
Extensive data was collected in the fourth European
Working Conditions Survey about the organisation of time,
including working time and time spent on non-work
activities (domestic tasks, caring for children and older
relatives as well as leisure, voluntary and political
activities), and about people’s perceptions as to how well
their working arrangements fit in with family and social
commitments. 

These questions sketch a broad picture of people’s work–life
balance in Europe. They provide information which enable
the links between work and non-working life to be explored
– for example, the working time arrangements of parents
and their domestic responsibilities and the degree of
satisfaction with the work–life balance of each partner. They
also make it possible to identify particular categories of
workers who express comparatively high levels of
dissatisfaction with their work–life balance. What these
questions cannot do, of course, is identify the institutional
settings, such as levels of social provision (e.g. childcare)
and the social organisation of time, which vary greatly from
country to country and which could influence workers’
perceptions of work–life balance. Equally, issues relating to
changing gender roles and expectations in work and family
life can only be approached indirectly. Nevertheless, what
workers report regarding their work–life balance impacts on
the quality of their work and also reflects the broader social
perspective. 

This chapter will look at how negative or positive reporting
of work–life balance varies according to sex, parental status
and number of working hours. It also explores how other
aspects of working time – regularity, predictability, flexibility,
individual discretion over working hours, and different
working time schedules – affect work–life balance. 

Satisfaction with work–life balance

In the survey, respondents were asked if their job ‘fits in
with their family or social commitments outside work’
according to a four-point scale (‘very well’, ‘well’, ‘not so
well’, ‘not at all well’). Four out of five European workers
say they are satisfied with how their working time
arrangements fit in with their non-work commitments.
Satisfaction levels in the older Member States have
remained similar since the previous survey in 2000, while in
the new Member States and Bulgaria and Romania they
have declined by around 5%. (see Figure 9.1)

The overall figure for positive perception of work–life
balance is high (over 80% in the EU as a whole) but, as with
the survey question regarding general job satisfaction (see
Chapter 10), questions on satisfaction with work–life
balance tend to routinely elicit high levels of positive

response. For this reason, the survey included additional
questions to further explore elements of work–life balance.

One of the principal factors influencing work–life balance
is the volume of hours worked. The more hours a person
works, the greater the difficulty in reconciling work and non-
working activities. While very high levels of basic
satisfaction with work–life balance (85% and higher) is
reported by those working fewer than 30 hours per week,

Figure 9.2: Perception of work–life balance, by length
of working week, EU27 (%)
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Figure 9.1: Perception of work–life balance, trends over
time (%)

Note: Question asked ‘In general, do your working hours fit in with your

family or social commitments outside work?’
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over 40% of those working more than 45 hours per week
report that their working hours do not fit in well with their
family and social commitments (see Figure 9.2). 

Broken down by country, the data show considerable
variation, from 11% dissatisfaction with work–life balance
in Norway and Austria to over 40% in Greece (see Figure
9.3). Including a country marker for average weekly working
hours (in the respondent’s main job) confirms that there is
a positive correlation between hours worked and
dissatisfaction with work–life balance at a country level. 

Gender differences
Given the assumption that working women remain
disproportionately involved in unpaid domestic and caring
activities – an assumption supported by evidence from the
survey, as shown later in this chapter – a key focus in the
work–life balance debate has been the specific pressures on
working women. It is interesting, therefore, to note that men
report more dissatisfaction with their work–life balance than
women. The main factors contributing to this unexpected
outcome are, however, the volume of weekly working hours
and the different ways in which working hours are
organised between men and women. In general, part-time
workers are twice as likely as full-time workers to have a
positive perception of their work–life balance. The high
incidence of part-time work among women, and the low
incidence of part-time work among men, are therefore key
factors in explaining the levels of satisfaction with work–life
balance among working men and women.

However, even among both sexes working full-time, a
somewhat higher proportion of men (24% compared to 20%
of women) have a negative perception of their work–life
balance. 

Working parents
If attention is focused on the working parents of children
aged under 16, the differences between the sexes is even
more pronounced. Working fathers tend to have a more
negative assessment of their work–life balance than working

Figure 9.3: Perception of work–life balance, by country

Note: Question asked ‘In general, do your working hours fit in with your
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Table 9.1: Working hours and family life, by sex, EU27 (%)

Men Women

Do your working hours fit with no dependent with dependent with no with dependent 
in with your family or social children under 16 children dependent children children 
commitments outside work? under 16 under 16 under 16

very well 31.3 24.4 36.6 32.9

well 48.4 48.7 47.7 48.8

not very well 15.4 20.0 13.1 14.7

not at all well 5.0 6.9 2.6 3.6
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Figure 9.4: Incidence of part-time work, by sex and
household situation, EU27 (%)
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Figure 9.5: Weekly working hours, by household
situation, EU27 (%)

20

25

30

35

40

45

men women

No children One child Two children Three children Four or more

ho
ur

s

Work–life balance

73

mothers (27% of fathers compared to 18% of mothers), as
Table 9.1 indicates.

The same determining factor in this case is the volume of
weekly working hours: the different take-up of part-time
work between men and women creates an even larger
gender time gap for working parents. 

While the incidence of part-time work among men in
general is low, men without children are twice as likely to
work part time (9%) as are men with children (4%), as
Figure 9.4 shows. By contrast, parenthood for women
implies an increased incidence of part-time work. Both
trends contribute to the growing incidence of ‘one-and-a-
half’ worker households, with a full-time working father and
a part-time working mother.

It is also the case that working fathers tend to work longer
weekly hours as their parental responsibilities grow.
Working fathers living with two children aged under 16
years work more than two hours extra each week, compared
to men without children (see Figure 9.5). Only among
fathers with extended family responsibilities (three or more
children) is there a slight reduction in weekly working
hours. 

The opposite is the case for working mothers: they work
fewer hours than women without children, although this is
largely due to the prevalence of part-time work among
working mothers. Among women who work full time, the
average weekly working hours increase according to the
number of children they have. 

The divergent pattern of weekly working hours for men and
women with children is reflected in the growing gap in
satisfaction with work–life balance. Working parents, both
male and female, tend to have lower levels of satisfaction
with work–life balance; however, the higher uptake of part-
time work offsets to an extent the dissatisfaction levels of

working mothers. For working fathers, a longer working
week, possibly combined with changing social expectations
regarding the domestic role of fathers (and, possibly,
frustration at their inability to fulfil such expectations) may
contribute to their relative dissatisfaction with their work–
life balance. 

Paid and unpaid working hours

Domestic work

Despite the increasing participation of women in the labour
force, the traditional division of domestic responsibilities
between men and women persists. Results from the survey
reveal that a much higher proportion of working women
than working men devotes time outside work to domestic
responsibilities, such as caring for children, housework or
cooking. Indeed, as indicated in Chapter 2 (on working
time), if the estimated weekly hours spent on these forms of
unpaid work are combined with hours spent in paid work,
a significant reversal of the conventional picture emerges.
On average, men work longer hours than women in their
paid jobs; however, when paid and unpaid hours are added
together, it is women who work the longest number of
hours. Women’s work and life are ‘balanced’ in the sense
that they devote comparable amounts of their time to both
paid and unpaid work, in particular between the ages of 25
and 54 years. A man’s ‘work’ tends largely to be confined to
his paid job. 

Table 9.2: Unpaid weekly working hours, by sex and
age (%)

Age of respondent Men Women

24 years or younger 3.2 10.4

25–39 years 9.2 31.8

40–54 years 8.6 26.9

55 years or older 5.2 17.9



Work and non-working time

A new question (introduced in the survey in 2005) assesses
the extent to which work impinges on non-working life: it
asks workers whether they are contactable in relation to
their main paid job outside normal working hours. The
growth of faster communication technologies (phone lines,
mobile phones and broadband internet/email) over the past
five years has made such contact possible for the majority
of Europeans. For certain categories of workers – e.g. those
with supervisory responsibilities, or the self-employed – this
can blur the boundaries between work and non-work. The
same communication technologies that make contact
possible may also make further work possible, effectively
extending working hours by stealth. In essence, this can be
seen as a form of negative ‘flexibility’. As the survey also
revealed, rather than offering some protection against out-

of-hours contact, working long hours is associated with
higher levels of contactability outside work (see Figure 9.6). 

It is notable that managers (those with staff working under
their supervision) report this type of contact more than do
other workers, and that men, in general, appear to be more
affected (see Figure 9.7).

Type of working schedule 

Another factor that influences perceptions of work–life
balance is the way in which working time is organised, both
in terms of its regularity and also with reference to the
‘standard’ working schedule (around 40 hours per week,
working only weekdays). Working non-standard hours (in
the evening, at weekends or at night after 22.00 hours) is
associated with poorer levels of work–life satisfaction.
Working long working days (of more than 10 hours) on a
regular basis also has a negative impact.

Many societal time arrangements (opening hours of shops,
public institutions and schools, etc.) are organised to be
broadly consistent with standard daytime working hours. It
is not surprising, therefore, that the optimal schedule from
a work–life balance perspective is the standard one of
daytime work during weekdays, without long days. Workers
who are regularly required to work outside these limits
report more dissatisfaction with their work–life balance;
those having to carry out night work regularly are
particularly affected (see Figure 9.8). 

Consistent and regular schedules lead to greater satisfaction
with work–life balance, while any deviations from a
consistent working pattern tend to raise the levels of
dissatisfaction. Thus, working the same number of days per
week or hours per day is preferable to working a variable
number of days or hours; fixed starting and finishing times
are considered preferable to variable ones. 

Variability or ‘imposed’ flexibility that undermines the
regularity or predictability of working schedules is
considered very unfavourable by workers from a work–life
balance perspective. Against a background of pressure to
diversify working schedules – for example, from companies
wishing to extend or vary operating levels and times – it is
interesting to observe that the ‘old-fashioned’ working week
(of around forty hours, with regular weekday, daytime
schedules and little or no work at non-standard hours) is
still regarded very positively in work–life balance terms.
Regularity may be a more important consideration for
workers than flexibility when it comes to ensuring that their
working hours fit in well with their non-work commitments.

Workers who report that their working schedule changes
frequently report less satisfaction with their work–life

Figure 9.6: Extent of out-of-hours contact, by length of
average working week, EU27 (%)
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Figure 9.7: Extent of out-of-hours contact, by level of
responsibility and sex (%)
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balance (see Figure 9.9). Moreover, the shorter the period of
notice given in changes to schedules, the greater the degree
of dissatisfaction. Clearly, the ad hoc nature of such a work
schedule imposes an extra burden in terms of managing
non-working time. 

Working-time organisation based on collective starting and
finishing times is usually associated with older, traditional
forms of production. In the context of the discussions on

the merits of flexible working-time arrangements, it is
interesting to note that workers with such fixed, regular
schedules express comparatively higher levels of
satisfaction with their work–life balance. 

Flexibility that extends choices to workers (for example,
flexitime schemes) is marginally more favourable from a
work–life balance perspective. However, paradoxically, it is
those with most say in how their working time is organised
– those who replied that ‘working time is determined
entirely by myself’ – who express most dissatisfaction with
how their working hours fit in with their family and social
life. As a group, these respondents are the most
‘empowered’ in terms of working-time discretion; however,
this is evidently more than counterbalanced by other factors
– notably an increased number of working hours. The self-
employed – as a rule those with the greatest say in how their
working time is arranged – tend to work much longer hours
than employees. This tends to support the case that it is the
volume of hours worked – rather than control over working
time – that most influences satisfaction with work–life
balance. 

Figure 9.8: Dissatisfaction with work–life balance, by
working schedule (%)

Notes: Regular weekend work is defined as working four or more

Saturdays/Sundays per month. Regular night work, regular evening work and

regular long days (of more than 10 hours) are defined as five instances or

more per month in each case. Male part-time workers were excluded due to

the small number of cases in individual categories. 
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Figure 9.9: Perception of work–life balance, by notice
given of changes to work schedule (%)

Note: Question asked ‘Do your working hours fit in with your family or social

commitments outside work?’
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