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Abstract: This article is intended to contribute to the discussion about the
possibilities for supporting work-life balance. It has two basic objectives. The
ﬁrst is to assess the dependence of work-life balance on economic conditions
and the character of the given welfare/family regime. The second is to evaluate how much work-life balance is inﬂuenced by private-life determinants
and how much by external, that is, structural and institutional, factors. The
analysis is based on a comparison of the situation in the Czech Republic with
selected countries. Success at achieving a work-life balance is examined both
from a subjective perspective and in relation to the three basic social goals it
is intended to facilitate: women’s employment, people’s reproductive plans,
and gender equality. An international comparison shows that while the forms
and success of harmonising family and professional roles in countries with
different external factors have speciﬁc national features, people’s subjective
assessments of their ability to combine these two spheres of activity vary little
among economically active partners. The reason for this appears to be that
to some extent people adapt (more or less voluntarily) their harmonisation
strategies to the external conditions in individual countries. Also, these strategies are inﬂuenced by national socio-cultural speciﬁcs and differences in the
degree of acceptance of gender inequalities.
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The importance of work-life balance tends to be highlighted in three contexts. One
context is employment and the political interest of generally increasing employment and especially women’s labour-market participation [Benn and Kvist 2007;
Crompton and Lyonette 2006; Kotowska and Matysiak 2008]. Gender relations
and the promotion of gender equality at work and in the family are the second
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setting population ageing [Neyer 2006; Kocourková and Rabušic 2006; Gauthier
and Philipov 2008; Botev 2008; Thévenon 2008]. The interest and signiﬁcance attached to work-life balance is enhanced by the fact that its declared (political)
objectives can prove to be mutually incompatible. In a macro-social perspective,
this is where the particular interests of population growth, economic prosperity,
and human rights tend to collide. On the individual level, it is where the parental
and professional aspirations of people clash. Originally a private concern, the
need to combine family and professional roles has become a political issue, which
was ﬁrst brought to light in connection with the issue of equal opportunities.
Today, it is an interdepartmental issue that ﬁgures on the government’s policy
agenda, and in the Czech Republic a key role is played by the substance and tools
of family policy [Kocourková and Rabušic 2006: 116 ff.; Národní 2005]. As with
any political issue, questions are raised about the effectiveness of the tools used
to achieve declared objectives, so it is essential to know which factors help people
successfully achieve a work-life balance and how much this success can actually
be inﬂuenced by family and other policies.
The goals and strategies of work-life balance derive from both the public
and the private spheres, and the outcome of efforts to achieve this balance can
be evaluated from two perspectives: personal satisfaction and the fulﬁlment of
established social objectives. These two perspectives are essentially intertwined.
Therefore, this article focuses on two questions: a) how well do individuals succeed in harmonising their family and professional aspirations in different structural circumstances, and b) how much is the harmonisation of these two spheres
of life inﬂuenced by personal, subjective, and private factors, or conversely, how
big an inﬂuence are external, for instance, structural and institutional, factors.
The political objective of supporting women’s participation in the labour
market is less of a priority in the Czech Republic because compared to other
countries the employment rate of Czech women has in the long run been consistently high [Večerník 2009]. Nevertheless, in international comparisons, the Czech
Republic tends to rank with countries in which society’s support for work-life
balance has in this respect been ineffective [OECD Family Database 2007; Babies
and Bosses 2007; Gauthier and Philipov 2008; Křížková (ed.) 2006]. According to
the OECD, the employment rate of Czech women aged 25–44 is above the average
of OECD countries, but the Czech Republic has one of the lowest rates of employment of mothers with dependent children (up to the age of 16), ranking it among
countries in Central and Southern Europe. Compared to most of the countries
in that group, however, the Czech Republic does have a higher employment rate
of mothers with children over the age of 6. The reason for this is that it provides
families with small children with relatively generous ﬁnancial support [Švarc
and Švarcová 2007: 16; Gauthier and Philipov 2008: 8 ff.]. However, owing to this
support, the Czech social system is imputed to have a strongly de-motivating
inﬂuence on women’s employment. This somehow simpliﬁes the understanding of the role of family and social policy measures, as this role also depends on
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the legitimacy of the measures implemented, the situation in the labour market,
and available work ﬂexibility arrangements. Moreover, the objectives (concepts)
of various policies applied at a given time can come into conﬂict. For example, at
the start of the 1990s, the parental allowance was designed as a tool to support
care for children at home and as an alternative to employment. Later, these aspects of its design were questioned in connection with the objectives of women’s
employment and gender equality. Part of what has contributed to greater gender
inequality is that despite the fact that new measures were introduced to encourage men to take parental leave they have not been doing so. It seems that the desired outcome of creating the institutional conditions for a work-life balance need
not be attained if they are in conﬂict with individual (subjective) needs.
This article is aimed at providing a deeper understanding of the relationship between the societal and private determinants of work-life balance. It analyses the effect of external factors primarily on the basis of international comparisons. Published ﬁndings from the international ‘Generations and Gender Survey’
and its database are used (GGS 2005; see the Appendix). To assess the inﬂuence of
individual and subjective factors, Czech data from empirical surveys conducted
as part of the 2006 ‘Family, Work, Education’ project are used.
The article opens with a brief summary of the conceptual bases justifying
the need for and the direction of analysis of the complementarity of the private
and societal determinants of work-life balance. This is followed by an assessment
of the role of structural factors based on an international comparison. Attention
then turns to signiﬁcant private determinants, in particular the relationship between economic activity and the gender division of labour in the family. The
closing summary presents a discussion of the relationship between individual
and external factors from the perspective of the degree and ‘success’ of work-life
balance and the speciﬁc features of the relationship between the two in the Czech
Republic.

Basic concepts
Contemporary scholarship offers various stimuli for studying the signiﬁcance of
the external (societal) and personal (private) factors conducive to maintaining a
balance between family and professional roles. At the individual level, there are
three important concepts that tend to be used to analyse the relationship between
family and professional roles and the degree to which these two spheres conﬂict.
The ﬁrst is preference theory and the concept of value orientations [Hakim 2000;
Rabušic and Chromková Manea 2007]. The second is the perspective of the time
use of employees caring for children (or other family members) and the division
of roles between men and women [Benn and Kvist 2007; Edlund 2007; Maříková
2008]. The third approach is to examine the phenomenon in the context of the
life course [Gershuny 2003; A New Organisation 2003; Hoem 2006; Křížková (ed.)
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2006; Modernising 2007]. Each of these concepts in its own way provides evidence
of how signiﬁcantly work-life balance is determined by personal aspirations and
value orientations.
Gender differences run through all three of these concepts. The double
shift and the three-phase life cycle are still the norm for women in Czech society – and elsewhere – despite major shifts in people’s opinions towards showing more support for equal opportunities. Today, the strategies working women
adopt to achieve a work-life balance and the related behaviour of their partners
are for the most part various modiﬁcations of a liberal approach [Možný 2008:
170], which tends to be shaped by both subjective and institutional inﬂuences
[Kotowska and Matysiak 2008: 305; Kuchařová et al. 2009b]. This approach is apparent both in people’s life strategies (the life course) and in the way they divide
their time between family responsibilities and work over the course of the day
and thus in the division of roles between partners. This approach also inﬂuences
people’s decisions about whether and when they plan to have a family. Modern
society has seen a change in the relationship between women’s employment and
motherhood, which in itself has been transforming both in terms of ‘intensity’
(the number of children a woman has) and quality (how a woman performs her
role as a mother and how this role relates to other roles in a woman’s life). But
the complicated relationship between the spheres of work and family is not just
a problem for women. For men, efforts to achieve a work-life balance have been
directed at their greater involvement in the family [The Social 2006; Edlund 2007],
with ‘new active fatherhood’ being one means of achieving this balance. The fact
that ‘active fatherhood’ has failed to catch on more widely in the Czech Republic
[Maříková and Vohlídalová 2007; Nešporová 2005, 2007] and that it is more a response to the weakening role of the father in the family [cf. Možný 1990; Sullerot
1998; de Singly 1999] has drawn criticism. Other, less common forms of balancing
the roles of men and women at home and at work, such as the revival of the ‘family business’, play a smaller role. Conversely, T. Sirovátka [2006: 98] has noted that
support for the greater involvement of fathers in the family need not always and
in every case have a positive effect – while it is important for gender equality, it
might not be conducive to encouraging the employment of women.
In a global context, modernisation determines the structural and institutional conditions of work-life balance and it can be viewed from two angles. On
the one hand, the positive effects of modernisation can be seen in how work has
become easier and less physically demanding and working hours shorter, in how
unpaid work has become less time-demanding, in how the life cycles of men and
women have become more alike, and in the greater amount of free time [Gershuny
2000; Gershuny 2003: 4 ff.]. On the other hand, since roughly the middle of the
20th century, the demands of work and family life have been at clear odds. With
more opportunities in life and greater mobility, people focus more on consumption, and their demands become more sophisticated, and this puts more pressure
on their economic activity. Compared to more advanced countries, modernisa-
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tion trends in the Czech Republic and other ex-communist countries are more
obviously negative: the amount of time devoted in total to paid and unpaid work
is growing, as is the gap between individuals’ consumer demands and their ability to satisfy them. It can be assumed that the negative features of modernisation
add to the conﬂict between the family and work. What is an especially overt effect
of modernisation is the impact that the difﬁculty of achieving a work-life balance
has on fertility. Today, however, the higher employment rate of women does not
have to be an obstacle to women’s career plans, and on the contrary, in countries
where women’s employment rates are higher, fertility also tends to be higher
[Sirovátka 2006; Křížková (ed.) 2006; Benn and Kvist 2007; Thévenon 2008]. That
is why the core objective of family and social policy is to ﬁnd new ways of supporting families and reconciling their commitments with the demands of work.
After falling slightly, the employment rate of women in the Czech Republic
has remained consistently high, but even the rise in fertility in recent years has not
offset the sharp decline that occurred in the 1990s [Rychtaříková 2008: 12 an.; Sobotka et al. 2008: 447]. Developments today have their roots in the break in continuity of modernisation that occurred when the Czech Republic (Czechoslovakia)
was part of the Eastern bloc, which for a long time altered the direction of development of the family [Možný 2003] and the relationship between the family and
the public sphere, leading the family to close in on itself. After 1989 one reaction
to this situation was greater individualisation, the consequences of which altered
family behaviour [Maříková 2000], the life cycle, and the family cycle [Hamplová,
Šalamounová and Šamanová 2006], and the spectrum of people’s interests and
activities also grew as a result [Matějů and Večerník 1998]. Parenthood and gender relations, and their values and forms, are gradually changing, but the family
is still highly valued. Some discontinuity can be discerned from how the institutional background to these changes developed and from the policies designed to
support families and employment [Thévenon 2008; Nešporová 2006].
Views vary between countries as to whether reconciling family and work
commitments is primarily a private concern, a matter for each family itself, or
whether it is a social problem, in which case the responsibility lies with the government and other institutions. Generally, in the more market-oriented AngloSaxon countries, emphasis is placed on the private nature of the issue; in Scandinavian countries it is viewed more as a political issue. It is interesting that in
both of these regions we ﬁnd countries in which the employment rate of women
is high and the fertility rate is also relatively high. The basic objectives of worklife balance are thus being striven for in different structural conditions and welfare regimes, so there must be other inﬂuential factors. These could be private
factors present across different countries or socio-cultural factors speciﬁc to one
particular country. Although institutional conditions are key to achieving a worklife balance [cf., e.g., Lewis, Campbell and Huerta 2008; D’Addio and D’Ercole
2005; Sirovátka 2006; A New Organisation 2003], how they inﬂuence family life
is not straightforward [de Singly 1999; Chorvát 2006]. By assuming a number of
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traditional family functions, institutions on the one hand help create a smoother
relationship between the private and public spheres, but on the other hand they
interfere in the autonomy of the family. This is typiﬁed by the discussion about
access to day-care for small children as an effective tool for reconciling work and
family, a discussion prompted, among other things, by the Barcelona objectives
[Lewis, Campbell and Huerta 2008; D’Addio and D’Ercole 2005; Sirovátka 2006].
However, support for institutional day care is challenged by the advocates of maternal (parental) care.
One of the basic structural conditions for combining work and family activities is the situation in the labour market and working conditions. Without
taking this into account, the inﬂuence of other external factors cannot be accurately assessed [cf. Benn and Kvist 2007; Lewis, Campbell and Huerta 2008: 34;
Edlund 2007: 473]. However, the employment and unemployment rates alone
form just a general frame for the decisions people make – including mothers
of small children – about whether to work and whether they should work full
time. An important role is played by the approach taken by employers, that is, by
their human resources policies, by corporate culture, and by what kind of ﬂexible working hours an employer offers [Kangas and Rostgaard 2007; Kotowska
and Matysiak 2008]. For example, part-time hours, when they are an option that
is widely enough available, extend the selection of strategies for fulﬁlling family
and professional ambitions. Their limited availability in the Czech Republic has
had the opposite effect. The same is true of ﬂexible working hours. According to
empirical data, in the Czech Republic [Organizace 2005; Kuchařová et al. 2006b],
like in many other EU countries [Hardarson 2007; Lewis, Campbell and Huerta
2008], there is a relatively small share of women with young children who have
ﬂexible working hours.
Institutional conditions are currently changing together with changes in the
family and the two trends are intersecting. On the one hand, the family is becoming more autonomous, and on the other it is becoming more dependent on the
institutional environment. The problem of harmonising family and professional roles ﬁrst arose as the nuclear family began to be independent [Možný 2008;
Chorvát 2006: 12], the private and public spheres separated, and the process of
individualisation set in [Berger and Berger 1983; de Singly 1999]. The tension between family and work roles grew as the ties of inter- and intra-generational solidarity in the wider family weakened and progressed interdependently with the
development of the welfare state. The role of the welfare state then (potentially)
grew as the nuclear family’s ability to draw on support from the extended family
decreased [Možný 2003]. Forms of social assistance based on the family, which
promote the complementarity of gender roles [Možný 2008: 176] and concentrate
on supporting family income, are less effective today because they fail to respect
the emancipative efforts of women and the general shift in values [Esping-Andersen 2002; Kotowska and Matysiak 2008]. Demographic changes together with
the advancement of gender discourse and support for women’s employment thus
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create a heterogeneous framework in which it is necessary to seek a balance between the spheres of work and private life.
Institutional and structural changes also lead to changes in the staging of
the life course [cf. Gershuny 2003; Haberlová and Kuchařová 2008] and affect the
decisions made at key moments in the life and family cycle of an individual. It is
at these moments that private and external factors come into conﬂict. Marshall
and Mueller [A New Organisation 2003: 18] have written about the institutionalisation of the life cycle in modern society. Institutions have either a constraining or
supportive inﬂuence on decisions (e.g. educational institutions through the extent of available childcare, employers’ organisations by means of working hours
and pay, and social security systems by the degree to which they intervene in the
family). As opposed to the past, today the life cycle is more strongly affected by
economic circumstances (the labour market), while comparatively family events
are rather waning in signiﬁcance [cf. Možný 2008; Edlund 2007; Modernising
2007]. The life courses of men and women ought to be increasingly alike, but in
reality this only applies to some social groups.
Assessing the signiﬁcance of personal and external determinants of worklife balance essentially means assessing how these determinants affect the success
of this balance. There are three ways of deﬁning this success: a) what is the subjective perception of the relationship between these two spheres, b) what strategies do people prefer and what strategies do they really use to combine work and
family roles, and c) how well are the societal goals that work-life balance is meant
to facilitate being met. As mentioned above, these relate to work, parenthood,
and gender equality.

International comparisons of the conditions of work-life balance
What the above discussion reveals is that in a macro-social perspective the external determinants of work-life balance are inﬂuenced by the degree of modernisation (economic development) in society and by government policies. The former
can be assessed, for instance, by a society’s wealth or GDP, social stratiﬁcation
(inequality in incomes, education), or the rate of (un)employment. As regards
government policies, the key role is played by family and social policy and by
the equal opportunities policy in a country. These are summarily labelled as a
given ‘family regime’ or ‘family welfare’. Family regime variations can largely be
explained by the differences in the way similarly advanced (modernised) countries achieve a work-life balance. Theories on family regimes distinguish between
market-oriented countries, familialistic countries, and de-familialistic countries
[cf. Esping-Andersen 2002]. The changing post-socialist countries, which are still
formulating their respective family policies, tend to be described as having re-familialistic regimes [Matějková and Paloncyová 2005: 14; Sirovátka 2006]. International comparisons of work-life balance and phenomena (presumably) inﬂuenced
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A: 2007

A: 2007

Income
inequality. Gini
coef.
B: 2006

EA* of
women
aged
25–54
6–16

C: 1996–2006

<2

Employment rate of
women aged 18–64
with children aged:

D: 2007

Women’s
part–time
employ–
ment
***
D: 2007

Gender
wage gap

16 705

Poland

Slovakia

0.27

0.32

0.30

0.26

81.3

75.4

72.9

81.3

23.1

–

–

19.9

60.4

–

–

67.6

32 615

Sweden
0.26

0.24

0.22
83.3

86.3

85.4
–

71.9

71.4

77.5
–

76.1

44.1

40.0

36.2

4.5

12.5

5.8

8.5

15.7

17.9

17.7

23.6

7.5

16.3

23.6

32 611

Netherlands

0.29
0.28

81.7
80.1

69.4

53.7

61.7
69.4

32 050

Austria

0.25

0.27
80.9

81.4

60.5

36.1

UK

30 150

0.37

77.6

52.5

Anglo-Saxon liberal welfare state, market oriented family regime

28 145

Germany

67.7

67.5

62.7

Continental-conservative European welfare state, familialistic family regime

27 326

France

42.2

41.2

45.8

75.0

30.2

21.1

25.5

23.0

23.6

15.8

Continental European welfare state, familialistic family regime stressing women’s employment

Norway

31 468

Denmark

Scandinavian, social-democratic welfare state, de-familialistic family regime

16 143

13 975

Hungary

20 257

Czech Rep.

Post-socialist welfare state, combined market oriented and re-familialistic family regime++

Source
and year:

GDP per
capita+

1.8

1.4

1.3

1.7

2.0

1.9

1.9

1.8

1.2

1.3

1.3

1.3

B: 2006

Total
fertility
rate

19.8

29.5

14.6 / 23.3

12.4

–

–

7.6

–

–

45.7

39.2

47.1

C: 2002**

Gender
attitudes

Table 1. Selected indicators of economic development, employment, fertility, and gender attitudes in relation to the family
regime
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Income
inequality. Gini
coef.

EA* of
women
aged
25–54
<2

6–16

Employment rate of
women aged 18–64
with children aged:

23 956

24 164

Greece

Spain

0.27

0.34

0.34
71.2

69.1

64.3
52.6

49.5

47.3
50.9

50.4

47.5
22.8

10.2

26.9

D: 2007

Women’s
part–time
employ–
ment
***

17.6

20.7

4.4

D: 2007

Gender
wage gap

1.4

1.4

1.3

B: 2006

Total
fertility
rate

24.7

–

–

C: 2002**

Gender
attitudes

* EA= economic activity.
** in the case of Germany: the ﬁrst ﬁgure refers to the eastern part and the second to the western part of the country.
*** % of all working women.
+ GDP per capita, USD, constant prices, constant PPPs, reference year 2000.
++ cf. Sirovátka and Bartáková [2008: 91].
Source: A: OECD StatExtracts, http://stats.oecd.org/wbos/Index.aspx?datasetcode=SNA_TABLE1;
B: Česká republika v mezinárodním srovnání (vybrané údaje) [2008]; C: OECD. 2007. Modernising Social Policy for the New Life
Course. In the last column, the data are from the ISSP 2002, the responses ‘I agree’ and ‘I strongly agree’ in answer to the question ‘A man’s role is to earn money and the woman’s to look after the children and the household’. D: Eurostat. http://epp.
eurostat.ec.europa.eu.

26 553

Italy

Source
A: 2007
A: 2007
B: 2006
C: 1996–2006
and year:
South-European, corporativist welfare state, familialistic family regime

GDP per
capita+
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by the success of this balance (such as fertility and women’s employment) have
revealed the de-familialistic model of Nordic countries to be the most successful
[e.g. Gauthier and Philipov 2008; Crompton and Lyonette 2006: 389]. However,
some authors have noted that the relationship between a successful work-life balance and the nature of a given family regime (like the degree of modernity) is not
straightforward.
Table 1 compares selected indicators of the effectiveness of work-life balance (fertility and women’s employment) in different countries with selected external factors characterising the degree of economic development in society and
with indicators of gender differences. The countries are also grouped by type of
family and social policy (with the understanding that no pure types exist in reality). The table shows that various ‘types’ of family behaviour occur within each
type of family regime. Among countries grouped as regions in Europe that share
a particular type of welfare state there are differences in fertility rates, and conversely, there are similar fertility rates among countries that belong to different
types of family regime.
An analogical conﬂict applies to how well people are able to balance work
and family roles (work-life conﬂict) [Edlund 2007; Gauthier and Philipov 2008].
Among the countries of Western Europe, for instance, less work-life conﬂict is observed in ‘familialistic’ Austria than in the Nordic countries, including the countries most successful at maintaining a work-life balance (Denmark and Finland).
Findings vary between the individual Nordic countries. Conversely, there are
features in common in countries from different regions. For example, the Czech
Republic and Sweden are very much alike in terms of the success with which
they are able to facilitate a balance between work and family responsibilities, and
similar to them are France, with its generous family policy, and even the liberally
inclined UK [Edlund 2007].
Survey data also prove a less clear relationship between work-life balance
indicators and the indicators of socio-economic and socio-political conditions in
countries with certain ‘types’ of family regime. J. Edlund [2007: 455 ff.], for example, has closely studied the level of work-life balance in countries at different stages of (economic) development and with different family regimes. In his
comparison, which focused on dual-earner couples, countries varied by the share
of each of three clusters deﬁned according to the degree to which people are
able to cope with the conﬂict between work and family (using ‘latent class analysis’). In his analysis, contrary to expectations, de-familialistic countries do not
have the highest level of work-life balance (as ﬁndings would otherwise suggest
[Crompton and Lyonette 2006]). Some post-socialist countries (Czech Republic,
Hungary, Slovenia) are not lagging signiﬁcantly behind Western European countries (both market-oriented and familialistic) and have somewhat better ‘results’
than familialistic countries in Southern Europe and the ‘(pro)family regimes’ in
other countries of Central and Eastern Europe. In this comparison, the Czech
Republic ranks with countries in which the conﬂict between work and family is
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not considered to be too severe, and at the same time with countries in which potential tension stems mainly from the demands of work. However, many analyses
have described the conditions in the Czech Republic as not conducive to helping
people fulﬁl both work and family roles [see also Feasibility Study 2002; Babies and
Bosses 2007].
Despite the differences in the degree to which people in advanced countries
manage to achieve a work-life balance, for the most part they nonetheless do so.
This fact raises the question of how they manage to do so and how free they
are to choose their strategies. J. Edlund [2007] offers one possible explanation
by pointing out that in some countries with a successful work-life balance just a
small share of mothers of very young children work. It can be assumed that those
for whom combining work and family responsibilities would be hard to manage
are absent from the labour market. This is something that can be observed, for
instance, in the Czech Republic. The basic strategies for reconciling family and
professional ambitions, that is, for dividing time between these two spheres, conform to two basic outlooks: one is a life-long perspective (as already mentioned),
and the other is a daily perspective. In other words, the former relates to the
economic (in)activity of partners in different stages of the family cycle, and the
latter to the division of labour between partners. As regards the latter, today the
general trend is moving away from the male breadwinner model (corresponding
to the familialistic family regime) towards the dual-earner model (prevailingly in
de-familialistic regimes). However, this shift is occurring very unevenly across
European countries, regardless of the generally rising rate of women’s employment [Kotowska and Matysiak 2008; Sirovátka and Bartáková 2008; Saraceno
2009]. Opinions on the degree to which the male breadwinner model is adopted
voluntarily vary, and some experts refer to the intentional choice of this option (in
the sense of a targeted return to traditions) as a fourth model.
I. E. Kotowska and A. Matysiak [2008] worked out an international comparison of preferred and real models of work-life balance in relation to family
structure. They examined the preferences for three models of the division of roles
between partners. Alongside the male breadwinner model and the dual-earner
model, the third is the modernised male breadwinner model (in which the man
works full time and the woman part time). The authors studied whether these
models are contingent on different welfare/family regimes. Although in all of the
countries studied (except the Netherlands) the dual-earner model prevailed in
reality, countries varied by the degree of prevalence and did so in relation to the
availability and use of opportunities for part-time employment. In many countries the male breadwinner model and the modernised male breadwinner model
apply more often against people’s preferences [Kotowska and Matysiak 2008:
308; see also Lewis, Campbell and Huerta 2008]. Which strategic division of roles
between partners is selected does not seem to be an altogether free choice and, on
the contrary, external structural-institutional factors appear to be of some signiﬁcance. This is supported by Figure 1 (constructed with other survey data), which
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Figure 1. Combinations of full-time and part-time work between partners in the
family, aged 20–49 (at least one partner working)
21

77

Slovenia

38

Italy

27

Netherland

0%

10%

20%

Both full-time
Man P-T, woman F-T, or both P-T
Only woman employed

50%

60%

4

5

29

3

40%

21

29

2

19

30%

2

4

64

Czech Rep.

7

45

44

45

EU-25

2

13

13

70%

80%

4

90%

100%

Man full-time, woman part-time
Only man employed

Notes: P-T = part-time; F-T = full-time.
Source: A New Organisation of Time over Working Life [2003: 92].

in the interest of clarity presents only the European countries most at variance.
It illustrates the difference between Italy (representing the familialistic family regime), Slovenia (supporting women’s employment), and the Netherlands with
its speciﬁc tradition of a large share of women working part time. Is it certain,
however, that structural factors are the primary inﬂuence here? These (and other)
countries also vary by their socio-cultural features, which inﬂuence the concept
of family roles and the division of work in the family between partners.

Assessing societal and private inﬂuences in selected countries
From the above we can formulate the hypothesis that the conditions for achieving a work-life balance are largely determined by structural-institutional factors,
but the degree to which this is so depends on the strength of inﬂuence of speciﬁc
private determinants. These determinants include the personal disposition and
preferences of individuals in their life goals. These derive partly from characteristics speciﬁc to each country and have an effect on the harmonising strategies
people choose at important periods in the life cycle. In the sections below we
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will test this hypothesis and determine how the situation in the Czech Republic
may differ in terms of the obstacles that exist to achieving a work-life balance. An
international comparison will be used to assess the speciﬁc features of the relationship between these spheres in countries with different external conditions,
and these will be contrasted with the inﬂuence of individual, including family,
disposition. While the assumption that the factors behind an individual’s particular situation are determined by the socio-cultural speciﬁcs of individual countries
is not explored in detail here, we will examine whether personal characteristics
(disposition) changes over the course of an individual’s life course.
In this section, we use data from the Generations and Gender Survey (GGS).
The GGS was carried out as part of an international research programme of the
UN’s Economic Commission, and at present data are available for Bulgaria,
France, Georgia, Hungary, Germany, and the Netherlands, as well as the Czech
Republic (for more, see the References). The countries whose data are used here
were thus not selected deliberately by the author but are determined by the availability of data. Nevertheless, the selection contains countries at varying stages
of economic development and with different family regimes. The key questions
about combining work and family activities are analysed for just four countries,
because only they provided the relevant data.
This analysis of how ‘successful’ people are at combining work and family
roles is based on responses to a battery of questions customarily used in international surveys [e.g. Edlund 2007; Second 2009]. The questions measure the degree
of conﬂict between family and work roles. Respondents were asked how often in
the recent period (in the GGS this meant within the last three months) they had
experienced the situation described as follows: a) ‘I have come home from work
too tired to do the chores that need to be done’; b) ‘It has been difﬁcult for me
to fulﬁl my family responsibilities because of the amount of time I spent at my
job’; c) ‘I have arrived at work too tired to function well because of the household
work I have done’; d) ‘I have found it difﬁcult to concentrate at work because of
my family responsibilities’. Four responses were offered: 1) several times a week;
2) several times a month; 3) once or twice a month; 4) never. Given the nature of
our subject, the focus is on working people living in a nuclear family, including
childless couples and couples whose children do not share the same household
with them. Data for this battery of questions in the GGS are available for just the
Czech Republic, France, Bulgaria, and Georgia. These four countries represent
distinct types in terms of their stage of economic development. The countries in
this respect form a kind of scale, from France as the most advanced to Georgia
as the least advanced (Georgia differs in terms of some indicators from all other
countries, which inﬂuences the correlation statistics, but it is included in order to
document the inﬂuence of modernisation, and also in-country inequalities as a
result of the effects of mutually dependent factors).
Using the subjective assessment people make about how well they are able
to manage a work-life balance, a cross-national comparison (Table 2) shows that
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Table 2. Success at maintaining a work-life balance – selected indicators
Work
responsibilities1)

Responsibilities at
home2)

General
index3)

Too much
time spent at
work4)

Inability to
concentrate
at work5)

19.6
29.2
19.0
28.1
0.23

68.0
76.4
76.9
78.6
0.13

22.1
32.6
22.0
32.7
0.21

39.8
59.2
40.8
35.3
0.21

74.3
85.3
85.2
82.4
0.13

15.9
24.4
18.3
28.0
0.23

59.1
67.5
64.1
67.9
0.14

18.1
25.4
20.3
30.5
0.23

37.8
60.0
38.6
36.2
0.23

66.6
78.9
77.3
74.0
0.12

Men

CR
France
Bulgaria
Georgia
CN
Women
CR
France
Bulgaria
Georgia
CN

Notes: 1) Share of people who feel least they have difﬁculty coping with responsibilities at work (score for questions a and b, seven-point scale); 2) share of people who feel
least they have difﬁculty coping with work at home (score for questions c and d, sevenpoint scale); 3) share of people successful at maintaining a work-life balance according
to their total score (questions a–d, ﬁve-point scale; based on the sum of points from the
four questions scored from 1 to 4); 4) the response ‘never’ for question b; 5) the response
‘never’ for question d.
CN = contingency coefﬁcient for differences between countries, statistically signiﬁcant at
0,001.
Source: GGS.

the differences between the four countries are not very pronounced. Moreover,
countries at very different levels of economic development (France and Georgia)
are closer to each other than are similarly advanced countries. In this comparison,
the Czech Republic comes out as relatively less ‘successful’ at reconciling work
and family. This seems to contradict the ﬁndings of other comparative analyses [Edlund 2007; Work-life Balance 2007; Second 2009]. However, a speciﬁc Czech
feature is that, as well as having the smallest share of people who are successful
at maintaining a work-life balance, it also has the smallest share of people who
are least successful at doing so (e.g. 9% of Czech men and 8% of Czech women
have difﬁculty with long working hours several times a week, compared to 14%
and 16% of Bulgarian men and women and 19% and 20% of Georgian men and
women).
A closer look that takes in socio-cultural and socio-economic distinctions
reveals the differences between countries to be more pronounced. Of interest, for
example, in Table 3 is the comparison of the intensity of the inﬂuence of objective
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and subjective characteristics of work. In the Czech Republic, attitudes towards
work have a stronger inﬂuence, while in Georgia occupational status has a big
inﬂuence. In France, where it is easier to ﬁnd part-time work, working hours have
a less negative impact on work-life balance (people avoid work-life conﬂict by
adjusting their working hours).
If the hypothesis presented at the start of this section is valid, success at
achieving a work-life balance should vary by individual and family characteristics. One difference that was assumed as relevant and observed as such elsewhere,
that is, the difference between men and women [Crompton and Lyonette 2006;
Kuchařová et al. 2009a], was not directly conﬁrmed on the GGS data. This can
be partly explained by the fact that many mothers begin working only once they
are already in a situation where they can manage to combine both their work and
family roles. However, it is possible to expect that there are various ways of arriving or not arriving at such a situation. In France and Georgia (countries where
there is less work-family conﬂict) mothers return to work from parental leave earlier. However, while in France the greater availability of day care enables them to
do so, in Georgia it is because the grandparents are involved in caring for grandchildren. A possible reason for the small gender difference is that job fatigue is
the primary component in the indicator used to measure work-life conﬂict, while
the effect of gender is more likely felt from an (over)load of domestic work, which
is a less signiﬁcant component in this indicator. Another factor in this could be
that mothers of young children more often work in feminised professions, which
require less of an investment of mental and physical effort and time.
In the GGS data, statistically more signiﬁcant are the differences based on
age, especially in France, where women return to work when their children are
younger. Education level has little inﬂuence on work-life conﬂict (perhaps because that relates more to individual job satisfaction) and socio-professional status even less so. Among the countries in the comparison, the inﬂuence of these
two factors is the weakest in the Czech Republic.
Despite the overall small differences based on gender, Table 3 presents other
sources of differences for women, because we can assume that among women
the differences are greater (the overall impact of parenthood on the professional
life of women is greater). The duration of working hours is a factor of crucial
but varying inﬂuence. A small role is played by important characteristics of the
given stage in the family cycle (the number and age of dependent children), and
this is related to the above-mentioned strategies that women choose for timing
their return to work. The connection to the family cycle suggests that the age of
the respondent has an inﬂuence, but that inﬂuence can be expressed by another
determinant (the effect of career advancement, or, conversely, declining physical
strength or intellectual capacity, and so on), which is conﬁrmed by its greater
inﬂuence in the case of men than women.
The sources of differentiation of work-life balance are not consistent in any
of the four countries. It was also impossible to identify any groups signiﬁcantly
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Division of work between
partners

Assessment of living
conditions

Family situation (stage)

Working conditions
and occupational status

8)

Ns

0.14*

Chores performed by the man
Chores divided equally

Ns

0.21***

Income sufﬁciency
Chores performed by the
woman

0.34***

Ns

0.09***

0.15***

Satisﬁed with job

There is/is not a child in the
family aged 6 or under

Number and age of children

Occupational category

7)

0.19***

0.07**

Gender – full-time4)

Full-time/part-time 6)

Ns

Gender

0.26***

Ns

Education3)

Working hours-duration5)

0.12***

Age2)

Identifying respondent

Just women:

CR

Indicator

Character of the group
of indicators

Ns

Ns

0.16**

0.17***

0.21***

0.10**

0.11***

0.17***

0.14***

0.19***

0.10***

Ns

0.15***

0.20***

France

Ns

Ns

0.13**

0.16***

0.24***

0.13***

0.14***

0.15***

0.13***

0.24***

0.11***

0.10***

0.10**

0.14**

Bulgaria

Ns

Ns

Ns

0.19***

0.21***

Ns

0.09***

0.26***

0.17***

0.36***

Ns

Ns

0.16*

0.12*

Georgia

0.30***

0.17***

0.22***

0.55***

0.20***

0.08***

0.14***

0.22***

0.30***

0.51***

–

–

0.26***

0.18***

Country
variance11)

Table 3. Differences between countries by selected factors and their inﬂuence on overall work-life conﬂict (contingency
coefﬁcient*, people living as a couple in a nuclear1) household, aged 18-60)
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Indicator

CR

France

Bulgaria

Georgia

0.14***
0.09***
0.07**

Full-time/Part-time
Overburdened with work
responsibilities9)
Overburdened with
responsibilities at home10)
0.09***

Ns

0.34***

0.28***

0.15***

0.07**

Ns

0.15***

0.13***

Ns

0.08***

0.26***

0.14***

0.22***

0.30***

0.51***

Country
variance11)

* Use of other, in some cases more appropriate, indicators proved a prevalence of non-linear dependences
Notes: 1) This means that only the couple and their children live in the household; 2) among women in the Czech Republic
and Georgia the inﬂuence of age is insigniﬁcant; 3) in France and Bulgaria the dependency among women is higher; 4) only
respondents working full time; 5) categories of hours worked weekly: up to 35; 35.5–40; 40.5–45; 45.5+; 6) full-time or part-time;
7) 5-point scale based on ISCO-88;8) categories: none, children up to the age of 6, children aged 7–15; 9) items a) and b) in the
battery of questions; 10) ) items a) and d) in the battery of questions; 11) based on the given indicator; ns =not signiﬁcant.
Source: GGS.

0.27***

Hours actually worked

Gender inequalities (degree of dependency on gender) and other indicators of differences between countries

Character of the group
of indicators
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more or less successful at achieving this balance. Consequently, the analysis did
not conﬁrm either the seemingly determinant inﬂuence of structural factors on
work-life balance or a sufﬁciently strong determinant inﬂuence of different individual dispositions.
If the signiﬁcance of individual and family characteristics as differentiating
factors is not statistically strong, it is possible then to look for speciﬁc national
or social aspects of strategies or behavioural patterns, which are variously inﬂuenced by these characteristics. As noted above, the division of roles between
partners and decisions about the economic activity of mothers in different stages
of the life cycle appear to be important. The following section focuses on some of
the preferred and applied strategies for combining economic activity and the demands of caring for a family in terms of timing (staging in the life cycle) and from
the perspective of the division of roles. The aim is to test the assumption that the
similar success at achieving a work-life balance observed in countries at different developmental stages and with different family regimes stems from the fact
that the staging of the life and family cycles and the division of labour between
partners vary between these countries. It is also assumed that in these aspects the
effect of gender differences is stronger.
In a comparison of GGS data for selected countries, Georgia stands out most,
and Bulgaria also somewhat, for their more traditional division of partner roles
(Fig. 2). The smaller differences in other countries are not reﬂected as strongly
in the speciﬁc features of their family regimes but rather in gender inequalities.
The possibility of differentiating forms of role division between partners within
national units was also tested. The division of labour was operationalised as the
role of women in selected activities [cf. Crompton and Lyonette 2006: 386]. Social
conditions could only be clearly demonstrated as determinants in Germany and
Hungary. The differences observed in all the countries (statistically signiﬁcant at
a level of at least 0.005) were connected to socio-occupational status (Cn between
0.12 /CR/ and 0.24 /Germany/) and a woman’s age (Cn from 0.13 /CR, Hungary, Germany/ to 0.23 /France/), which to some extent demonstrates the effect
of the given stage in the family cycle. There were other individual differentiating
factors in the different countries, but both working conditions and family situation were found to have an effect only in Germany. In the Czech Republic and the
other countries, modiﬁed traditional approaches to the division of roles between
partners not only prevail but are quite universal.
Data from Czech studies show a relationship between the model of role
division between partners and the family cycle stage [Kuchařová et al. 2009b].
Women prefer home care for children up to three years of age (Fig. 3). Very strong
agreement was found between the preferences and real behaviour of mothers.
However, how well preferences correspond with reality need not be a matter of
choice. Women for instance underestimate the difﬁculties of returning to work
after a long period of parental leave [Kuchařová et al. 2006a].
It is impossible to tell from this analysis whether societal inﬂuences or pri-
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Figure 2. The division of roles at home – who in the household performs selected
tasks (average value of the total index of the role of individuals in selected
tasks)
3.5

3.3

3.2

3.1

3.0

3.1

3.0

2.9
2.5

2.5

2.5

2.3

2.2

2.0

1.7

1.5 1.6

1.5

1.5

1.5

1.5

1.1

1.0
0.5

1.1

0.9

0.4
0.3
0.1

0.1

0.1

0.0
Bulgaria

Georgia
Women

Germany
Men

France
Both

Hungary

Czech Rep.

Others

Notes: The selected tasks are cooking, washing the dishes, shopping, cleaning, minor repairs, managing household ﬁnances, and organisation of free time. The index value is the
number of these tasks performed exclusively or primarily by the given person. Frequencies of activities include 0. Differences between countries is indicated by Cn ranging from
0.20 to 0.29 and statistically signiﬁcant at 0.001.
Source: GGS.

vate inﬂuences have greater weight in determining work-life balance. However,
what is apparent from this analysis (and other sources) is that the two groups of
factors are interdependent. The signiﬁcance of each group of factors also varies
depending on the particular context. Private determinants clearly are of greater
signiﬁcance in the case of working people (parents) trying to combine work and
family commitments. The way roles are divided between partners, and thus the
economic activity of women, depends on the stage in the family cycle. For this
aspect of work-life balance external factors are more signiﬁcant, and that signiﬁcance increases in later stages of the family cycle, when women want to become
more active in the public sphere of life, rather than when they are caring for
young children.
The effect of structural and institutional conditions, that is, of family and
social policy in particular, as well as the particular conception of gender issues in
a country, shape the space in which people choose their strategies for maintaining
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Figure 3. Preferred working hours of mothers and method of day care for pre-school
age children by the age of the children a)
100
90
80
70
60
50
40
30
20

No child

1–2 years

2–3 years

3–6(4)years

Others

Childcare
provision

Grandparents

Both parents

Mother

Not employed

Part-time

0

Full-time

10

4+ years

Notes: a) Opinions of mothers of children up to the age of 6 and living with a partner;
b) In the legend the 3–6 interval relates to working-hour preferences, the 3–4 interval
relates to childcare preferences; for the category 4+ only childcare preferences were
examined; c) Fathers were only rarely indicated as the primary carer, and therefore this
alternative is ranked under ‘other’.
Source: RZV 2006, survey of couples.

a work-life balance. The family regimes that emerge in this context are never (and
this is demonstrated empirically on the observed countries) extreme in character,
which makes it more difﬁcult to ﬁnd clear connections between family regime
and the real strategies of work-life balance. Assessed from the perspective of the
employment rate of women, some speciﬁc features are apparent in the Czech Republic and other countries (Table 5, cf. Table 1). In a typology of family regimes
Czech family policy lies in between the market-oriented and familialistic types.
It does nothing to stimulate the employment of mothers of young children because it gives little support to day care for children while offering a long period
of parental leave. Although this does not put family policy in direct conﬂict with
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Table 5. Socio-economic status of women aged 25–54 (%)

France
Employed
Unemployed
Maternity or
parental leave
At home
Other

73.5
8.9

Netherlands
72.2
6.8

Germany
64.3
9.3

Countries
Hungary
66.3
5.6

68.6
9.3

Bulgaria
68.4
19.8

CR

Georgia
40.0
14.1

3.5

0.1

5.5

11.7

13.7

1.5

0.1

9.2
4.8

9.5
11.4

16.6
4.3

3.5
12.9

1.8
6.6

8.8
1.5

44.1
1.6

Source: GGS, data ﬁles for selected countries; CN=0.33 statistically signiﬁcant at 0.001.

declared preferences, it has an effect on the low rate of employment of Czech
mothers with young children. Nevertheless, the policy does not dramatically reduce the overall economic activity of Czech women. Generally the prevailing tendency in the Czech Republic is to use a strategy of work-life balance based on the
dual-earner model, and to do so under circumstances of very limited opportunities for work ﬂexibility. Unlike the Czech Republic, family regimes in France and
the Netherlands favour a ‘modernised’ role division between partners, but with
more women working shorter hours. In France the modernising trend in family policy is confronted by the persistence of gender differences in the division
of roles (e.g. there is a greater share of women in the household there), but the
female employment rate is still slightly above the EU average. In the Netherlands
family policy is less pronatal, but the female employment rate is high owing to
the availability of ﬂexible working hours. Both of these factors decrease gender
differences. Germany differs from both of these countries by the high proportion
of people who conform to the male breadwinner model of role division between
partners. Hungary, while considerably alike the Czech Republic, exhibits more
traditional features in the area of gender inequalities. The speciﬁc features of the
least economically developed of the countries observed – Bulgaria and Georgia
– derive from the higher rate of unemployment and the closer contacts within the
extended family, which make up for the less generous family and social policy.
In conformity with statistically established facts, the GGS data reveal the
diversity and nationally speciﬁc nature of external conditions. The discrepancy
between the existence of differences between countries and the relatively little
variability in the subjective success of work-life balance that was noted above
is largely explained by the differences between the strategies used to reconcile
work and family commitments. These strategies reﬂect external, economic, and
socio-cultural conditions, as demonstrated, for instance, by comparing the use of
support from the extended family in traditional familialistic families (Georgia)
and in the other countries, where the independence of nuclear families encour-
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ages the more equal participation of partners in the household. However, the
greater participation of men may just be the result of changes at the subjective
level and societal factors. This is illustrated, for example, by comparing countries
that provide similar support for the employment of mothers but between which
the participation of fathers varies (Nordic countries and France). The existence of
a traditional division of roles thus cannot just be ascribed to insufﬁcient change
required to alter external conditions, as it is also maintained by continued adherence to traditional patterns of behaviour. However, the strategies used to reconcile work and family in speciﬁc situations in life are not grounded entirely in free
choice (e.g. the timing of parental leave, the choice of work regime, interrupting
the professional careers of fathers when a gender wage gap exists).

Conclusion
Two objectives were laid out at the opening of this article. The ﬁrst was to assess
the success of work-life balance in relation to structural-institutional conditions.
The subjective assessment of conﬂict between work and family roles proved to
be lower than might have been expected given the high demands placed on both
spheres of life today. At the same time, the differences expected to exist between
countries with different modernisation features and family regimes were not
conﬁrmed. More signiﬁcant differences were observed in the success of maintaining a work-life balance when assessed according to the rate of economic activity. While external conditions are not the decisive factors in the relationship
between work and family roles, their inﬂuence on the decision whether to fulﬁl
one’s professional ambitions (or otherwise motivated economic activity) while
at the same time performing one’s parental responsibilities is most evident in
those stages of the family cycle when the relationship between family and work
is the most complicated (during the period of caring for young children). Empirical data and the ﬁndings of other authors moreover suggest that the effect of
structural-institutional factors is more complex. The effects of individual external
factors can interact speciﬁcally in different countries.
Given the results for the ﬁrst objective, it was impossible in this article to
arrive at any clear-cut conclusions even for the second objective, which was to assess the effect of private and structural-institutional determinants on the success
of work-life balance. The hypothesis more closely speciﬁed that the effect of external conditions is modiﬁed in different countries by the speciﬁc circumstances of
private life and socio-cultural customs (an example being the difﬁculty in reality
of fathers going on parental leave). Despite the lack of strong statistical conclusiveness, the hypothesis can be regarded as having a high probability. Based on
the observed degree of differences between individual countries, the effect of
external factors is limited and transformed by the effect of other factors. However,
the opposite also applies: individual and subjective factors are to a certain degree
inﬂuenced by external factors.
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The behaviour of people who ﬁnd themselves in a situation of work-life
conﬂict is driven by the pressure of conditions in the labour market and by the
given socio-economic situation, which are circumstances that are variable over
time. This also makes assessing the complex of external factors more difﬁcult.
These ﬁndings show that when analysing the role of external conditions
and the factors of private life it is necessary to distinguish between two principal
aspects of work-life balance. One is the staging of the life cycle in terms of the
performance of work and childcare and the second is the interconnection of the
two spheres in the lives of working parents. These are intertwined, but not necessarily interdependent. For example, the conﬂict between work and family can
be reduced by exiting the labour market during the period of providing care for
(very young) children (a ‘lifetime’ strategy), but even people who in this stage of
the family cycle choose to be economically active need not necessarily experience
conﬂict between the two spheres (the strategy of the parallel performance of both
roles).
Mention was made in the introduction of the signiﬁcance of work-life balance from three perspectives: employment, gender, and fertility. In these respects
there are speciﬁc features to the success of work-life balance in the Czech Republic. With regard to supporting employment, the two barriers to this in the Czech
Republic (limited availability of childcare and the long period of parental leave
[e.g. Lewis, Campbell and Huerta 2008; Kangas and Rostgaard 2007]) are ‘offset’
by the high rate of economic activity among mothers with older children. Conversely, given that the demand for atypical working hours remains unmet in reality (including the demand for part-time work, and not just for women), it can be
assumed that women’s employment in the Czech Republic would receive a boost
from more effective measures directed at supporting work ﬂexibility.
From the perspective of gender equality in the Czech Republic there is a
high degree of identiﬁcation with the current state of the division of family and
work roles between partners [cf. Höhne, Svobodová and Šťastná 2008] and thus
with the space in which work and family responsibilities are combined. These
realities put no pressure ‘from below’ on the relevant subjects, in particular employers and local authorities, to give more support to attaining greater gender
equality. If people do not see much of a conﬂict in the relationship between private and working life (as shown above), they also have little sense of the negative
aspects of gender inequalities.
Nor are there high expectations for improvements to the effectiveness of the
tools of social support for work-life balance in the interest of enhancing fertility
in the Czech Republic if a broad spectrum of conditions to back this are not created. The higher rate of fertility today compared to the 1990s is only to a small
degree the product of advancements in the tools of work-life balance [cf. Sobotka
et al. 2008]. Many analyses have pointed out that measures promoting a work-life
balance alone are insufﬁcient to bring about a rise in fertility [e.g. Kotowska and
Matysiak 2008; Haberlová and Kuchařová 2008].
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Data sources
GGS: Men and women in the Czech Republic: Life courses and intergenerational relations (GGS:
Generations and Gender Survey). International longitudinal study conducted under the
PAU-UNECE programme. Data collection was carried out in the Czech Republic in 2005
on a representative sample of 10 006 people between the ages of 18 and 79. The size of
national samples in the GGS:
Country
CR
Bulgaria
France
Georgia
Hungary
Germany
Netherlands
Total

Sample
10 006
12 858
10 079
11 027
13 540
10 017
8 161
75 688

Sample of couples (both partners working)
2 907
3 302
2 815
1 447
3 334
2 506
2 475
18 786

RZV: ‘Family, Work and Education’. Empirical studies of selected types of family in different stages of the family cycle were carried out using quota sampling between February
and April 2006 on samples of 500 respondents, one on a sample of 400 couples with
young children. The types of families observed were: young childless couples, couples
with children under the age of 7, married parents of school-age children, and parents
whose children have left home.
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