actions on expanding child-
care and social care infrastructure and the related care 
workforce

Improve the quality, availability and application of 
relevant data for effective gender  analysis to inform 
programme priorities and funded actions to advance 
work-life balance

Improve the awareness and understanding of pro-
gramme authorities and others involved in programme 
implementation regarding the inter-related gendered 
dimensions of time-use, care facilities, transport, and 
infrastructure use

Technical assistance (combined ERDF and ESF+)

• Information and communication

• Preparation, implementation, monitoring and control

• Evaluation, studies and data collection

• Reinforcement of the capacity of Member State authorities, beneficiaries and relevant 
partners

Increase monitoring and evaluation-related reporting 
to include specific actions on promoting work-life balance 
and actions to advance gender equality

Improve ex-ante analysis, programme and project 
content, and monitoring and evaluation

Increase monitoring and evaluation-related reporting 
to include specific actions on promoting work-life balance 
and actions to advance gender equality

Improve ex-ante analysis, programme and project 
content, and monitoring and evaluation

(97) For example, the Sami people of northern Scandinavia who live in natural heritage areas.
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5.3. Step 4: Follow-up through 
the use of indicators within 
M&E systems

In selecting and formulating proposed activities 
to promote WLB through the use of the ESF+ and 
ERDF, representatives of managing authorities in 

(98) Adapted from Fitzgerald, R. and Michie, R. (2000), ‘Experiences, good practice and lessons for evaluating gender equality outcomes 
in structural fund programmes.’, Evaluation for Quality, Conference Edinburgh 17–19 September 2000, European Policies Research 
Centre. Available at: https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/archive/sources/docconf/edimbourg/pdf/fitzg_en.pdf

(99) These indicators are only examples. The indicators should be constructed as numbers and/or percentages. It is preferable to focus 
on percentages, since simple numbers are not ideal for indicators.

Member States can work through Step 3. In this 
regard, they would consider the desired outcomes, 
alongside indicators of progress and change in 
relation to these outcomes, in order to follow-up 
on the achievement of the outcomes. The example 
below illustrates how using a process of stages 
or steps, stakeholders can consider the core ob-
jective, actions to progress towards the objective 
and indicators (98) to inform actions and M&E.

Box 15. Gender equality objective – provide better WLB for parents and people with care 
responsibilities

The following indicators (99) should be seen as additions to the common indicators included 
in the annex to the ESF+ regulation, and in the annex to the ERDF and CF. In addition to those 
included in the regulations, the following indicators involve a more qualitative approach and 
are designed to be relevant for measuring progress on gender equality. These indicators can 
be used at the project level, but also at the national level as part of OPs.

1. Output indicators
• Increased provision of publicly funded, flexible and high-quality childcare services.
• Increased provision of flexible, affordable and high-quality care for older people, including 

digital technologies, shared care and intergenerational care services.
• Increased provision of publicly funded, flexible and high-quality services for persons living 

with disabilities, including children.
• Increased allocation of spending on developing the care workforce across social care, 

care for older people and childcare.
• Increased access to care facilities and services to support participation in the labour market.
• Increased employers’/businesses’ practices to support flexible work and alternative 

working arrangements.
• Increased autonomy for employees to set up their own working-time arrangements.
• Increased participation by men in care-related occupations and improved terms and 

conditions for women and men workers throughout the care sector.

2. Results indicators
• Increased proportion of men’s time in care-related activities.
• Increased employment for women and men in formal care work.
• Improved terms and conditions for women and men workers in the care sector.
• Increased access to, and hours in paid work, for women, including migrant women.
• Increased use of alternative working arrangements.

3. Impact indicators
• More equitable division of care.
• More equitable time use between women and men.
• Increased economic, physical and psychological well-being and health for women and 

men, including migrant women and men. 
• Increased tax revenue from the expanded workforce and (gender desegregated) care 

sector.
• Increased economic outputs through expanded employment.

https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/archive/sources/docconf/edimbourg/pdf/fitzg_en.pdf
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5.4. Fictional case studies on applying the model’s steps

Step 1: Understand the dynamics

Ines is a 36-year-old woman with a 3-year-old son. She is a single parent 
working full-time in a professional role in an SME. Her son attends the local, 
publicly funded nursery 5 days per week, from 8.00 a.m. to 4.00 p.m. Ines 
earns around EUR 35 000 each year. Childcare payments are EUR 1 230 per 
month.
Ines’s informal childcare options are limited, as she lives in a large city after 
moving back to her home country. Her social networks are limited, particu-
larly as her family lives in her home town, some 180 km away in the country-
side. She has to top up publicly funded childcare for 3 days each week, as she 
works until 6.00 p.m. to compensate for leaving at 3.30 p.m. on other days. 
She pays an informal carer EUR 600 a month in cash. Of her monthly income 
of EUR 2 916, she pays EUR 1 830 for childcare. That is 63 % of her pre-tax 
earnings, just short of the OECD average* of 67 % of household income spent 
on childcare. As the OECD average is based on two children, costs are higher 
for single parents with one child. Considering the differential in earnings as 
a consequence of the gender pay gap, single mothers can pay a higher pro-
portion of their income on childcare. Women represent 92 % of single parents.

Step 2: Identify gender-aware actions and responses

From the range of possible interventions under the ESF+ and/or ERDF for 
work–life balance, what ESF+- and ERDF-funded actions would make a differ-
ence to Ines’s work–life balance?
What data do you need to develop programmes and projects that address 
financial and time pressures on working parents like Ines? What data do you 
have on preschool children? What data do you have on parents and single 
parents in employment? What public funding provision is there for childcare? 
What transport and other infrastructure actions would ease these pressures?

Step 3: Take action

Examples of possible interventions include:
• Consider childcare provision as part of business infrastructure for SMEs 

(policy objective 1)
• Consider what transport links, including cycling and multimodal working 

exist for people who have to cross the city to work (ERDF policy objective 3)
• Reflect on what additional actions under the ERDF can supplement policy 

objective 4’s interventions on infrastructure for early childhood childcare.

5.4.1. Fictional case study 1: reconciling paid work and childcare
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According to the Organisation for Economic Co-Op-
eration and Development (OECD), many young 
people who experience difficulties in accessing 
training and employment,

have no choice because they cannot access or 
afford childcare for their small children. There 
is typically a greater, more affordable provision 
for older children. Indeed, affordable childcare 
and child-friendly employment arrangements 
are key requirements for greater labour market 
participation among young mothers (100).

(100) OECD (2016), Society at a Glance 2016 – OECD social indicators, OECD Publishing, Paris. Available at: 
 https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/9789264261488-en.pdf?expires=1556534111&id=id&accname=guest&checksum=95501AF-

DCFF10408BD2D4F4FF6DB5E69  
(101) Ibid.

Denmark operates a system whereby municipalities 
are obliged to offer all children over 6-months-old 
a place in publicly subsidised childcare. In Sweden, 
municipalities must provide at least 15 hours of 
childcare per week to children over the age of one. 
This obligation rises to full-time hours in cases 
where both parents are employed or in education. 
Other countries provide additional support for 
single parents. For instance, Iceland – specifically 
Reykjavik – provides reduced childcare fees, while 
the Flanders region in Belgium provides priority 
access to childcare services for single parents (101).

https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/9789264261488-en.pdf?expires=1556534111&id=id&accname=guest&checksum=95501AFDCFF10408BD2D4F4FF6DB5E69
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/9789264261488-en.pdf?expires=1556534111&id=id&accname=guest&checksum=95501AFDCFF10408BD2D4F4FF6DB5E69
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5.4.2. Fictional case study 2: reconciling shift work and childcare

Step 1: Understand the dynamics

Agneta is 23 years old and has three children under the age of 5. She works 
part-time in a local shop, and her husband works shifts in a local factory. They 
live in a small rural town, with a monthly income of EUR 1 300. They will not 
be able to access publicly funded childcare for all of their children. Currently, 
they can access some provision for their eldest child. Yet, sometimes, Agneta’s 
hours change and the family has to rely on friends when both she and her 
husband are working. Their parents live an hour away by car and public trans-
port to their village is very limited.
Getting the data on how many people are in such precarious circumstances 
of low wages and unstable employment conditions is not always straightfor-
ward. Tools such as EIGE’s Gender Equality Index can help, as do local sourc-
es of labour market data, housing and child benefit statistics, public transport 
availability, time use, and data on the use of infrastructure and public spaces.
Data on EU averages are not always comprehensive, but it is possible to 
identify some data that offer comparisons between countries and regions. 
This allows you to aggregate and estimate local needs in the context of local 
services, existing public services and social security. Look at the example of 
rural Germany, where transport, local employment, industrial sectors, local 
transport and local service provision all informed operational plans in Meck-
lenburg-Western Pomerania. Here, ESF+ interventions identified support for 
shift workers and other families with complex, everyday pressures on time, 
childcare and other care needs as key priorities.

Step 2: Identify gender-aware actions and responses

From the range of possible interventions under the ESF+ and/or ERDF for 
work–life balance, what ESF+- and ERDF-funded actions would make a differ-
ence to this family, supporting them to access childcare and secure better-paid 
jobs that balance shift work and local transport issues?

Step 3: Take action

• Infrastructure for early childhood education and care
• Infrastructure for vocational education, training and adult learning
• Measures to improve access to employment
• Measures to promote women’s labour market participation and reduce 

gender-based segregation in the labour market
• Promoting the social integration of people at risk of poverty or social exclu-

sion, including the most deprived and children
• Under policy objective 4, possible investment in the construction of childcare 

and social care facilities, as well as the expansion of the care workforce.

https://eige.europa.eu/gender-equality-index
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5.4.3. Fictional case study 3: balancing care for oneself and others

* Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (2017), Pensions at a Glance 2017: Country profiles — Spain, OECD, Paris. Available at: https://www.oecd.org/els/public-pensions/PAG2017- 
country-profile-Spain.pdf

** Eurostat (2018), The life of women and men in Europe: A statistical portrait, 2018 edition, EU, Brussels, Section 1.1. Available at: https://www.ine.es/prodyser/myhue18/bloc-1a.html?lang=en

Step 1: Understand the dynamics

Tomás is a 74-year-old retired payroll clerk. His monthly income of EUR 850 
is just over Spain’s national minimum of EUR 785 (*) He is a full-time carer for 
73-year-old Isabel, his wife of 52 years. Her long-term illness has left her with 
multiple care needs.
In Spain, 16 % of men are over the age of 65, as are 31 % of women. The av-
erage life expectancy is 80.5 years for men and 86.3 for women (**). Although 
Isabel has been unwell for a long time, Tomás is worried that she might out-
live him. After all, he is older and being a long-term carer has an impact on 
carers’ life expectancies.
Tomás and Isabel live on the outskirts of a large city, with regular transport 
links into the city. Their son and daughter live at opposite ends of the city. 
They have four grandchildren, aged 12-19, who are in full-time education. 
Their daughter, Asunción, works part-time so she can help her father with 
household chores and her mother’s medical appointments. Their son, Miguel, 
visits at weekends and is on call for evening emergencies.

Step 2: Identify gender-aware actions and responses

From the range of possible interventions under the ESF+ and/or ERDF for 
work–life balance, what ESF+- and ERDF-funded actions would make a differ-
ence to Tomás and Isabel, and their family, by providing peace of mind and 
easing the pressures of balancing work and family life?

Step 3: Take action

• Under the ERDF, clean urban transport infrastructure is a priority
• Other social infrastructure that contributes to social inclusion in the com-

munity is possible under ESF+ policy objective 3, as are provisions for im-
proving health infrastructure, including the digitisation of healthcare and 
measures to improve access to long-term care (excluding infrastructure). 
Additional ERDF support could be allocated to support technical innovation 
by health and social care SMEs

• Funded interventions that enable people to balance intergenerational care 
needs with work and individual household needs could include improvements 
in communications technology to allow remote care and support; the online 
ordering of prescriptions and household necessities; and intergeneration-
al care facilities at local level – funded and managed by the public sector – to 
take pressure off families and provide respite for carers. This is key for 
women, who often work part-time to meet the care needs of others.
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5.4.4. Fictional case study 4: reconciling care for children and older persons with shift work

Step 1: Understand the dynamics

Tasheen and Imran, aged 22 and 26, are first-generation immigrants 
living on the outskirts of a major European capital. The have two 
children: a 3-year-old and a 6-month-old. Tasheen does not work 
outside the home and does not drive. Imran works shifts in a local 
restaurant. Tasheen’s mother, Bushra, and siblings have recently 
come to live in the same neighbourhood, but her mother is 74 and 
has dementia and diabetes.
Tasheen has a high school diploma and Imran has a degree in 
computer engineering. They would both like to find jobs suited to 
their skills and potential, but need support to develop their local 
language skills and prepare CVs.

Step 2: Identify gender-aware actions and responses

From the range of possible interventions under the ESF+ and/or 
ERDF for work–life balance, what ESF+- and ERDF-funded actions 
would make a difference to Tasheen and Imran, supporting them 
to access paid employment, childcare, local care services for 
Tasheen’s mother, and safe and secure housing?
What data can you identify on the skills, income levels and house-
hold types of migrants and other groups who may live in margin-
alised conditions? What consultations and engagement might you 
undertake to better understand the needs and aspirations of these 
groups?

Step 3: Take action

• Policy objective 1 is the main ERDF priority, supporting interventions on skills develop-
ment, smart specialisation, industrial transition, entrepreneurship, SME incubation and 
spin-offs.

• This combines with ESF+ measures for:
• support for the social economy, social enterprises and housing infrastructure for 

migrants and refugees;
• other social infrastructure that contributes to social inclusion in the community;
• health infrastructure;
• measures to improve access to employment;
• support for tertiary education (excluding infrastructure);
• support for adult education (excluding infrastructure);
• measures to promote equal opportunities and active participation in society;
• pathways for integration and re-entry into employment for disadvantaged people;
• measures to improve access for marginalised groups;
• measures to improve access to long-term care (excluding infrastructure);
• measures to modernise social protection systems, including access to social protection.
There are multiple interventions that would support Tasheen and Imran, and their ex-
tended family, to access training and labour market opportunities; meet their needs for 
housing, integration, and social protection; and facilitate their contribution to the local 
economy. Accurate, comprehensive local data — disaggregated by sex, age, disability, 
race and ethnicity — are essential to inform well-targeted, localised projects and pro-
grammes that meet the complex needs of all, and realise their full potential.
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This practical model supports innovative practice 
to realise the potential of the EU Funds in the 
promotion of WLB. It does this by focusing on 
the transformation of roles and responsibilities 
in formal and informal care structures.

The application of this model enables the use of 

EU Funds to deliver gender equality outcomes. 
It facilitates the implementation of gender main-
streaming to formulate and fund gender-respon-
sive interventions advancing WLB. It can also help 
ensure EU Fund objectives are reached, as gender 
mainstreaming contributes to more effective 
planning, implementation and monitoring.
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GETTING IN TOUCH WITH THE EU

IN PERSON
All over the European Union there are hundreds of Europe Direct information centres. You can find the 
address of the centre nearest you at: https://europa.eu/european-union/contact_en

ON THE PHONE OR BY EMAIL
Europe Direct is a service that answers your questions about the European Union. You can contact this 
service:
–  by freephone: 00 800 6 7 8 9 10 11 (certain operators may charge for these calls),
–  at the following standard number: +32 22999696 or
–  by email via: https://europa.eu/european-union/contact_en

FINDING INFORMATION ABOUT THE EU

ONLINE
Information about the European Union in all the official languages of the EU is available on the 
Europa website at: https://europa.eu/european-union/index_en

EU PUBLICATIONS
You can download or order free and priced EU publications at: https://op.europa.eu/en/publications. 
Multiple copies of free publications may be obtained by contacting Europe Direct or your local 
information centre (see https://europa.eu/european-union/contact_en).

EU LAW AND RELATED DOCUMENTS
For access to legal information from the EU, including all EU law since 1952 in all the official language 
versions, go to EUR-Lex at: http://eur-lex.europa.eu

OPEN DATA FROM THE EU
The EU Open Data Portal (http://data.europa.eu/euodp/en) provides access to datasets from the EU. 
Data can be downloaded and reused for free, for both commercial and non-commercial purposes.

https://europa.eu/european-union/contact_en
https://europa.eu/european-union/index_en
https://op.europa.eu/en/publications
https://europa.eu/european-union/contact_en
http://eur-lex.europa.eu
http://data.europa.eu/euodp/en
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