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RESOLUTION  
 

on 
 
 

Work-Life Balance in the EEA 
 

 
The Consultative Committee of the European Economic Area (EEA CC): 

 
A. Recognizing that equality between women and men is a fundamental value 

of the EEA States, which is enshrined both in the Treaties of the European 
Union and in the Agreement on the European Economic Area (EEA 
Agreement), 
 

B. Noting the European Commission’s proposal for a Directive on work-life 
balance for parents and carers1 from 26 April 2017,  
  

C. Noting the European Commission Communication “An initiative to support 
work-life balance for working parents carers”2 from 26 April 2017,  
 

D. Noting the different proposals and initiatives presented by the European 
Commission on 26 April 2017 related to the European Pillar of Social 
Rights3, 
 

E. Noting the European Commission’s public consultation on possible action 
addressing the challenges of work-life balance faced by working parents and 
caregivers4, and the two-stage consultation of EU social partner 
organisations, 

	
F. Noting that the Pillar of Social Rights which was proclaimed by Member 

States on 17 November 2017 is built on 20 principles with the aim of 
delivering new and more effective rights for European citizens. Especially 
noting Principle 2 on Gender equality, Principle 3 on Equal opportunities, 
and Principle 9 on Work-life balance. The latter stating that “parents and 
people with caring responsibilities have the right to suitable leave, flexible 
working arrangements and access to care services. Women and men shall 
have equal access to special leave of absence in order to fulfil their caring 
responsibilities and be encouraged to use them in a balanced way”, 

 
G. Noting the European Parliament’s ongoing process on a report on Work-life 

balance for parents and carers5,  
	

                                                
1 Proposal for a Directive of the European Parliament and of the Council on work-life balance for parents 
and carers and repealing Council Directive 2010/18/EU  
2 “An initiative to support work-life balance for working parents and carers”, COM(2017)252  
3 http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1226&langId=en  
4 https://ec.europa.eu/eusurvey/publication/WorkingCarers  
5 Employment Committee. Rapporteur: David Casa.  
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H. Noting the European Commission’s Action Plan on tackling the gender pay 
gap from 20 November 20176, 

	
I. Noting the different EU initiatives to promote gender equality, including the 

European Pact on Gender Equality for the period 2011-2020 and a 
substantive body of legislation promoting the principle of equal treatment of 
women and men in employment and access to goods and services, which has 
also been incorporated into the EEA Agreement, 

	
J. Noting the United Nation’s 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and 

its focus on gender equality and women’s empowerment7, 
 

K. Noting the EEA EFTA Comment on possible action addressing the 
challenges of work-life balance faced by working parents and caregivers 
from 22 February 20168 

 
L. Having regard to the Opinion of the European Economic and Social 

Committee (EESC) on “Work-life balance of working parents and carers” 9, 
 

M. Having regard to earlier Resolutions of the EEA CC, in particular those on 
the “Social Dimension of the EEA and the European Pillar of Social 
Rights”10, and on “Gender Equality in the Labour Market”11, 
	

1. is concerned about a well-functioning labour market in the EEA in which 
men and women are treated equally and have the same opportunities; 
 

2. welcomes the European Commission’s initiative to support good work-life 
balance for working parents and caregivers by introducing paid parental 
leave for both parents, promoting family-friendly working arrangements, 
and aiming for a better reconciliation of work and family responsibilities 
and a more equitable use of work-life balance arrangements between 
women and men; 
 

3. emphasizes that working towards gender equality at all levels of society is 
a shared responsibility between European, national, regional and local 
authorities and institutions, the private sector, social partners, and civil 
society, and calls on the relevant authorities and institutions in the EEA 
States to eliminate gender stereotypes and promote gender equality at all 
levels of society, as well as in working life, in order to reduce both sectoral 
and vertical gender segregation in the labour market; 

 
4. emphasizes that against the backdrop of an ageing and declining 

population, digitalisation of societies and economies, it is urgent to invest 

                                                
6 European Commission Action Plan on tackling the gender pay gap 
7 United Nation’s 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
8 EEA EFTA Comment on possible action addressing the challenges of work-life balance faced by 
working parents and caregivers 
9 "Work-life balance of working parents and carers", EESC   
10 "Social Dimension of the EEA and the European Pillar of Social Rights", EEA CC  
11 "Gender Equality in the Labour Market", EEA CC  
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in people to support productivity growth, and welcomes the opportunities 
in the European Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR) on how to best support fair 
and well-functioning labour markets and welfare systems enabling the 
growth potential of making full use of the working age population by 
increasing female participation in the labour force and at the same time 
keeping fertility rates in the EEA at a sustainable level; 

 
5. stresses that good work-life balance policies should not be seen only as a 

cost for society but rather as social investment, and highlights the 
importance of considerable progress in social policies aiming at enabling 
both women and men to be active on the labour market while at the same 
time assuming care responsibilities; 

 
6. welcomes the proposed introduction of paid paternity leave highlighting 

that with paid paternity leave fathers have a higher take up of parental 
leave, assume a greater portion of care responsibilities, also after the leave, 
and that this promotes gender equality both at home and in the labour 
market; 

 
7. underlines that while equality between men and women is a goal in itself, 

gender equality is also an important factor and driver for economic growth, 
prosperity and competitiveness, and that there is also an economic 
imperative to act on work-life balance policies as low female participation 
in the EEA labour force means skills shortages, difficulties retaining 
workers, and lower productivity for businesses; 
 

8. stresses that equality of treatment and opportunities between women and 
men must be enhanced in all areas, including participation in the labour 
market, terms and conditions of employment, career progression and equal 
pay for work of equal value; 
 

9. emphasizes that further progress is still needed to close gender gaps in 
employment, earnings, social protection and pensions, and stresses that 
part-time work among women is one of the factors to explain these gaps;  

 
10. emphasizes the importance of paid leave for both parents to be taken in 

early childhood to develop a positive attitude without gender stereotypes 
from early childhood; 

 
11. underlines that an essential part of good work-life balance policies is 

dependent on accessible, affordable and high-quality care facilities, and 
calls on the EEA States to improve care infrastructure to provide such 
quality care services to families; 

 
12. highlights that reduced childcare fees have had a positive impact on the 

labour market participation of mothers, particularly low-income mothers, 
and calls on the EEA States to reduce fees and increase coverage of high 
quality child-care and education infrastructures, and calls for the Member 
States to strive to introduce a legal obligation to ensure care services for 
young children; 
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13. underlines the special needs of single parents and families with 
disadvantaged background and calls on the EEA States to give them 
priority in care services; 
 

14. stresses the need to extend the rights provided for in the proposal for a 
Directive on work-life balance for parents and carers to a broader scope of 
workers, to also include self-employed and atypical workers; 

 
15. raises attention to the challenges faced by small and medium-sized 

enterprises (SMEs) when implementing the proposed measures, and calls 
for legislators to take into account their special needs in order to limit the 
burden on them;  

	
16. welcomes the introduction of paid parental leave, but notes possible 

challenges related to the different levels of sick pay in the Member States, 
and stresses that compensation at the level of sick leave may represent a 
hindrance to the take up of parental leave, especially by men, if the sick 
pay is significantly lower than the ordinary salary; 

	
17. highlights the importance of flexible working conditions in enabling 

workers with caring responsibilities to reconcile their family commitments 
with full-time employment, and stresses that the flexibility must ensure the 
interests of both the employees and the employers;	

	
18. notes that principle 9 of the European Pillar of Social Rights states that 

“parents and people with caring responsibilities have the right to suitable 
leave, flexible working arrangements”, and underlines that the employee’s 
wish for flexible working arrangements and partial leave should be 
fulfilled unless it presents a significant disadvantage for the employer; 

	
19. emphasizes the crucial role of social dialogue, including at European level 

where EFTA social partners participate fully, and stresses that social 
partners must be closely involved in the design, implementation and 
monitoring of policies and reforms at EU, national, regional and local 
level;	
	

20. emphasizes in particular the important role social partners play in the 
implementation of work-life balance policies, for instance in encouraging 
fathers to take their paternity and parental leave and to stimulating change 
in corporate culture through collective agreements;	
	

21. calls on the EEA EFTA States to continue using the EEA Grants to support 
social dialogue and contribute to sustainable labour and business markets 
and growth in the beneficiary countries, and in particular to continue their 
work on promoting gender equality, better balance between family and 
professional life, and reducing income disparities between women and 
men.	

	
 

_______________ 
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REPORT 

 

on  

 

Work-Life Balance in the EEA 

 

1. Introduction 

1.1 Gender equality is one of the founding values of the European Union. The 

principle of equal pay for equal work is part of the Treaty of Rome from 1957. 

Women are nevertheless underrepresented in the EEA labour market: the 

average female employment rate in the EU is lower than the male12, and the 

gender pay gap is persistent13. This is also the case for the EEA EFTA States. 

Europe is also facing demographic changes	 related to a shrinking and ageing 

population which will have an impact on economic growth and sustainability. 

Gender equality in the labour market is a challenge that needs to be addressed 

for both social and economic reasons14. 

1.2 At the Social Summit for Fair Jobs and Growth in Gothenburg on 17 November 

2017, the European Parliament, the Council and the Commission jointly signed 

and proclaimed the European Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR)15. The EPSR sets 

out a number of key principles and rights to support fair and well-functioning 

labour markets and welfare systems. Its implementation will be based on a 

number of legislative and non-legislative initiatives related to work-life balance, 

working time, information for workers and access to social protection. 	

                                                
12 Eurostat: Employment rate by sex, age group 20-64 (13.4.2018): 
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/refreshTableAction.do?tab=table&plugin=1&pcode=t2020_10&language
=en 
13 Eurostat: Gender pay gap in unadjusted form (13.4.2018): 
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.do?tab=table&plugin=1&language=en&pcode=tesem180  
14 The cost of a low female employment rate is estimated to have been €370 billion in 2013 (Eurofound, 
“The Gender Employment Gap: Challenges and Solutions”, 2016) 
15 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/priorities/deeper-and-fairer-economic-and-monetary-union/european-
pillar-social-rights_en  
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1.3 In the EPSR, there is a strong emphasis on gender equality. Three of the EPSR 

principles are directly aimed at gender equality in the labour market: “2. Gender 

equality”, “3. Equal opportunities”, and “9. Work-life balance”16. Principle 9 on 

work-life balance states that “parents and people with caring responsibilities 

have the right to suitable leave, flexible working arrangements and access to 

care services”. The first legislative measure to implement the EPSR was a 

proposal for a Directive on work-life balance for parents and carers17, which was 

accompanied by a Communication18 presenting a set of non-legislative measures 

to support Member States to achieve the common goals in the area of work-life 

balance. 	

1.4 Although primarily conceived for the euro area, the EPSR is open to all EU 

Member States that wish to participate in it. It is also relevant to the EEA EFTA 

States Norway, Iceland and Liechtenstein which are part of the Internal Market 

of the EU through the Agreement on the European Economic Area (EEA 

Agreement)19. Several of the EPSR’s initiatives, including the proposal for a 

Directive on work-life balance for parents and carers, are directly relevant to the 

EEA Agreement or addressed to the European social partners through the 

European Social Dialogue, in which EFTA social partners also take part. 

2. Women’s labour market participation in the EEA  

2.1.The average female employment rate in the EU was 65.3% in 2016 compared to 

the male employment rate of 76.9%, i.e. the overall employment rate of women 

is 11.6 percentage points lower than that of men20. Differences among Member 

States are important. In some Member States, the gap is much bigger: in Malta 

for instance, the female employment rate was 55.5% in 2016 whereas that of 

men was 83.2%, i.e. a difference of 27.7 percentage points. On the other side of 

the scale, there are Member States like Sweden where the gap is of only 3.8 

                                                
16 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/priorities/deeper-and-fairer-economic-and-monetary-union/european-
pillar-social-rights/european-pillar-social-rights-20-principles_en 
17 Proposal for a Directive of the European Parliament and of the Council on work-life balance for parents 
and carers and repealing Council Directive 2010/18/EU 
18 “An initiative to support work-life balance for working parents and carers”, COM(2017)252  
19 The EEA Agreement has been in force since January 1994.  
20 Eurostat: Employment rate by sex, age group 20-64 (13.4.2018):: 
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/refreshTableAction.do?tab=table&plugin=1&pcode=t2020_10&language
=en  
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percentage points (i.e. 83% male employment rate and 79.2% female 

employment rate). Women have a lower labour market participation than men 

also in the EEA EFTA States Norway and Iceland, but the gap is much smaller 

than the EU average. In 2016, female employment rate in Norway was 76.7%, 

compared to 80.4% for men (i.e. a difference of 3.7 percentage points), and in 

Iceland the employment rate for women was 84.4% and for men 91.1% (i.e. a 

difference of 6.7 percentage points). In the EEA EFTA State Liechtenstein, the 

gap is bigger: female employment rate in 2016 was 65.9%, compared to 81.1% 

for men (i.e. a difference of 15.2 percentage points)21.  

	

2.2.The gap between female and male employment is bigger when considering full-

time employment. Women are more likely to take up part-time work than men. 

In the EU (2016), 32% of women in employment worked part-time, compared 

with 9% of men22. Member States with the highest shares of women working 

part-time were the Netherlands (77%), Austria (47%) and Germany (46%). 

These numbers are also high in the EEA EFTA States. In Liechtenstein (2016) 

49.6% of women worked part-time, compared to 12.2% of men23. In Norway 

and Iceland respectively 38.1% and 36.8% of women worked part time in 2016, 

compared to 15% and 12.3% for men. 	

	
2.3.The average gender pay gap across OECD countries was 14.3% in 2015, and 

this rate has barely changed since 2010 and is only about 1 percentage point 

lower than a decade earlier24. In the EEA, the gender pay gap has also proven to 

be persistent. The EU average gender pay gap was 16.2% in 2016 (16.4% in 

2010, 17.2% in 2012)25. In the EEA EFTA States the tendency is the same: in 

Norway, the gender pay gap was 14.9% in 2016 (16.1% in 2010), in Iceland 

16.3% in 2016 (17.7% in 2010)26, and in Liechtenstein 16.5% in 2017 (17.8% in 

2013)27	

                                                
21 Liechtenstein Employment Statistics and Population Statistics  
22 Eurostat: The life of men and women in Europe – A statistical portrait – 2017 edition 
23 Liechtenstein Employment Statistics and Population Statistics 
24 OECD (“The Pursuit of Gender Equality. An uphill battle”), 2017 
25 Eurostat: Gender pay gap in unadjusted form (13.4.2018): 
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.do?tab=table&plugin=1&language=en&pcode=tesem180  
26 Eurostat: Gender pay gap in unadjusted form (13.4.2018): 
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.do?tab=table&plugin=1&language=en&pcode=tesem180 
27 Liechtenstein Employment Statistics and Population Statistics 
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2.4.Added to the gender pay gap comes the fact that women are under-represented 

in the labour market in general, and often over-represented in part-time 

employment. This leads to an even stronger gender gap in earnings. The 

differences in earnings has negative impact on pensions, and the average gender 

pension gap in the EU is 40%28, which exposes women to higher risk of old age 

poverty. 

	
2.5.The female employment rate is lower than that of men, and women earn in 

average less than men, despite the fact that in the EU a higher proportion of 

women than men have completed higher education29. An important factor to 

explain these differences seem to be parenthood and caring responsibilities. 

Most of the gender gap in earnings is explained by women working fewer hours 

than men in the labour market30. Men have lower take-up of parental leave, and 

women spend more hours than men on unpaid childcare and housework which 

restricts the time they can spend in paid work. The impact of parenthood on 

employment is negative for women, and the difference between employment 

rates of women and men increases with the number of children31. On average, in 

the OECD countries, the differences in earnings among full-time employed men 

and women with at least one child was 21.2%, almost double the gap for full-

time employed men and women without children (11%)32. 	

 

3. Work-Life Balance policies  

3.1.Current legislation related to work-life balance in the EEA consists of the 

maternity leave Directive33, which was adopted in 1992 and has not been 

changed since, and the parental leave Directive which was adopted in 199634 

                                                
28 “An initiative to support work-life balance for working parents and carers”, COM(2017)252  
29 Eurostat: The life of men and women in Europe – A statistical portrait – 2017 edition 
30 OECD (“The Pursuit of Gender Equality. An uphill battle”), 2017 
31 Eurostat: The life of men and women in Europe – A statistical portrait – 2017 edition 
32 OECD (“The Pursuit of Gender Equality. An uphill battle”), 2017 
33 Council Directive 92/85/EEC of 19 October 1992 on the introduction of measures to encourage 
improvements in the safety and health at work of pregnant workers and workers who have recently given 
birth or are breastfeeding 
34 Council Directive 96/34/EC of 3 June 1996 on the framework agreement on parental leave concluded 
by UNICE, CEEP and the ETUC 
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and amended in 201035. These Directives have been incorporated into the EEA 

Agreement, in respectively 199436 and 199937, and the Agreement was updated 

with the 2010 amendment in 201138. A proposed revision of the maternity leave 

Directive was withdrawn in 2015, and followed up by the proposal for a 

Directive on work-life balance for parents and carers in 2017. 

	

3.2.The Commission’s initiative to support better work-life balance for working 

parents and carers is one of the concrete deliverables of the European Pillar of 

Social Rights, and it	 addresses the obstacles to women’s labour market 

participation. The initiative includes a proposal for a Directive containing 

provisions on family-related leave and flexible working arrangements. The 

proposal builds on existing rights, extends them and introduces new rights. The 

proposal for a Directive was accompanied by a Communication outlining 

complementary and non-legislative actions, notably concerning child-care 

facilities and economic and fiscal disincentives for second-earners.  	

 

Family-related leave and flexible working arrangements  

3.3.Current EU legislation provides for parental leave of at least four months per 

parent, out of which one month is non-transferable between parents39. The 

proposal for a Directive on work-life balance increases the non-transferable part 

to 4 months. It also includes flexibility in allowing parents to take up the leave 

in flexible forms (full-time or part-time) until the child is 12 years old 

(compared to 8 years old in the current legislation). Today there are no common 

rules on payment during parental leave, and the proposal introduces payment at 

least at the level of sick pay.  

 

                                                
35 Council Directive 2010/18/EU of 8 March 2010 implementing the revised Framework Agreement on 
parental leave concluded by BUSINESSEUROPE, UEAPME, CEEP and ETUC and repealing Directive 
96/34/EC 
36 EEA Joint Committee Decision No 7/94 of 21 March 1994 (entry into force on 1.7.1994) 
37 EEA Joint Committee Decision No 42/1999 of 26 March 1999 (entry into force on 1.7. 2000) 
38 EEA Joint Committee Decision No 40/2011 of 1 April 2011 
39 Council Directive 2010/18/EU of 8 March 2010 implementing the revised Framework Agreement on 
parental leave concluded by BUSINESSEUROPE, UEAPME, CEEP and ETUC and repealing Directive 
96/34/EC 
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3.4.The proposal introduces for the first time minimum standards for paternity 

leave at EU-level, allowing fathers to take at least ten working days of leave 

around the time of the birth of the child, compensated at least at the level of sick 

pay.	

 

3.5. The proposal also covers workers with carers’ responsibility of seriously ill or 

dependent relatives which is not provided for in current EU legislation40. The 

proposal introduces the rights of workers to take five days of ‘carers’ leave’ per 

year, compensated at least at the level of sick pay. 	

 

3.6.Today, working parents have the right to request reduced and flexible working 

hours upon return from parental leave, and all workers have the right to request 

part-time work. The proposal extends these rights by introducing the right for 

all working parents of children up to 12 years old and carers with dependent 

relatives to request reduced or flexible working hours and flexibility at the place 

of work.	

 

Child-care facilities  

3.7.An essential element in effective work-life balance policies and for achieving 

gender equality in the labour market, is to ensure access to high quality and 

affordable child-care facilities. In 2002, the EU set out targets to improve the 

provision of formal child care in the EU by 201041, but these are still not 

achieved today by the majority of Member States.	

	

3.8.The Commission proposes to give guidance to Member States on employment 

friendly and accessible care services, and to encourage “best practices” by 

providing fora where Member States can share experiences and learn from each 

other. Developments are to be monitored in the European Semester and in the 

annual report on gender equality. 	

 

                                                
40 Except “force majeure” allowing a short time off for imperative and unexpected family reasons 
41 The ‘Barcelona targets’: Provide childcare by 2010 to at least 90% of children between 3 years old and 
the mandatory school age, and to at least 33% of children under 3 years of age. 
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3.9.It is also proposed to improve EU level data collection on availability, 

affordability and quality of care services, with the view to explore possibilities 

of developing EU benchmarks. 	

 

3.10. Regarding funding, the Commission encourages the use of The European 

Social Fund, the European Regional Development Fund and the European 

Fund for Strategic Investments, to support the provision of accessible, 

affordable and quality formal care services.	

	
	

Fiscal policies  

3.11. The tax and benefits systems in many Member States create economic 

disincentives for ‘second earners’ (i.e. those earning less in a couple) to enter 

the labour market or to work more. In the EU, a vast majority of the ‘second 

earners’ are women.  	

	

3.12. The Commission proposes guidance to Member States on removing economic 

disincentives that hinder women’s participation in the labour market, and 

improvement of data collection on economic disincentives for second earners at 

the EU level with the view of developing EU benchmarks. Developments in this 

area are to be monitored, and the Member States are encouraged to share ‘best 

practices’.  

 

 

_____________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


