The Political Economy of “Work-Life Balance”
In view of the 8th of March, the International Women’s Day, it is timely to reflect on an issue that used to be on women's priorities for a long time  and so often considered as a women's issue only. However, it is interesting to examine it from the perspective of the political economy. In recent years balancing work, family and private life has become a more and more important issue and thus has been turned into one of the main objectives of the European policies, aiming to improve productivity of the economy,  through improving quality of life and achieving gender equality in all fields of life.

The basic question we have to answer is how we can balance family and private life with paid employment, without undermining, neither work productivity, nor the health of the labourforce, who already feel the consequences of competitiveness and work tensions. The dilemma has been well expressed by John Monks, the General Secretary of ETUC: “One of the most essential ingredients in the organization of work is time - when do we work, for how long and how we are able to balance working time with time outside work”.  But it is not only trade unions that are increasingly concerned in arguing the case for a better work-life “balance”. Employers also recognise that people facing conflict between their roles as parents and their responsibilities as employees may be less productive at work. Research has also shown that when employees are out of “balance” tend to be absent from work more often, they have less focus while at work because they are worried about issues at home and they are also more distracted at home because work matters weigh on their minds. The end result is  a lose/lose situation for employees, their families, their employer and society as a whole. One survey showed that even though job satisfaction may be high, a majority of workers rate balancing work and family as more important that any other employment factors. 
a  cultural change  is needed
More and better childcare and care for the elderly initiatives can help to bridge the gap between work and home responsibilities. To achieve this we also  need to turn to the role of men, to make them aware as regards the importance of  parenthood and the necessity to assume a more active role towards domestic responsibilities.  The policy mix for enabling fathers and mothers to combine work and family commitments should contain three essential elements: universal and affordable childcare provision, shared parental leave and the changing role of men. 

Gøsta Esping-Andersen provides a strong case for investing in childcare by showing in a cost-benefit analysis that the medium term returns of such an investment far out- weigh the short-term.. There is an immediate economic gain in terms of job creation,   a multiplier effect for which every 100 jobs that women are enabled to keep or go back to, 10 jobs are created in the service economy. However, the problem for governments is that their electorates judge them on short- term rather than medium term achievements…
A cultural change is needed, it has already  started, but the pace is too slow in some parts of Europe.  I believe that promoting part-time work, instead of concentrating our efforts on quality childcare, is not the right approach to work-life balance.  Women should not feel that they have to sacrifice their family life or their professional choices and therefore we need to have the right tools and measures to allow  this combination and  give them equal opportunities to enter the labour market and stay in it. Men should equally take family responsibilities and  have the choice and tools to combine working life and family life. 
In conclusion, the demographic challenges and skills shortages add a fresh economic impetus for greater gender equality. European policy makers are beginning to realise that the only way to succeed in a globalised world of an ageing population is to enable women to both work more and have more children. This means to achieve real gender equality in all fields and all levels.  
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