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Pillar 4: Equal Opportunities
Reconciling work and family life



The reconciliation of work and family life is a priority for many NOW projects, with a third of the 1750 projects dealing with some aspect of reconciliation.  Many focus on the provision of high quality care services for children and, increasingly, older people.  They are developing new qualifications and creating flexible services that respond to existing and future needs. Other projects collaborate with employers and trade unions to introduce new working patterns that help women reconcile work and family life. The additional problems that single parents face on the labour market are addressed by 30 INTEGRA projects and a few YOUTHSTART projects that particularly cater for teenage mothers.  A third of the 1280 ADAPT projects focusing on new forms of work organisation also address the equal opportunities’ dimension. 


Key Messages

·	New patterns of work organisation, such as flexible working hours, telework and part-time working, can help both women and men to reconcile work and family responsibilities.
·	Changing work patterns increasingly require a variety of high quality, flexible care provision. Important factors for ensuring the quality of care services are the development of accredited qualifications for carers and opportunities for career progression. 
·	The expanding service sector offers considerable potential for job creation, particularly in care services.   However, unless the status of carers is raised through qualifications and appropriate salaries, the growing demand will merely reinforce the situation of women in poorly qualified, low paid work. 


POLICY BACKGROUND

Recent Directives on Parental Leave (1996) and on Part-time work (1997) have considerably strengthened policy at European level.  The European Employment Strategy promotes the implementation of this legislative framework with Guideline 21, which requires Member States to develop 'family-friendly policies, including affordable, accessible and high quality care services for children and other dependants, as well as parental and other leave schemes.' 

On behalf of the Commission, the European network on ‘Gender and Employment’ assessed the 1998 NAPs from a gender perspective.  Most Member States recognised the gaps in care provision, especially for children, but only Austria, Luxembourg, the Netherlands and the UK gave specific targets for the expansion of childcare provision.  Care for the elderly and other dependants was hardly mentioned, despite demographic trends. Some countries (ESP, IT, NL, P and UK) mentioned meeting the cost of childcare through income tax or benefit subsidies. The UK Childcare Strategy outlines targets for the training of childminders and the provision of childcare for all children of nursery age. The 1999 NAPs indicate that all countries aim to expand the number of childcare places except Sweden, which is safeguarding its provision via the local authorities.  Austria, Denmark and Finland plan to introduce more flexibility in the care services to meet labour market requirements. The role of men in relation to reconciliation is explicitly addressed only in Denmark, Finland, France, Germany and Sweden. Young children remain the central focus of care provision, with only Belgium, Denmark, Finland and Greece mentioning elderly and other dependants. 

The 1998 Employment Report also underlines the importance of care provision, pinpointing three factors for women’s participation in the labour market: marital status, having young children and educational level. For example, in 1997 78% of women in Europe with a child under five and with a university education or equivalent were working or looking for work as opposed to only 43% of those with basic schooling.  Children affect the participation rate of all women.  However, the earning potential of women with fewer qualifications is often insufficient to pay for childcare, which creates an additional barrier to their participation in the labour market. 

Finally, in the Operational Programmes for the EMPLOYMENT Community Initiative, several Member States highlight the importance of developing an appropriate care service infrastructure, with initial and continuing training for the staff.  This is especially the case for Belgium, Finland, Greece, the Netherlands, Spain and Northern Ireland.  In Germany and Italy, measures are geared particularly towards ethnic minority women. 

To ensure the European Union's economic growth and future competitivity in a world market, Member States must maximise the economic contribution of every person of working age.  This requires addressing all barriers to women’s participation in the labour market.  The ADAPT and EMPLOYMENT Community Initiatives have developed models of good practice that can assist Member States in this task. 
 
STRATEGIC LESSONS 

Project numbers indicated in the following sections refer to the European project database.

The most significant lessons for the delivery of policies aiming to help the reconciliation of work and family life are based on the following outcomes:

Striving for family-friendly forms of work organisation for women and men

·	Primary responsibility for children and other dependants still rests mainly with women, often creating barriers to their participation in the labour market. In Spain, NOW projects (N-1995-ESP-053 and N-1997-ESP-665) have addressed this issue by explicitly analysing the use of time of all members of a family and the role of men in taking up a co-responsibility in household tasks. NOW and ADAPT projects show that new forms of work organisation can be introduced, often at little cost, allowing employees to achieve a viable balance between work and other responsibilities. The benefits for the employer are a more effective use of the workforce, the retention of skilled employees and a reduction in absenteeism. Having assessed the needs of the city's public administration and its employers, a NOW project in France (N-1997-F-522) is piloting a variety of schemes, including teleworking, job sharing, the annualisation of working hours and flexible hours. Meanwhile, ADAPT projects in Belgium, France and Germany are ensuring that policies concerning the reduction of working hours do not militate against the reconciliation of work and family life. 

·	Different types of leave schemes can also be effective in helping employees reconcile work and family life.  However, NOW projects discovered that even highly qualified women became unsure of their skills and competencies after a year or more away from work. A project in the UK (N-1997-Ukgb-542) is working with professional organisations to develop measures that facilitate the re-entry of women to professional careers. Another UK project (N-1997-Ukgb-514) found that refreshing management and computer skills, giving advice on professional updating and encouraging networking with other professional women was necessary to give highly qualified women the confidence to pick up their careers again after maternity leave.  Generous leave schemes can make the return to work more difficult, particularly for women who remain the predominant users of such schemes. In working with employers, NOW and ADAPT projects therefore aim to build elements of training and regular contact into leave schemes to facilitate a speedy and effective return to the workplace.

·	The use of teleworking is expanding rapidly and can provide real opportunities for people living in rural areas or those with mobility problems, such as people with disabilities or caring responsibilities.  In most Member States, NOW projects have trained women as teleworkers and set up teleworking centres. Projects in many countries (A, B, GR, ESP, IT, F, UK) are developing measures to ensure good working conditions and skilled jobs for female teleworkers. The Teleworkshop run by an Austrian project (N-1997-A-502) not only links teleworkers and potential clients, it also provides on-going training and networking facilities, thereby reducing the sense of isolation many women experience when working from home.   An Italian project (N-1997-IT-517) is training women to work as highly skilled consultants helping enterprises to introduce teleworking as an option for all employees. Recognising that women cannot work at the same time as they are minding their children, projects have explored ways of overcoming the shortage of appropriate care facilities.  A project located in an isolated part of Northern Ireland (N-1997-Ukni-509) has set up a telecottage with on-site childcare facilities. It also runs an after-school service where, amongst other things, children can learn to use computers.

·	The role of the social partners concerning new forms of work organisation is pivotal as they can ensure that account is taken of the gender dimension in collective agreement negotiations. In Portugal (N-1995-P-016), a major trade union took the initiative to work with enterprises to introduce positive action programmes and family-friendly policies.  In Sweden, the deregulation of the health care sector means that many women are forced to work fewer hours and live on a reduced income. The Public Employees Union (N-1997-S-503) is reviewing and re-negotiating collective agreements to reduce the negative impact of these changes on women. 

New forms of work organisation, including teleworking, can be of great help to men and women in managing the interface between home and work. However, the changing work patterns require regular monitoring to ensure that they do not create disadvantageous working conditions for employees. Good practice developed within the EMPLOYMENT and ADAPT Community Initiatives could serve as a model for measures proposed under Guidelines 16, 17 and 21. 

Enhancing the quality and flexibility of care services

·	In several Members States, for example Austria, Ireland and the UK, NOW projects have successfully developed nationally recognised qualifications and training programmes aiming to improve the quality and professional standards of care services. Often they have also developed a system of accrediting the prior learning of women working as unqualified childminders, enabling their experience and skills to be taken into account for admission to regular training programmes or for the award of formal qualifications.  Building on ideas that emerged from its partnership with projects in Belgium, France and Ireland, a UK project (N-1995-Ukgb-022) developed a package of information leaflets and training to help childminders provide a more professional service.  

·	Projects are increasingly addressing the needs of older dependants.  A Belgian project (N-1995-Bnl-005) is training women from ethnic minority backgrounds to work as qualified carers of elderly people from similar backgrounds. Projects in Germany also see the potential of training unemployed immigrant women, many of whom have few qualifications, to provide care services for the increasing number of elderly citizens in the immigrant communities. The cultural dimension of early childcare and education was the focus of a transnational partnership involving projects in Belgium, France, Ireland and the UK. A number of NOW projects in the UK are developing care systems for dependent relatives. 

·	In many Member States, the hours covered by the regular childcare provision make it difficult for people to combine full-time work with caring responsibilities. An ADAPT project in Belgium (A-1997-Bfr-533) is negotiating with public and private care services, schools and transport systems to encourage them to adapt schedules to fit in with increasingly variable working patterns, especially those of men and women working irregular hours, on temporary contracts or doing shift-work. NOW and ADAPT projects have also developed new models for the provision of flexible care services, sometimes combining babysitters, child minders, nursery assistants, home helps and other care staff. In Greece, an ADAPT project (A-1995-GR-020 & A-1997-GR-511) run by a medium-sized textile company organised child care at its premises to ensure that women workers had full access to training. The Portuguese broadcasting company (N-1997-P-503) has trained and created a network of babysitters and childminders to help employees cope with their irregular working hours.  The unexpected breakdown of an employee's care arrangements can lead to unplanned absences and difficulties for both employee and employer. A project in Northern Ireland (N-1997-Ukni-504) is setting up a network of babysitters expressly to cope with such emergencies. A NOW project in Finland (N-1997-FIN-513) helped mothers caring for children with disabilities to re-enter the labour market by setting up a home-based care service. Unemployed childminders were given special tailor-made training to provide this essential service.

The job creation potential of the growing demand for care services 

·	The care sector will continue to grow in the coming years, offering significant potential for job creation. To safeguard against the proliferation of poorly paid, low qualified jobs, NOW projects have supported the expansion of care provision through accredited training, often accompanied by modules on business creation and self-employment. In this way, unemployed women can create their own employment, often with the prospect of future career progression. A project in the UK (UK-1995-Ukgb-022) trained women returners to set up their own after-school facilities catering for school children of all ages. These are usually located within the school grounds so the children are safe until their parents can collect them after work. Often several women will collaborate to set up a care facility, sometimes creating a comprehensive service involving different kinds of care services. In Spain, a NOW project (N-1997-ESP-569) worked in partnership with the local authorities to establish a co-operative addressing local childcare needs. A variety of measures were used to encourage fathers to take an active role in the setting up and running of the childcare facility.

The ADAPT and EMPLOYMENT- NOW Community Initiatives demonstrate that the following elements successfully support policies and measures aiming to help women and men to reconcile work and family life:

Raising gender awareness

Awareness raising activities with employers and trade unions, linked to the practical experience of organisations that have adopted new ways of working, allay employers' concerns and demonstrate the economic advantages of introducing changes that ease the reconciliation of work and family life. NOW and ADAPT projects stimulate the interest of employers and help them introduce family-friendly practices into the workplace. A project in Spain (N-1997-ESP-593) helped companies to develop and implement programmes to support the career progress of women. Much publicity was given to companies that received the project's Equality Award for attaining specific goals. 

In Ireland and in Portugal NOW projects played an active role in national campaigns to raise awareness of the issues concerning work and family life. In particular, they highlighted the fact that caring for dependants is the responsibility of both women and men. 

Partnership approach: collaboration between different services

Successful strategies for reconciliation build on a diverse offer of care services involving a range of partners. Private initiatives, co-operatives, schools, local authorities, companies and trade unions can collaborate on joint ventures that address current and future needs. 

CONTRIBUTION TO POLICY AND PRACTICE

Project/programme level:

·	A number of NOW projects have influenced public debate concerning reconciliation and the sharing of family responsibilities between women and men. In Portugal, this resulted in a month-long programme of events throughout the country involving a wide range of actors in the private and public sphere. In Ireland, NOW contributed to a debate on the need for more quality childcare, culminating in a national campaign entitled 'Childcare 2000'. 

·	A transnational partnership involving projects in Belgium, France, Ireland and the UK developed training methodologies and tools adapted for use in several countries and involving multicultural approaches to early childhood care and education. A CD-ROM provides step-by-step information on creating a multicultural care facility, including recruiting staff, involving parents and respecting cultural diversity in images, food, games and songs. 

Policy development:

·	An Austrian project (N-1997-A-519) developed a new occupational profile and qualification for women caring for children in their own home. Currently it is negotiating with the Austrian Trade Union Federation to reach a collective agreement covering the home-based 'day mothers'. Having been discussed in Parliament, the Government was asked to draft a legal framework mainstreaming this model of good practice. The project was also included in the Austrian National Action Plan (NAP) drawn up in the framework of the European Employment Strategy. 

·	In Portugal, a project (N-1997-P-503) has proposed a series of measures concerning new forms of work organisation in the national broadcasting company.  These are currently being discussed with employer and trade union representatives regarding their impact on collective agreements in the public sector. 

·	In the Netherlands, NOW projects have been invited to comment on the new framework law on Work and Care (Algemene Wet Arbeid en Zorg), which aims to promote labour market participation. The new law encompasses measures relating to leave regulations, the adaptation of working hours, and the opening times of public services and care and leisure facilities. 

·	Building on its results in the first round, a UK project (N-1997-Ukgb-505) is informing the Government's policy development on 'Early Years' training in the UK. Having investigated the current and future needs of employers and the childcare sector, the project has made recommendations to the relevant National Training Organisations on a national framework for childcare qualifications. The project has been involved in developing the Early Years qualifications at NVQ level 4 and has worked closely with the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority to research higher level vocational qualifications in the childcare sector.  The project is also a member of the Government’s steering group for the Interdisciplinary Network for Child and Youth Services.
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Re-entry of highly qualified women to employment: N-1997-Ukgb-542 
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Respect: N-1995-BNl-007
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Optima: N-1997-ESP-593
E.T.R.E.: N-1997-F-516
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Hera 2: N-1997-Ukgb-505 
Craigavon equality for women in training and employment: N-1997-Ukni-504 


