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Introduction 
 
This deliverable is part of Workpackage 3. ‘Analyis of the Institutional Context for the project Quality of 
life in a changing Europe’. Its purpose is to provide the necessary contextualisation for the analysis of the 
quantitative and qualitative data which would be gathered in the Quality project. It builds upon the work 
already done in the project: Deliverable 1.1. ‘Literature Review. Theoretical Concepts and Methodological 
Approaches of Quality of Life and Work’ and Deliverable 7.1. ‘Gender Checklist’. The reports in this 
collection present information about macro level trends in order to interpret research findings on the 
meso level (that of the companies under investigation) and the micro level (the values and lifestyles of 
individual employees). Other reports will examine existing data sources on objective and subjective 
indicators for the quality of life (D 1.2.) and offer comparative cross-national analysis (D 1.3.). Here we 
focus on the institutional framework in terms of resources and challenges in front of the quality of life in 
each partner country involved in the Quality team. The concrete objectives of this exercise were: 

• To map current socio-economic and demographic trends concerning changes in work, 
employment patterns, institutional structures and practices of human resources management, 
family life, community and leisure, with an expected impact on the quality of life; 

• To examine trends in public policies regarding employment and family life related to work-life 
balance; 

• To get insight into the way different policy regimes stimulate or restrain quality of life. 
 
Each report presents the major concerns and opportunities for the quality of life in the national context 
and makes an attempt to evaluate the impact of the national policy regime (the combination of social 
rights and services delivered by the state, the market and the family) on the quality of work and the quality 
of life. The time frame of the analysis is the last ten years. Where relevant, reports refer to major policy 
and economic changes in a longer time frame, as is the case of the two post-communist countries Bulgaria 
and Hungary which explore employment, demographic and policy trends since the regime change in 1989. 
Gender, as well as class (social status) and age (life course), act as the main cross cutting factors in the 
analysis. 
 
The national reports made use of the following main sources of information:  

• statistical data provided by the national statistical offices, Eurostat or other agencies; 
• official documents of the national governments, programmes and reports of various ministries 

and non-governmental organisations; 
• research reports and academic publications of national and international sociological agencies, 

research centres and universities;  
• reviews of public debates in the media concerning quality of life and the policy measures deemed 

necessary to address the challenges; 
• consultations with stakeholders and experts from the academia, policy makers and practitioners in 

the partner countries. 
 
All national reports have similar structure in order to ease the task of international comparison which will 
be addressed in the next stage in Deliverable D 3.2. ‘Combined comparative report on socio-economic 
trends and welfare policies in the partner countries’. The reports’ introduction addresses the strategic 
topics of national academic and policy debates about quality of life and most pressing issues in each 
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country. The first chapter analyses significant trends in the economic activity patterns and population 
developments from the mid 1990s to the present and the prospects for the near future. The issues covered 
are activity rates by gender, age and education, patterns of employment, self-employment and flexible 
work, unemployment, trends in retirement, disability, sickness, family transitions and fertility rates, 
diversity of family forms and trends in social inequalities. The second chapter explores the employment 
policies in the country and elaborates on the patterns of social protection the state is providing for its 
citizens. Discussed are labour market, unemployment and self-employment policies, programmes for 
flexibility of work, measures for life long learning and safety at work, wage policies and the practices of 
social dialogue and their impact on the quality of work. The third chapter focuses on the trends in family 
policies and the kinds of provisions there are for maternity, paternity and parental leaves. This section of 
the reports examines the models of care policies (primarily for children but also for other dependents) and 
family friendly measures offered by the state, employers, community and wider families. It also includes a 
brief presentation of the significance attached to trends and challenges in health, housing, and leisure 
policies and policies for the safety in the community and society as a whole, and how these affect the 
wellbeing of citizens. The conclusion contains the authors’ evaluation of the influence of policy 
interventions (current and in the past ten years) on the quality of life and quality of work and the 
prospects for the future. 
 
The national reports in this collection represent countries selected before the start of the project with the 
understanding that they correspond to the main policy regimes. Thus Finland and Sweden have social 
democratic welfare states, the Netherlands and Germany stand for the corporatist regime, the UK 
represents the liberal regime and Portugal – the sub-protective regime. Hungary and Bulgaria are post-
communist countries moving away from the centralized one-party regimes and are currently combining 
elements from all the four models above. The ongoing changes in their policy systems make it unclear 
which welfare regime they are moving toward. However, as the reports attest to, transformations are 
underway in all other countries under the influence of demographic and economic changes, new 
technologies and globalisation. Which model of citizenship best provides for the quality of work and life is 
to be further explored in the course of the study. 
 
 
 
Siyka Kovacheva,  
Quality partner responsible for WP 3. 
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Executive Summary 

 

Employment and demographic trends 
The Dutch economy and the employment situation in the Netherlands are improving. The economic 
prospects are positive. Unemployment levels are falling and the number of jobs is rising, leading to a tight 
labour market, with younger women who will probably work longer working weeks than the older cohort 
of working women. Dutch women work part time by choice, mainly because they prefer to bring up their 
children themselves. Educational level is an indicator for the number of working hours; highly educated 
women are likely to work a longer part-time working week or full time. Flexible workers in temporary jobs 
have less protection in the Netherlands than workers in permanent jobs. In the mid-90s, women worked 
in twice as many flexible jobs as men. Gradually, this gap is closing. Self-employment is decreasing among 
both men and women.   

The activity rate is expected to remain constant after 2014, when the baby boom cohort retires. 
Most workers still prefer to retire before the age of 60, yet many of them recognise that this will no longer 
be possible in the near future. Early retirement is already being discouraged. The increasing life expectancy 
of an ageing population will influence the health care system, with both diseases and the demand for care 
forecast to increase. From a demographic perspective, the current fertility rates will not rejuvenate the 
population. The average age of first-time mothers is 29; many women postpone motherhood because they 
wish to enjoy their freedom and build their careers first.    

Overall, inequality still exists in the Netherlands: income inequality is rising and inequalities in 
labour market participation and participation in society persist. There are fewer women in executive 
positions than men and a very stubborn gender pay gap. Women are not becoming more active in politics. 
The older members of the workforce face inequalities in the labour market, with employers being 
reluctant to hire older workers and less willing to invest in the education of older workers than in that of 
younger ones. Ethnic minorities are doing well in politics, but still face discrimination and are often 
unemployed. The various ethnic groups differ considerably with respect to their degree of integration in 
society and the labour market. 
 

Employment policies 
The main focus of employment policy in the Netherlands is to promote labour market participation. The 
policy targets older employees, women and teenagers (of ethnic origin). The participation rate of older 
workers had increased until the most recent economic recession. Today, measures have been introduced 
to discourage early retirement, i.e. before the age of 65. The new Life Course Savings Scheme makes it 
possible to save for early retirement. The Dutch pension system and mandatory retirement age will 
continue to be major topics of discussion. A growing debate about ‘free’ child care, i.e. completely publicly 
funded, might encourage more women to work. Women in the Netherlands are active in the labour 
market, with a participation rate close to the European average, but they work a shorter week than men 
do, and well below the European average. Policies promoting female labour market participation are 
therefore aimed at increasing the number of hours women work. The employment rate, educational level 
and amount of human capital among minority teenagers are falling behind those of native Dutch 
teenagers. Measures to prevent school drop-outs have been introduced to prevent teenagers getting 
involved in crime; there is consensus that this is a serious risk.  
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Unemployment policies stress that citizens are responsible for their own income. The 
unemployed are expected to search for a job, known as ‘additional employment’, even when they are 
partly disabled. One point of concern is the budgets set aside to fund ‘additional employment’ have been 
cut.  

There is ongoing debate concerning flexibility, the relaxation of dismissal rules, and wage policies. 
Health & safety rules have been relaxed, but they are monitored by the unions. After a mass 
demonstration in 2004, employers and unions have reached broad consensus on several specific issues. By 
and large, the role of the government is to adhere to this agreement. 
 

Family policies 
The general belief in the Netherlands is that the family is a private responsibility and that the government 
should accept and not interfere with the choices of its citizens. There is no specific population policy, but 
there are policies, acts and measures that influence the public, for example the Child-care Act, the Work 
and Care Act, and the Life Course Savings Scheme.    

Until 2005, the Netherlands used an Incentive Measure to increase the number of child-care 
facilities. The Child-care Act of 2005 gives parents freedom of choice in terms of their child-care provider 
and has introduced the notion of tripartite funding. The government, parents and employers (voluntarily 
until 2007 and compulsorily after 2007) each contributes a third of the cost of child care. The Act was 
expected to benefit lower income groups and force higher income groups to pay more. As a result, child 
care has become more expensive because most users are in the higher income groups; the amount of red 
tape has also increased for parents. Another discussion focuses on whether or not child care is harmful for 
children.  

The Work and Care Act provides a set of leave arrangements. Maternity and paternity leave are 
popular, but use of parental leave is below the European average. Paid parental leave will probably 
encourage more widespread use. Highly educated people make more use of parental leave and fathers are 
increasingly taking parental leave, especially when their wife has a paid job.  

The Life Course Savings Scheme was introduced in 2006 and gives employees the opportunity to 
save for a period of leave later in life. At first, it was intended to help people through the busiest period of 
their lives, the ‘rush hour of life’, but it was broadened to enable employees to use it for educational 
purposes, a sabbatical, a trip around the world, or early retirement. 

Policies that shape the context for families in the Netherlands relate to health care, housing, 
leisure, and safety. Recently, the government revamped the Dutch health care system because it claimed it 
had become inefficient and complacent. Introducing competition and the idea that citizens, health insurers 
and health care providers must take responsibility should result in accessible, affordable, good quality care. 
There is a large stock of good quality housing, people are satisfied with their homes and there is not much 
segregation. Nevertheless, newcomers to the housing market have trouble finding affordable houses. The 
high price of housing is the result of a persistent excess demand and a policy that allows owners to deduct 
the interest paid on their mortgage, meaning that buyers pay more. One point of concern on the housing 
agenda is the dense concentration of immigrants in sections of the larger cities. Local authorities are 
responsible for leisure policy. Trends in this area are the dwindling amount of leisure time available, 
growing time pressure and more active leisure activities. People feel safer in public than they used to, but 
there is still room for improvement. The increase in meaningless violence is troublesome, but fortunately 
there has been a rise in the number of crimes solved. 
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Introduction 

 
This national report examines the main socio-economic trends in employment and demographics in the 
Netherlands. It discusses public policies on employment, family, housing, health, childcare, leisure and 
safety. In short, this report aims to describe the ‘national context’ of the Netherlands, one on which the 
EU FP6 project ‘Quality of life in a changing Europe’ can build.  
 
This report covers the key topics of academic discussion and the most pressing issues in policy debates. 
Topics related to the quality of life include ageing, developments in the health care system, and worries 
about social cohesion. The time frame of this report is roughly the past decade up to the present, but in 
considering various trends and developments, such as ageing, its scope widens to include certain events in 
the past and the future.   
 
The report is based on the existing literature, reports published by the Social and Cultural Planning Office 
of the Netherlands (SCP), statistics reported by Statistics Netherlands (CBS) and journals of the 
Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis (CPB). 
 
This national report discusses the context of the Netherlands in three sections. Chapter 1 discusses 
employment and demographic trends. Chapter 2 is dedicated to employment policies. Family-related 
policies are presented and discussed in Chapter 3. The final chapter presents a set of conclusions. 
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1. Employment and demographic trends 

 
One major historical demographic trend since 1900 is that the Dutch population has tripled, from 
5 million inhabitants in 1900 to 16 million in 2006. Population growth was particularly sharp after World 
War II, resulting in the “baby boom generation”, which is now growing old. This specific demographic 
trend emphasizes the importance of discussing the impact of an ageing population in the Netherlands. 
Population growth has also been influenced by the influx of non-Western immigrants, who generally have 
rather large families. In employment, the overall labour market participation rate, especially of women, has 
increased since the 70s.  
 

Activity rates by gender and age  
The net activity rates of men and women are quite low until age twenty-five for educational reasons. 
Participation rates in education have risen sharply throughout the past few decades, especially among 
women, and continue to rise. Access to education in the Netherlands is very good; in fact, education is 
compulsory up to the age of 16. Secondary and tertiary education is also accessible, with student grants 
being provided by the government. The activity rate of men in the over-50 age group is falling owing to 
early retirement or disability; that of women decreases sooner for reasons of child care (CBS, 2006). There 
is hardly any difference between the activity rates of men and women among the highly educated; 
respectively 88 and 86 percent have a paid job. The net activity rate for the lower educated is lower than 
for highly educated men and women. This is truer for women than for men (OSA Aanbod Arbeid, 2005).  
 
Figure 1: Net activity rate by gender in 1986, 
1992, 1998 and 2004 respectively, broken 
down by age (in percentage). The figure is in 
Dutch: ‘mannen’ means men and ‘vrouwen’ 
means women (OSA Aanbod Arbeid, 2005) 
 
The overall activity rate is forecast to 
rise to a maximum level of 75 percent 
by 2014, after which it will stabilise. 
The most important factor in this 
growth is that the older cohort of 
working women with a low activity rate 
will be ‘replaced’ by younger cohorts of 
women with a higher activity rate. After 
2014, the ageing of the workforce is 
expected to decrease the activity rate (OSA Aanbod Arbeid, 2005).   
 

Trends in employment and unemployment, prospects for the near future  
After the recession of the mid-90s, employment began to rise until it reached its highest point in 2001.  
Although the Dutch unemployment rate rose between 2001 (4.9 percent) and 2005 (6.3 percent), it still 
ranks far below the European average (about 9 percent) (OECD, 2005). The employment situation is 
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slowly improving and the unemployment rate has dropped again. The number of jobs is rising, together 
with the growth of the economy. Job growth is clearest in the private sector; in particular, the number of 
jobs in business services is increasing. The temp agency branch is doing better now than it was some years 
ago. Growth in agency work is generally regarded as a sign of an improving and growing economy. The 
number of jobs is also increasing in the health sector, where the majority of workers are female. However, 
employment decreased in the Netherlands in 2006 in both the public sector and manufacturing.  

According to Statistics Netherlands, the number of unemployed people continued to decline in 
2006. By the second quarter of 2006, the unemployment rate was 5.5 percent, compared with 6.3 percent 
in 2005. The largest decline in unemployment was among young people aged 15 to 24. On average, 
however, unemployment in the 15 to 25 age group (9.9 percent in 2006) is substantially higher than in the 
45 to 65 age group (4.9 percent in 2006). The lowest rate of unemployment is in the 25 to 45 age group 
(less than 5 percent). Women are unemployed more often than men (6.8 percent versus 4.5 percent on 
average).  

The number of vacancies has remained at a rather high level. It is expected that the labour market 
will become even tighter in the near future, primarily in the business sector, at financial institutions and in 
the catering industry. 

There are general but significant signs of an economic recovery. The Dutch economy is growing 
stronger, in line with economic trends in Europe. The short-term economic prospects seem fairly positive 
(Macro-Economisch Beeld-CBS, 2006). 
 

Self-employment and flexible work: figures and trends  
The majority of women in the Netherlands (over 70 percent) have part-time jobs, a pattern that has 
proved to be fairly stable. This is the highest percentage of female part-time workers in the European 
Union (Employment in Europe 2005). According to Wolf (2003), ‘[T]he Netherlands is still the only part-
time economy in the world’. The part-time work phenomenon began during the labour shortage of the 
60s. Women were invited to enter the labour market and the demand for part-time workers rose. The 
crisis of the 70s was turned around in 1982 with the Wassenaar Agreement, in which employers and 
employees agreed to fight unemployment with wage restraint and working time reduction (Tijdens, 2006). 
This created an opportunity for women in particular to enter the labour market. The economic growth of 
the 90s created even more jobs, leading to an increase in the net activity rate. The growing number of 
(female) part-time workers has led to a fall in the average number of working hours per employee (E-
Quality.nl, 2005). 
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Figure 2: Actual and preferred working 
hours per week by gender in 2004 
(employees in percentages). The figure is in 
Dutch: ‘feitelijk’ means actual and ‘gewenst’ 
means preferred (OSA Aanbod Arbeid, 
2005) 
 
Men tend to work less often in part-
time jobs (13 percent) than women 
(76 percent). Part-timers work in 
different patterns. About 40 percent 
of all working women work shorter 
hours (on average 12-24 hours a week). Part-time jobs of less than 12 hours per week are less common. 
About 25 percent of all working women work longer hours (on average 25-34 hours a week) (OSA 
Aanbod arbeid, 2005). There is a relationship between educational level and number of working hours. 
On average, more highly educated women work more hours per week, but it is common for women in 
this group to also work longer hours in part-time jobs.   

Generally speaking, Dutch women seem to work part-time by choice. Nearly all part-time 
working women in the Netherlands prefer to work less than full-time. This phenomenon is related to the 
preference among Dutch parents to do most of the actual child care and child rearing duties themselves. 
Since it is mostly women who bear the main responsibility for care at home, many women use part-time 
work as an important strategy for reconciling work and family life. Because women tend to cut down on 
their working hours when they become mothers, one might be tempted to conclude that the economic 
and financial cost of having children is paid for largely by Dutch families and Dutch women themselves. 
This is a rather abstract observation, however. Generally speaking, it is not true that women frame their 
experiences in such a rational and abstract manner. Most of the women feel that, given their household 
income, they can afford to reduce their working hours so as to care for their children themselves for a 
relatively substantial part of the week. The preference for reducing working hours is stronger among low- 
educated women than among women with higher educational levels. However, as mentioned before, 
highly educated women often work 4 days a week (30 to 32 hours) after having children. 

Overall, women do not return to full-time employment when children get older. Before having 
children, women work on average of 33 hours a week. After the birth of a child, they cut back to 18-20 
hours a week and continue working that number of hours even if they have a second or third child or 
more and even after their youngest child goes to primary school (Hoe het werkt met kinderen-SCP, 2004). 
Women returnees look for jobs that enable them to be at home at the end of the day when their children 
return from school. Other features of an ideal job are that day care can be fitted around it and that it is in 
the neighbourhood with as little commuting time as possible (FNV, 2000). 

The Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis (CPB) questions whether the number of 
part-time workers will continue to increase in the future. The increase in women in the labour market is 
likely to stagnate in the near future (2005). Social and cultural trends – such as emancipation, better 
childcare provisions, and the wish and need for economic independence – might lead to a decline in the 
number of female part-time workers in  coming period, and may encourage more women to work full 
time. Although the government has gradually recognised the importance of increasing the female labour 
force participation rate for the Dutch economy, and acknowledges that many women are candidates for 
longer working weeks, the country’s social policies – for example the availability of affordable child care–
do not currently support these political statements. In order to female labour market participation, full-
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time motherhood will be discouraged via tax measures. Various political parties wish to discontinue the 
remaining breadwinner facilities in the tax system, i.e. the tax compensation for the partner who is not in 
paid employment. Beyond this discussion, the issue of motherhood and child care in the home are very 
important ones in Dutch society, not just on the centre-right (Christian Democrats), but also among more 
left-wing political parties. 
 
Flexible job versus permanent job  
In the Netherlands, employment protection is better for permanent than for temporary jobs, leading to 
unequal employment opportunities for permanent and temporary staff (CPB, 2006). A law on flexibility 
and job security was introduced in 1999 that aimed to create greater flexibility by allowing more leeway for 
long temporary contracts and by restricting the use of multiple temporary contracts, thereby offering 
employees greater job security. In actual practice, this means that whenever an employee has been given 
three temporary contracts in a row, the employer must either offer him or her a permanent contract or 
dismiss the employee. This policy is intended to protect flexible workers and give them job security, but it 
unintentionally puts them at a disadvantage. If the level of employment protection associated with 
permanent and temporary jobs diverges even further, there is also a risk of a split between the insiders 
(employees on a permanent contract), who are protected against dismissal and can demand high wages, 
and the outsiders (employees on a temporary contract), who will remain in low paid temping jobs with 
little prospect of education or training and greater job insecurity (CPB macro economische verkenning 
2006). According to table 1, women tend to work more often on temporary contracts, but the gap 
between men and women is closing. The number of men on permanent contract remains stable, but 
women are catching up. On average, one out of ten employees has a flexible contract. Most temporary 
jobs are lower-level jobs.  
 
Table 1: Permanent vs. flexible contract (e.g. agency work) among employed population in percentages (CBS Statline, 2005) 
  1996 1999 2002 2005 

Permanent contract Men 92.5 92.8 93.4 92.3 
 Women 85.9 86.9 90.8 90.7 
Flexible contract Men 7.4 7.2 6.6 7.7 
 Women 14.1 13.1 9.2 9.3 
Agency work Men 3.1 3.0 2.6 3.0 
 Women 4.1 4.6 3.1 2.5 
 
Agency work 
The Centre for Work and Income (CWI) reports a cautious growth in the demand for labour in 2006. It 
expects the labour market to grow over the next years. The highest growth is expected in three sectors: 
Services (ICT, agency work, consultancy, etc.), Care and Welfare, and Retail (CWI, 2006). The traditional 
signal of better times for the labour market is when companies start to hire more agency workers. It is the 
first sign of a growing economy after a recession (CBS, 2004).  
 
Self-employment 
The total employed population is about 6 million people. More than 800,000 people are self-employed, of 
which 30 percent are female (CBS, 2006). The number of self-employed men and women decreased 
between 1996 and 2004, from 6.6 to 6.1 percent for men and from 4.8 to 3.1 percent for women, while 
both men and women have become more active in the labour market (Vraag naar arbeid-OSA, 2005). This 
means that the number of people in paid employment is rising. Since 2005, however, there has been a 
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slight increase in self-employment again. More information on self-employment policy can be found in 
section 2, page 17. 

  

Retirement trends 
As in all European countries, the number of older people in the Netherlands is increasing. In 2005, 
14 percent of the population was 65 years and older. By 2035, about 25 percent of the total population is 
expected to be 65 years and older. The potential working population will decrease in size. Delayed 
retirement, up to at least 65 years, has therefore become a relevant topic of discussion in the Netherlands. 
Older workers themselves expect stricter adherence to the retirement age of 65 in the near future, whereas 
on average workers prefer to leave the labour market before the age of 65. Surprisingly, it seems to be 
almost impossible for older workers to continue in employment after the age of 65 because the necessary 
governmental facilities are still lacking.   

The situation of older workers in the labour market is different from that of younger workers. 
Mobility among older workers is quite low, and switching jobs is expensive, for example in terms of 
pensions. Although employers recognise the benefits of employing older workers, for example their 
greater knowledge and experience, they generally prefer to hire younger employees because they perceive 
them to be more flexible and – most importantly – substantially cheaper than older workers.  

The labour force participation rate of older people has increased since 1995, which marked a 
turning point. In 2005, 40 percent of the population aged 55-64 aged had paying jobs. In 1992, this was 
only 25 percent. The Dutch government had set the 40 percent participation rate as a social policy target 
to be achieved by 2007. That target was already met in 2005, partly because it has become less attractive 
for employees to leave the labour force before they turn 65 owing to changes in income arrangements and 
tax incentives. It should be noted, however, that much of the increase in the participation rate of workers 
aged 55 and older has resulted from a cohort effect: more women with higher employment participation 
rates have entered this age category.   

Men and women show more or less the same patterns in terms of retirement, the relative share of 
older working women is still rather small. This is the result of past patterns; previously, most women left 
paid employment when they started having children (Rappotage ouderen-SCP, 2006).  
 

Trends in the health status of the population 
The mortality rate has fallen sharply in the past decade (CBS, 2004). Increasing life expectancy and better 
diagnostic methods mean that the number of diseases is expected to increase. Moreover, while life 
expectancy is increasing, there has been no rise in the number of healthy years at the end of an individual’s 
life. The rising numbers of elderly people and growing number of immigrants from non-Western 
countries will result in a growing demand for care. Most immigrants from non-Western countries are low-
educated and, like other groups who are socially and economically disadvantaged, they are frequently ill. 
They have a higher demand for cure, but not for care, which is often dealt with within their own social 
network.  
 Yet another trend is that patients are standing up for themselves. Rising educational levels, greater 
assertiveness, the fading authority of professionals and the Internet are responsible for this trend. 
 Personal hygiene and hedonism have become lifestyle choices, stimulated by the media, 
supermarkets, bookshops, etc. In this view of life, health equals beauty equals youth. Cosmetic surgery fits 
into this trend.  
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 In its study of the future of public health in the Netherlands, the National Institute for Public 
Health and Environment (RIVM) predicts that life expectancy in the Netherlands will lag behind that in 
other European countries. Part of the problem can be attributed to unhealthy behaviour; for example, the 
number of young people who smoke is not decreasing substantially and the number of overweight people 
is growing (SCR, 2004). 
 

Trends in families: fertility rates, age of first-time mothers and family 
composition  
The average number of children per woman has remained fairly stable in the Netherlands in the past 
decade at 1.7. This is slightly above the European Union average, which is 1.5 children per woman 
(Population in Europe- Eurostat, 2004). Since the 70s, women have been postponing the birth of their 
first child. In 1975, women were an average of 24 when their first child was born; now, that is 29. Many 
women, specifically the more highly educated ones, only start having children after 30. The most 
important reasons for this decision are: having enough time to enjoy their ‘freedom’, including the 
freedom from family ties; building up work experience; and pursuing a career. About a quarter of the 
women who do not have children before 30 doubt whether they want children at all. Dutch women are 
among the oldest mothers in the world, while women from non-Western ethnic backgrounds tend to have 
more children and at an earlier age. Interestingly enough, however, these patterns are changing; the figures 
for non-Western ethnic women are coming to resemble the average figures for the Netherlands because 
such women are having fewer children (Emancipatiemonitor-SCP, 2004). It is only recently in public 
debates that the low fertility rate and late motherhood have started to be associated with the unfavourable 
situation in the Netherlands in term of affordable child care and other work/life balance provisions. There 
may well be a correlation between low fertility rates and, until recently, the unfavourable child-care 
situation. 

The composition of families is changing. More people than ever live on their own and people also 
spend a larger part of their lives in a single-person family. The decline in the birth rate means that most 
children grow up in small families, either as an only child or with only one sibling. Young parents are also 
more likely to live together without being married than before. Families with two mothers are on the rise, 
although the absolute figure is still low. The number of lesbian couples who live together and/or or 
married is estimated at 15,000. About 2250 of them have children. Families with two fathers are still very 
rare. Co-parentship is increasing. More and more children are growing up in two families after their 
parents divorce, sometimes with stepbrothers and stepsisters. About 6 percent of all households are lone-
parent households, of which 5 percent are lone mothers. This percentage has been fairly stable in the past 
decade (Nota Gezinsbeleid-MinVWS, 2005). 
 

Social inequalities  
Inequality exists in multiple domains in the Netherlands. Three major points of inequality are discussed 
below: in income, in the labour market participation rate, and in participation in society.  
 
 
Income inequality  
Income inequality in the period 1990-2003 was higher than expected according to new figures issued by 
Statistics Netherlands. The Netherlands is now closer to Belgium or Germany in that respect than to the 
Scandinavian countries, which was the case before (Irrgang and Hoeberichts, 2006). Higher and lower-
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educated people live in close proximity in the big cities, but they inhabit separate worlds. The highly 
educated have spending power and they therefore create employment for the low educated. Income 
inequality and segregation can, however, give rise to social problems (Buys, 200.). The Equal Pay Works 
Taskforce (‘Gelijke Beloning dat Werkt!’) aims to eliminate income inequality, specifically the income 
inequalities between men, women, Dutch natives, immigrants, part-time employees and full-time 
employees (www.gelijkloon.nl).  
 
Inequality in the labour market participation rate 
The extent to which people participate in the labour market and the opportunities available to them there 
depend on their sex, their age, their educational level and their ethnic background.  

Gender inequality is still an issue in the Netherlands. The Emancipation Monitor for 2004 reveals 
that the percentage of women in management positions has risen since 1992, but not up to the targets set 
in 2000. Moreover, compared to other EU countries the Netherlands lags seriously behind when it comes 
to the percentage of women in managerial positions (26 percent compared to scores of up to 34 percent 
elsewhere) (Labour Force Survey-Eurostat, 2004). Looking at the gender pay gap, i.e. women’s average 
hourly earnings as a percentage of that of men, it is clear that women are still earning less then men (81 
percent in 2004, Den Dulk and Van Doorne-Huiskes, forthcoming). According to the Dutch Equal 
Treatment Commission, discrimination on the basis of sex still exists in the Netherlands (Annual Report-
CGB, 2005).  

The ageing of the workforce will have consequences for employment. Older employees are 
retiring early, either because they wish to or because they have to. According to the Dutch Age Platform, 
employers do not invest in training older employees but prefer to hire someone younger. The older 
workforce will be the first to be discharged when times are hard, and finding a job in a society where 
‘young’ is the prevailing standard can be quite difficult.   

There are also unequal opportunities in the jobs available for low-educated workers. There are 
fewer jobs for them outside the large cities in the west of Holland, because urban society generates 
economic activity and therefore employment (Buys, n.d.).  

There is ethnic inequality in the labour market. After a long period of improvement (from the 
mid-90s to 2000), the labour market participation rate among ethnic minorities recently declined again. 
Despite some improvement, the gap between ethnic minorities and the native population has not 
decreased. Ethnic minorities have a low activity rate and a high unemployment rate (3 times as high); they 
are heavily dependent on social security, tend to work in low-wage jobs and jobs beneath their 
qualifications. They are also discriminated against during the application processes; having a foreign name 
can lead to rejection (Klaver, 2005) Muslims who wear a head scarf may be discriminated against in the 
job market, in education and in internships.   
 
Inequality in participation in society 
Participation in society can be measured by the degree of involvement in politics, the number of senior 
positions in organisations and on boards, and the amount of volunteer work performed.  

The number of women active in politics did not increase in 2002 when compared with 1992 
(Ministerie Binnenlandse Zaken, 2003). In fact, the number decreased in some positions. The number of 
female ministers in the Dutch Cabinet fell from 21.4 in 1992 to 7.4 in 2002. The only actual growth was 
seen in the number of women in the Upper House of Parliament (25.3 in 1992, 21.6 in 1997 and rising to 
30.7 in 2002) and in the number of women appointed as mayors (steady growth, from 9.3 in 1992 to 16.2 
in 1997 and 20.0 in 2002).  
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Ethnic minorities are playing an ever greater role in Dutch society. Although their turnout at 
elections is variable, the number of ethnic minority councillors in local councils is growing. The voting 
behaviour of ethnic minorities is characterized by a preference for left-wing political parties, for example 
the Labour Party (Fennema et al., 2000). Although this is a very positive development, the Dutch Equal 
Treatment Commission has identified some problems for ethnic minorities, for example the idea that 
foreigners are welcome provided they integrate and become Dutch citizens. It is also not the case that the 
culture, habits and religious practices of foreigners are accepted. Religious practices, in particular those of 
Muslims, are tolerated at best, but they are mostly used as grounds for segregation (Annual Report-CGB, 
2005). Any person who does not belong to the dominant culture is vulnerable and in need of the 
protection of the law.  

There has been a slight decrease in volunteer work, informal help and collective actions (Sociale 
Staat van Nederland-SCP, 2005). Men volunteer more than women, but housewives, retired workers, older 
people and the highly educated volunteer the most. Having few social ties is linked to low participation in 
volunteer work. As part of its programme to promote the civil society, the government is trying to 
encourage more people to volunteer, mostly in the health care sector. The new Social Support Act (Wet 
Maatschappelijke Ondersteuning, WMO), which will be become effective in 2007, is part of this 
programme. The WMO is designed to enable people to live independently in society for as long as 
possible. It is up to citizens to help each other out in the first instance, and they can do this through 
voluntary work and informal care, but also by providing sound information and advice as well as help with 
child rearing and household work. If necessary, the local authorities will provide support (minvws.nl).  
 

Conclusion 
The economy is growing in the Netherlands and, as a result, unemployment is decreasing. The demand for 
labour is rising and the labour market is becoming tighter now that employment is increasing. Although 
women have become more active in employment since the early 90s, they have not caught up with men.  
This is largely because the number of hours worked by mothers of young children is not anywhere near 
the number of hours they worked before they had children. In contrast, having children has scarcely any 
impact on fathers’ labour market participation rate. Moreover, women are more likely to work part-time 
and temporary jobs, even though both are less advantageous than full-time and permanent jobs when it 
comes to career opportunities and job security. Women wish to care for and bring up their children 
themselves, which is why they prefer to work shorter hours than men. Although the government is in 
favour of an increasing the participation rate of women, it only recently proposed introducing policies in 
support of this. That is why the nature of the new Social Support Act (WMO) is under discussion; it 
increases the load borne by the potential workforce and decentralizes care tasks to the local government 
without decentralize the financial means. Citizens in need of care must first call on their informal network 
for help. This policy is quite ambiguous, given the fact that the people called upon to help their family, 
friends and neighbours are also expected and encouraged to participate more fully in the labour market. 

Income inequality has increased over the past few years. Nowadays, inequality in Dutch society 
can be attributed mainly to educational level. It is no longer religion or birth that determines one’s 
position in society, but one’s educational background. Highly educated women are not as troubled by 
inequality as low-educated women, except for phenomena such as the ‘glass ceiling’ or ‘glass wall’. If we 
consider the position of women in the labour market, it becomes clear that women are not doing very 
well, i.e. the number of women in management positions and in politics has not increased substantially 
and there is still a wage gap between men and women.  
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Although most elderly people participate in society and work as volunteers, they are ‘defeated’ by 
younger employees in the labour market in that older employees are too expensive and considered too old 
to invest in by providing them with training. Now that the ageing population has raised the discussion of 
postponing retirement, older employees are in a difficult position.    

Ethnic minorities are playing a growing role in society, if we look at the figures on their 
participation in political parties. However, they still face inequality in the labour market and in society. 
Overall, the ones who experience inequality the most are the ones who are dependent, not emancipated. 
These vulnerable groups generally do not speak Dutch, have no access to the media, have no money to 
buy a computer or are not able to work with one. Nevertheless, the meritocracy in the Netherlands has to 
be careful not to ‘blame the victim’, something that is a growing cause for concern (21 minutes.nl, 2006).     
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2. Employment policies 

 

Labour market policy 
Promoting labour market participation 
The Dutch government is getting ready to achieve the targets of Lisbon 2000, intended to encourage the 
labour market participation of the able-bodied population. A point of particular concern in the 
Netherlands’ labour market policy is the low participation rate of women and the elderly.  
 
Older workers 
Over the past 10 years, measures – most of them tax-related– have been taken to make early retirement 
less attractive to employees. This was in response to growing numbers of older workers who retired early, 
i.e. before the mandatory retirement age of 65. The Dutch government has also discouraged employers 
from letting older workers go before the age of 65. The tide has turned since the mid-1990s, and the 
participation rate of people aged 55 to 65 has been increasing to levels well above the European average. 
As always, it is difficult to assess whether this change is the result of the policy measures taken or whether 
of the booming economy in the second half of the 90s. As the economic growth slowed again after the 
turn of the century, so did growth in older workers’ participation. One major step forward has been the 
introduction in 2004 of a law against age discrimination in the labour market. In the meantime, the courts 
have ruled on several cases of age discrimination. It is the government’s aim to increase the participation 
rate of older workers further. Fierce debates are now raging (in particular in the run-up to the November 
2006 general elections) about the future of the state pension and the implications for the mandatory 
retirement age in the Netherlands. There had been arguments in favour of gradually increasing mandatory 
retirement to above the age of 65, as has in Germany and Sweden, but so far none of the political parties 
campaigning for the favour of the electorate have dared to put this item on their electoral programmes.  
 
Women 
Women are another target group. The Netherlands has long been known for its low female employment 
participation figures. Although the female participation rate, especially among mothers, increased steadily 
throughout the 90s, the female labour market participation rate still lags behind the European average. 
That is not so much the case for the percentage of women active in the labour market (the Netherlands 
has since caught up with the European average), but rather for the number of hours worked by women – 
and by men, for that matter. Most working women in the Netherlands work part time, and even though 
most men work full time, their annual average number of hours is relatively low. The same is true when 
we measure the number of hours over the life course. Employment policies there aim to increase the 
number of hours worked by Dutch employees. In the past, tax measures were introduced to reduce the 
gap between workers’ gross and net wages, thereby making it more rewarding to work additional hours.  

Nowadays, part-time workers have a relatively good position. To begin with, employers are 
prohibited by law from treating employees differently based on the number of hours they work. Secondly, 
a Dutch employee who has worked in a job for at least a year is entitled to ask to have his or her hours 
reduced. The employer cannot refuse unless serious organisational difficulties make it impossible to grant 
the request. Finally, part-time employment is not more expensive for the employer than full-time 
employment. On the downside, part-time workers do not have as many career opportunities as full-timers. 
It is already very difficult for women who work full time – the few among them – to break through the 
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‘glass ceiling’, and almost impossible for women who work part time. The lack of career opportunities is 
one of the reasons why only a small percentage of men work part time.  

Other policy issues concern support for parents in achieving a good work/life balance, for 
example leave arrangements and child-care facilities. Despite the introduction of several measures, many 
families believe that facilities in the Netherlands are still rather poor. Experts in the field have pointed to 
the drifting course and contradictory signals given by the Dutch government, for instance by introducing a 
new Social Support Act (the WMO) that reduces government care for the disabled, sick and elderly to 
additional care, provided only when there is no partner, family, friend or neighbour available. Many people, 
especially women, are worried that they will have to provide more informal care than they are at present, 
and that this will restrict their opportunities in the labour market even further. Although there has been 
ongoing discussion for at least a decade, school timetables are still scheduled in such a way that many 
parents have to take their children to school and pick up them up throughout the day. The result, of 
course, is a solid barrier to anything more than marginal labour market participation. 

The somewhat hesitant and, in some respects, incoherent policy on female labour market 
participation reflects the lack of consent in Dutch society with respect to the role of women. On the one 
hand, society invests heavily in female talent: female enrolment in education is at least as high as male 
enrolment. But large sectors of society, including women themselves, are reluctant to admit the 
consequences of this ‘investment policy’ and to accept that women can and should play a part in the 
labour market equal to that of men (and consequently that men should be as responsible for care duties as 
women are). For many people in the Netherlands, including politicians and women themselves, labour 
market participation is still that women do ‘in addition to motherhood’, i.e. they can participate in the 
labour market as long as it does not interfere with their prime responsibility as a mother. In other words: 
women should not take working and having a career ‘too seriously’. 
 
Teenagers 
There is a growing consensus that if teenagers drop out of education they run a large risk of getting 
involved in crime, resulting in a lifetime of unemployment, poverty and an existence on the margins of 
society. That is why a growing number of employment measures taken with respect to this age category 
aim to prevent teenagers from ‘escaping’: if they do not have a job, then they should be in school; if they 
are not in school, then they should be at work. They should not have an opportunity to hang out on the 
streets. Some of the larger cities are running experiments in which they require young people under the 
age of 23 to be enrolled in school or work.  

The labour market participation rate of Dutch teenagers is high, especially in part-time jobs. 
While in other countries it is mostly older women who run the cash registers in supermarkets, in the 
Netherlands teenagers usually do this job. Most pupils and students have a job on the side, mainly low-
paying ones.  

Employment policies have recently begun to focus on youngsters from immigrant ethnic 
minorities. Even though young workers from certain groups (like those from Suriname and the 
Netherlands Antilles) do rather well, the unemployment rate among immigrant ethnic workers is 
considerably higher than among native Dutch workers. The difficulties already begin when they are 
looking for apprenticeship places. Part of the problem is a certain degree of discrimination against 
immigrant ethnic workers. Another part of the problem is the lack of human capital among many of the 
group members. Although educational levels are rising sharply rising, especially among girls, ethnic 
minorities are still falling behind native Dutch workers in that respect, and a large percentage of them 
drop out of school.  
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Several experiments have been launched in the past few years aimed at keeping these youngsters 
in school, and a series of policy measures have been taken. Preventing school drop-outs is one of the key 
aims of the Dutch Ministry of Education, Culture and Science; in 2006, the number of juvenile drop-outs 
came to 57,000 and the aim is to reduce that figure by 40 percent in 2010. The policy covers two fronts: 
first, keep pupils from dropping out (by dealing with language and learning disadvantages early on and by 
making the transition from one type of education to another as smooth as possible); secondly, help 
teenagers find jobs and give them practical on-the-job-training. It is too early to say how effective these 
measures are. Even though the problems encountered by teenagers from immigrant ethnic minorities 
triggered these measures and programmes, many of them relate to all problem children in the relevant age 
category. Very often, the problems they face are not or only partly specific to ethnic groups; they apply to 
all young people growing up in old, gloomy neighbourhoods in big cities. These youngsters have few 
opportunities and only meagre facilities available to them; their parents are unemployed or disabled; and 
they live in broken and single-parent families, with poverty waiting around the corner. 
 

Policies for unemployment: stressing personal responsibility and cutting 
back on additional labour 
In recent years, Dutch labour market policies have aimed to make people responsible for their own 
income as much as possible. Examples can be found in various social security arrangements. For example, 
the disability regime has become much stricter than it was in the 1990s, especially with the new Labour 
Capacity Act (WIA), which came into force in January 2006 and replaced the Occupational Disability Act 
(WAO). According to the WIA, disabled persons who still have some earning capacity must take a job to 
earn at least some money, even though it may be far below their previous job level. Only small numbers 
of partly disabled workers actually succeed in finding a job, since many employers feel it is too risky to hire 
them. One loophole is to take out insurance to cover a period of disability. A similar approach applies 
with respect to unemployment. Social security arrangements no longer aim to provide people with a 
suitable or appropriate job, but with just any job. Another example of making people responsible for their 
own income is the Social Security Act (WWB). Lone parents, who receive social security, are now 
expected to look for a job, while the government has committed itself to arranging childcare. 

Paralleling this trend have been drastic budget cuts related to ‘additional employment’, i.e. jobs for 
workers whose long-term, serious problems and low productivity prevent them from being hired by 
commercial employers. Many of these low productivity workers have worked as school assistants, 
watchmen or in other support ‘jobs’ in the public domain. The budget cuts mean that many of these jobs 
have disappeared or will disappear in the near future.  
 

Flexibility: an ongoing debate 
The budget cuts for additional labour are part of a larger programme intended to reduce various 
‘distortions’ in the labour market. According to the right-wing Cabinet that has been in office since 2002, 
competitive markets offer the best guarantee for job allocation, full employment and ‘welfare for all’. 
Several measures have therefore been introduced in recent years to increase labour market flexibility and 
to reduce wage costs. The position of temping agencies has been improved and restrictions on starting 
such agencies have been relaxed. Once again, proposals to relax the dismissal rules have come up for 
debate. Employers have been complaining for years that strict dismissal rules prevent them from hiring 
workers that pose a productivity risk; once they have hired someone who falls short of their productivity 
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standards, it is too costly and takes too much time ‘to get rid’ of him or her. Experts in the field of 
dismissal law argue, however, that existing legislation offers enough opportunities to solve such problems.  
 Self-employment is considered an important economic driver. Calls are regularly heard to 
encourage self-employment, but in actual practice this does not happen. Both left-wing and right-wing 
political parties support self-employment for ethnic school drop-outs, unemployed older workers, women 
and the partly disabled. Ministries are currently reviewing opportunities to introduce policies on self-
employment. One example of a new policy is that it is now possible for an unemployed person to ‘try out’ 
business ownership while retaining his or her unemployment benefit. Business ownership is becoming a 
more viable alternative to employment, especially for the unemployed, the elderly and the disabled. The 
self-employed are also more motivated to enrol in training than employees in a paid job (Vraag naar 
arbeid-OSA, 2005). 
 Although these are very positive trends, there are downsides as well. Various studies show that 
the self-employed are a risk group because they often earn a lower income than employees. The self-
employed have to arrange their own pension and are therefore the ones who work most beyond the 
retirement age of 65 (Rapportage ouderen-SCP, 2006). The Self-employed Persons Disablement Insurance 
Act (WAZ) was abolished in August 2004, and with it maternity leave for the female self-employed. The 
consensus in politics is that these women should be compensated.  

As stated earlier, self-employment is encouraged among ethnic minorities because it is considered 
a good way to escape discrimination. According to the Ethnic Self-Employment Monitor, the number of 
ethnic business owners is rising even faster than the number of native Dutch self-employed. Most ethnic 
business owners are male and impulsively set up a one-man business, mostly in the big cities in the west of 
Holland. Because they lack a sound business plan and have not studied the market, most ethnic business 
owners offer the same products and services to the same clientele as their competitors. As a result, a large 
percentage of them eventually face bankruptcy (Van den Tillaart, 2001).   
 

Wage policies 
Similar discussions have taken place concerning the minimum wage. So far, no one has actually proposed 
reducing the minimum wage, but employers and certain political parties have suggested allowing 
employers to pay wages below the minimum wage for a period of time or to some groups under certain 
circumstances (e.g. if a worker is not yet qualified for a job). These discussions have not led to any change 
in the minimum wage legislation. 
 

Safety at work 
Another factor in the flexibility debate concerns the rules on safety and health. One famous example, 
repeated over and over again, is that the floor of a restaurant’s kitchen has to be rough in texture so as to 
prevent staff from slipping. The health department, however, requires the floor to be smooth and easy to 
clean for hygiene reasons. In other words, the restaurant owner has to meet two sets of rules at the same 
time. Similar problems can be found in other branches of industry. A few years ago, the government 
decided to reduce such rules and regulations next year by a fifth to a quarter. Relaxing these rules and 
regulations also means fewer safety and health rules. In many cases it is left to the employer and his 
workers to agree on which safety rules will be applied. In the meantime, the unions frequently report 
unsafe conditions in all kinds of industries and establishments.  
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Social dialogue  
The policy measures discussed above, which stress market competition and aim to reduce the level of 
worker protection, have put the social dialogue under a lot of pressure in recent years. The government’s 
social security reforms came under repeated attack from a coalition of unions and employers, who accused 
the Cabinet of behaving like a bull in a China shop. On other occasions, however, the government had the 
support of employers. After a major industrial conflict in the autumn of 2004 and mass demonstrations in 
Amsterdam and Rotterdam, all the parties acknowledged the need to settle their disputes and decided to 
take up less provocative positions. Even though there have been disputes and fierce discussions, then, 
there appears to be broad consensus between employers and unions about wage moderation, the key 
changes required in dismissal law, and several other concrete issues. As it is unable to resist this coalition, 
the government is adhering to most of the agreements concluded between the unions and employers’ 
associations (often negotiated in the Social and Economic Council). A upcoming point of discussion is the 
future of the Dutch pension system and the mandatory retirement age of 65. Generally speaking, 
employers do not hesitate to attract immigrant workers in a tight labour market  Other points of concern 
are: relaxing the law on discharging employees; extending the workforce and its working week; improving 
the chance of finding a new job; unemployment among immigrants from non-Western countries; and on-
the-job-training for young people.  
 On the margins of these debates is another discussion concerning the issue of social innovation. 
In addition to the wide range of issues involved in this discussion, the unions are attempting table topics 
such as the quality of work, time pressure, worker input and control over working hours, the organisation 
of work, and management. The discussion is still rather abstract, however, and has not yet produced any 
concrete measures.  
 

Conclusion 
Labour market policies in the Netherlands aim to promote the labour market participation of older 
employees, women and teenagers (of ethnic origin). The Dutch Pension system and the mandatory 
retirement age are under discussion, the proposal being to increase the activity rate of older employees, 
many of whom are retiring before the age of 65. There are a growing number of policies to promote the 
employment participation rate of women (i.e. leave arrangements and childcare facilities), but they are 
often ambivalent, for example the Social Support Act (WMO). Various measures have been taken to 
prevent teenagers from dropping out of school or getting involved in crime. Teenagers can choose 
between attending school or working.  
 Unemployment policies also promote labour market participation by making people responsible 
for their own income. The partly disabled are required to look for a job that they are capable of doing, 
according to the Labour Capacity Act (WIA). What is inconsistent with this policy, however, are the cuts 
in government budgets that fund the very jobs the partly disabled are capable of performing.     
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3. Family policies 

 

Family policies 
The Netherlands does not have population policies; the decision to have children and to form a family is 
considered a private affair. The general idea is that the government should accept the choices of its 
citizens and facilitate those choices as much as possible. Certain policies, acts and measures may well 
influence people when they are making family-related decisions, either implicitly or explicitly, but in fact 
these are policies pursued in other domains, for example the Work and Care Act in the field of 
employment. As there are many different policy measures that influence families and help them to 
function, this chapter will cover various different policies.  

At the end of 2005, the Dutch Minister of Health, Welfare and Sport published a review of family 
policies between 1996 and 2005. Highlights of family policy included measures to allow a better work/life 
balance. It is interesting that some of these measures in the Netherlands have taken the form of projects, 
experiments and campaigns to improve daily work and school schedules so that parents have more 
unbroken time to spend at their jobs. Other measures drew attention to the phenomenon of fathers 
responsible for child care by facilitating debates at school and in media campaigns, primarily on television. 
Besides the projects and campaigns, improvements have also been made to the legal frameworks for leave 
and child care, with more harmony between different forms of leave, extended child-care facilities and 
stricter requirements for the quality of child care. 

Interestingly, child care has long been regarded mainly as the private responsibility of parents. 
Public child-care provisions were only expanded in the 1990s. In 1990, the Dutch government introduced 
the Child Care Incentive Measure, designed to encourage an increase in child-care facilities for working 
parents. The measure, which was effective from 1990 to 1996, involved providing local authorities with 
public funding to establish new child-care centres. The Incentive Measure actively encouraged employers 
to participate and to buy or hire child-care places for their employees in child-care centres. During the 
relevant period, employers received a grant to cover part of the child-care costs. As a result, child care in 
the Netherlands features public-private partnerships between government and employers. The situation is 
the same now, although the parties on the left increasingly support publicly funded child care. The official 
view, however (as expressed in the Child-care Act, effective as from January 2005), is the notion of 
tripartite funding of child-care facilities: government, employers and parents themselves all pay. 
Employers are expected to contribute to child-care costs voluntarily, an expectation that has turned out to 
be rather optimistic, especially for small and medium-sized employers. That is why the government has 
decided that the employers’ contribution will be compulsory as of January 2007.  

Since December 2001, the Work and Care Act makes it possible to adapt one’s work temporarily 
in order to perform pressing care tasks. The law provides for a range of leave rights: pregnancy and 
maternity leave; adoption leave; post-natal leave; parental leave; short-term care leave; emergency leave; 
and long-term leave. The latter includes the right to take care of a terminally ill family member, for 
example. The Voluntary Aid (Mantelzorg) programme provides an individual budget for the needy, which 
they can spend as they please, for instance on a cleaning lady or a family member. The Work and Care Act 
makes financial arrangements for a number of leave rights. Employees are entitled either to a percentage 
of their salary during leave (maternity leave, emergency leave and short-term care leave) or to an allowance 
(pregnancy and adoption leave).  
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In addition to these measures, early 2006 saw the introduction of the Life Course Savings 
Scheme, which allows employees to save part of their annual earnings to finance a period of leave later in 
life. The arrangement is the outcome of a social and political debate related to the emancipation objectives 
of the government, increasing the responsibility of employees to plan and finance periods of leave, and 
employers’ responsibility to create a working environment offering a better work/life balance. Originally 
the arrangement was primarily meant to finance leave during the 'rush-hour of life' (parents combining 
work with the child care and/or care for aged parents), but it ended up as a multifaceted leave 
arrangement. The issue of combining work and family care was placed in a broader context and replaced 
by the concept of the work/life balance. The argument was that a small but considerable percentage of the 
working population does not have children and are not entitled to leave arrangements for working 
parents. They might, however, require long-term leave, for example to take a sabbatical, receive further 
training or take a trip around the world. Negotiations between the government and the social partners 
ended in further changes being made the arrangements, so that workers can also use it to leave the labour 
market before the official retirement age of 65. In this way, the government was able to compensate 
previous (tax-related) measures taken to discourage workers from retiring before 65. All in all, the Life 
Course Savings Scheme is not only a way of saving up for future leave; it is becoming a way to save for an 
income later. This change stresses the responsibility that each person bears for financing and facilitating 
their income, a trend discussed on page 17.  

The Life Course Savings Scheme offers workers a tax incentive if they save or take out insurance 
to cover longer periods of unpaid leave. It is like a private piggy bank. Employees save part of their wages 
in order to finance a period of leave in future. They might use the leave to ease the stress of combining 
working with care tasks, as in the case of parents with small children, but they can also use it for a 
sabbatical or to finance early retirement at the age of 62. The savings may not be used for any purpose 
other than unpaid leave. The arrangement is more advantageous than depositing savings in the bank 
because the account holder’s tax bill is lower when he or she withdraws the money. The arrangement does 
not itself include a statutory right to leave; that is something that must be negotiated with the employer.  

A final and important point of concern for the Dutch government is the group of children with 
behavioural and other problems (a fairly small group in all). The Child Welfare Act, which came into force 
in 2005, simplifies access to social workers. Child and youth welfare is delegated to local authorities. There 
is ongoing discussion concerning the extent to which the state can justifiably intervene in problematic 
families. The state used to be very guarded in this respect, but the culture is slowly changing. More direct 
intervention by public officials is gaining political support. 
 

State provisions regarding maternity, paternity and parental leave 
The Dutch state has provisions concerning maternity leave (16 weeks fully paid, 4-6 weeks before the 
birth and the rest after), paternity leave (2 days fully paid after the birth) and parental leave (13 weeks for 
each parent, unpaid) (Den Dulk and Van Doorne-Huiskes, forthcoming). Dutch parents entitled to 
parental leave are defined as employees with children aged between 0-7. 
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Parental leave 
Dutch parents make extensive use of maternity and paternity leave, but little use of parental leave 
compared to other Europeans: only 27 percent of parents (42 percent of mothers and 16 percent of 
fathers) go on parental leave (Plantenga & Remery, 2005). These percentages were even lower in 2000, 
about 21 percent in total. There is a relationship between educational level and taking up parental leave for 
both men and woman; the higher a person’s educational level, the more they are likely to go on parental 
leave. The percentage of fathers taking up parental leave has increased, from 10 percent since 2000 to 18 
percent in 2005 (Beckers and Sierman, 2006). Whether a man goes on parental leave depends on his 
partner’s job; 20 percent of men who have a working partner go on parental leave, as opposed to only 7 
percent of men with a non-working partner. Statistics Netherlands believes that the relatively low take-up 
percentage in the Netherlands is due to the fact that parental leave is usually unpaid (Werkt Verlof-CBS, 
2006). The parental leave provision offered by the state is unpaid, but collective agreements take 
precedence over the state provisions. Civil servants, local administrators and university employees, for 
example, receive 75 percent of their salary during parental leave. Public servants working for the national 
government tend to make more use of parental leave because, unlike other sectors, parental leave is paid 
in government departments (Beckers and Sierman, 2006). The new Life Course Savings Scheme is 
encouraging the use of parental leave via a tax measure.  
 

Child care: provisions, the role of the state and responsibility  
The Child-care Incentive Measure has in fact encouraged the use of child care. Child-care places 
contracted by employers have increased, and the number of children enrolled in childcare centres has 
grown.  
 In January 2005, the Child-care Act came into force after years of Incentive measures. The Act 
redirects financial support from providers to parents in order to give parents more choice. The notion of 
tripartite funding has been retained, with employers at first being expected to contribute voluntarily to 
child-care costs. From 2007, however, the contribution will be compulsory. Funding once provided to 
local government to purchase child-care places will be redirected to the users of child care through the tax 
authorities. Parents will receive an allowance based on their income and on the cost of care used. 
Employers are expected to pay their share to parents directly, giving parents a choice. Instead of being 
restricted to services subsidised by the government or the employer, parents will be able to choose any 
licensed child-care centre. 

Parents pay 30 to 35 percent of the cost of child care, which is relatively high compared to other 
countries (Plantenga and Siegel, 2004, cited in Portegijs et al., 2004; Den Dulk, 2001). The new Child-care 
Act does not change this. The government expects that the new Act will make child care cheaper for 
lower income groups and more expensive for higher income groups (the groups that use professional 
child care the most). The Act assumes that two employers will each pay 1/6 of the costs involved. If the 
employer refuses to contribute, the government is prepared to compensate for this loss in the case of 
lower income groups; for higher income groups, compensation will only be temporary. Consequently, the 
cost of child care will increase even further for higher income families (Portegijs et al., 2004).  

The unions and parents believe that the new Child-care Act has negative implications, however 
(FNV, 2005). While parents will have a choice, they will also have to deal with an enormous amount of 
red tape every month. Low-income parents will benefit, but high-income parents will be facing rising 
costs. The Act may force parents to start looking for informal help or to withdraw from the labour 
market, although highly educated women have a high employment participation rate and are not expected 
to be heavily influenced by cost of child care. The unions, researchers, experts and political parties are 
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currently discussing the Child-care Act. The act furthermore underlines the culture in the Netherlands 
when it comes to caring for children. A major point of discussion in the national debate is whether it is 
harmful for children to spend a whole week in a day care centre. On the other hand, if child care were 
provided as a basic facility, working mothers would be encouraged to remain in the labour market and 
their doing so might change the culture that sees child care as ‘second-best’. Free child care was a new 
issue in the November 2006 elections.  

There is also discussion of the government’s plan to make primary schools, day care centres and 
playgroups responsible for the care of children before, during (in the lunch break) and after school. Since 
August 2006, primary schools have been obliged to provide child care during the lunch break. In 2007, 
they must also arrange for child care before and after school. These arrangements will help dual-career 
families to combine working and private life. A fairly new trend is to regard child care not only as a labour 
market instrument, but also as a tool for education and integration.  

 

Health policies: main characteristics and trends 
There was a major change in the health policy of the Netherlands on 1 January 2006. Before then, the 
state played a key role in the Dutch health care system. The government decided to change its health care 
policy because state authority had taken the initiative out of the system and made it inefficient, a problem 
that became more pressing when the cost of medical technology started to rise. The primacy of the state 
had led to bureaucracy and taken much of the responsibility away from the key figures in the health care 
system.  

Before the new system was introduced, people were covered either by the National Health 
Service or took out private insurance. Today that distinction has been abolished. There is now a basic 
insurance policy, with the state determining a standard package of care. Health insurers have to accept 
anyone who wants this basic insurance package, irrespective of age and health risks. Additional insurance 
can be provided by the insurers voluntarily. Under the new policy on health care, the Dutch government 
is encouraging competition and emphasising the responsibility borne by citizens, health insurers and 
health care providers:  

• Citizens: more awareness and more choice. When citizens take more responsibility for their 
health, they will lead healthier lifestyles, be more aware of the cost of health care, and also be able 
to choose their own health insurer. 

• Health insurers: more competition. To attract clients by offering high quality and low prices, 
health insurers will negotiate with health care providers for the best price and quality.  

• Health care providers: better performance. Health care providers will be forced to provide good 
care at a reasonable price under pressure from health insurers. The performance of health care 
providers will also be made transparent for the public. 

The state remains responsible for accessible, affordable good quality care. The emphasis is on the free 
market basis of health care, but the state can intervene when necessary.  

Despite all the promises, there was a lot of discussion of the costs of health insurance some time 
ago. The implications for incomes were much larger than expected, i.e. nearly 50 percent of health care 
consumers had to pay a lot more for health care, much more than the 10 percent predicted. At the 
moment, the discussion has died down, presumably because civil servants –whose income loss was the 
highest – received some compensation in their Collective Agreement in April 2006. Meanwhile, the 
competition has turned out to be ‘destructive’. Health insurers are losing money on particularly low-priced 
group policies. Premiums are expected to rise steeply (10 to 18 percent) in 2007; that, in turn, will affect 
spending power.  



 
      
 

D3.1 – National reports          29/263 

A fierce debate has recently begun concerning the no-claim refund of EUR 250. Any insured 
person who does not file a claim against their insurance receives this amount as a refund. The problem is 
that the elderly and chronically ill people are disadvantaged, and it appears that a majority in parliament 
will vote to abolish the no-claim refund after the November elections.  
 

Main policy trends for housing, leisure, and safety in the community and 
society as a whole 
Housing policies 
In his review of the housing market, the Minister for Housing, Spatial Planning and the Environment set 
out the Netherlands’ housing policies, which focus on three elements: having a sufficient stock of housing 
available; increasing the quality of housing and their surroundings; and closing the gap between rented and 
owner-occupied housing. The housing policy over the past century has reduced the number of poorly 
maintained houses and increased the number of good quality ones. Around 90% of Dutch people are 
satisfied with their houses (Sociale Staat van NL-SCP, 2005), the cost of living is approximately the 
European average, and ethnic groups are not highly segregated compared with other countries. Although 
the Netherlands is among the leaders in Europe when it comes to public housing, the housing market is 
not functioning in an entirely satisfactory manner. The fact that home-owners can deduct the interest on 
their mortgage – a highly controversial policy in the Netherlands – is driving up housing prices. The 
mortgage interest deduction is becoming a hot topic in the Netherlands, especially in the Labour Party, 
because it favours high-income groups. Newcomers to the housing market have difficulty finding 
affordable houses.   

Two trends are impacting the housing market: the increase in the number of smaller family units 
and the ageing population and related demand for housing suitable for the elderly. One politically relevant 
issue is the growth of the immigrant population and the dense concentration of immigrants in certain 
areas of the largest Dutch cities.  
 
Leisure policies 
Sports and leisure policies are the responsibility of the local authority. That means that leisure policies are 
extremely varied in the Netherlands.   

The forecast for the near future is that the working population will have less leisure time, owing 
to the growing number of dual-earner families. Increasingly, both men and women will feel under time 
pressure. Leisure activities will also become more active in nature, probably leading to a feeling of even 
greater time pressure. One fairly new trend is the availability of personal services for dual-income earners 
and the active elderly. There is no such widespread tradition in the Netherlands. A finally issue is the 
concept of ‘slowing down’. It is not really a trend; some groups have taken up the concept, but has not 
been internalised in Dutch society. The idea of ‘slowing the clock down’ in order to get more out of life is 
more appealing than ‘slowing life down’ (Vrijetijd-SCP, 2004). In Dutch society, people are more likely to 
prefer to concentrate experience than have more time to spend. 
 
Safety policies 
The most important aim of the current public safety programme is to increase the public’s feeling of 
safety. The Safety Monitor measures the respondents’ sense of safety/risk. In 2006, a quarter of the 
population felt unsafe once in a while. That is less than in 2005. People are much more likely to feel 
unsafe in the west of the Netherlands, where most of the large cities are situated.  



 
      
 

D3.1 – National reports          30/263 

A new public safety programme for 2007-2010 will focus on deprived areas, reducing vandalism 
and crime, improving crisis control, and fighting radicalism. The programme is expected to improve 
feelings of public safety, lower the crime figure and combat social deterioration. 
 Three trends have become apparent in safety policy. The first one is that violence is on the 
increase. Whereas vandalism was the biggest problem of the 90s, today meaningless violence, which can 
claim anyone as a victim, is becoming a very serious issue. The second is that it is rare nowadays for 
people to report a crime. Whether or not they do is influenced by the conduct of the police and their 
expectations concerning a prosecution. To encourage the public to report crime, the Dutch police have 
made it possible to file reports on the Internet. The third trend is that the percentage of criminal offences 
solved has been rising for quite some time. 

From a European perspective, the position of the Netherlands is somewhat odd. The 
Netherlands has liberal policies, i.e. the use of soft drugs is permitted (although growing, selling and 
buying are forbidden), and it is an easy-going democracy. It is a tolerant and communicative society, civil 
servants (like the police) do not exercise undue authority, and its citizens do not stand in awe of either the 
Queen or the prime minister. The gap between the Netherlands and other European countries is closing 
somewhat, however. The fear of terrorism, especially since 9/11, has affected the Netherlands.  

The safety issue is very important in the Netherlands to both citizens and politicians. Originally, 
public safety was a right-wing issue, but in the past decade left-wing parties have picked it up as well. It is 
considered a highly relevant issue on the political agenda. 
 

Conclusion 
There has been an increase in the number of work/family policies since the 90s, the aim being to support 
people who combine working and family life. The most recent measure is the Life Course Savings 
Scheme, which allows employees to save for a period of paid leave later in life in order to care for young 
children, enrol in training, go on sabbatical, or take early retirement. Until recently, the government 
pursued minimalist policies in this regard. Nowadays, the discussion revolves around offering free child 
care, before and after school care, and abolishing the final breadwinner tax facility. Child care is no longer 
considered just a labour market instrument, but also as a tool for education and integration.  
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Conclusion 

 
The economy in the Netherlands is improving and there are growing calls for women in particular to 
become more active in the labour market. In the meantime, the Netherlands is dealing with an ageing 
population. It is an issue that has sparked off an important national debate that encompasses the labour 
market (the anticipated fall in the labour supply following on from the ageing of the labour force; the risk 
of staff shortages in an increasing number of organisations; the activity rate of the elderly; and whether the 
welfare state is manageable) and the health care system (financing elderly care and having enough carers 
available when the demand rises).  

Women’s activity rates have risen over the last decade. Highly educated women in particular tend 
to remain in employment after having children. Although the activity rate is high, the number of hours 
that women work is particularly low. Women prefer part-time jobs because it gives them more time for 
motherhood, which is respected and appreciated in the Netherlands. Some policy measures have been 
introduced to encourage women to work and discourage full-time motherhood. Nevertheless, there is no 
policy that encourages female labour market participation without giving off contradictory signals as well, 
for example child care as a basic provision. Employers, women themselves and even the government are 
seemingly reluctant to accept that women can and should have a role equal to that of men in the labour 
market.  

     

Quality of life: responsibility 
Taking responsibility for one’s own quality of life is a key theme in the Netherlands, both in government 
policy and in particular among highly educated people. This theme has been expressed in the Labour 
Capacity Act (WIA) and the Life Course Savings Scheme. Highly educated individuals consider themselves 
responsible for their own quality of life, irrespective of what the government does. People mobilise with 
respect to single issues, with or without results. There have been fewer policy measures in this area over 
the past ten years because of these independent citizens. However, not everyone is capable of taking 
responsibility for their quality of life. The concern about this situation is widespread, and not only among 
dependent citizens; the community is showing its solidarity in this regard. One vulnerable group in the 
labour market consists of teenagers, who are at risk of dropping out of school and being unemployed. 
Both these problems are on the political agenda. Creating opportunities for teenagers and giving them a 
better starting position in the labour market are the main aims of the policies concerned.   

Various studies have shown that people are also worried about social cohesion in the 
Netherlands. They ask themselves whether lower income groups are sufficiently involved in society (OSA, 
21 minutes.nl and SCP). They reject the idea that ‘the market’ and competition can provide all the 
necessary goods and services (for example in education, health care, public transport, child care, culture) 
and are searching for a smaller-scale society in which people look after one another and have a social 
conscience.  

 

Quality of work 
There is a large difference in the Netherlands between having a flexible temporary job and a permanent 
job, with a serious risk of an insiders/outsiders dichotomy developing. A discussion on relaxing the law 
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for discharging employees might bring things more into balance. Self-employment is regarded as a way of 
escaping discrimination and as means to create opportunities for the elderly, the disabled and women.  

While worker quality has increased, the government and some organisations have not kept pace. 
The way organisations are managed and provide services reveal that they are not ready for emancipated 
citizens; for example, are doctors ready to treat patients who have diagnosed themselves with the help of 
the Internet? Frustrations can arise when organisations have not anticipated having highly educated, 
emancipated employees.    
  

Influence of policy interventions 
The state must take a balanced view of its responsibilities. On the one hand, the government must beware 
of patronising the public, and needs to accept that it is not capable of everything; on the other hand, it 
cannot withdraw entirely. When an emergency takes place, such as a terrorist attack, the state has to 
intervene. No particular political course dominates for very long, and there is therefore little debate about 
the issue of strong or weak government intervention. The discussion usually focuses on specific topics, 
not on fundamental issues. 
 

Faith and fears for the future 
The people of the Netherlands have faith in the growing economy and the rising level of prosperity that 
goes along with it. On the other hand, there are many anxieties about how Dutch society will develop in 
future. People are afraid that contentment and involvement in society will disappear. The 24-hour 
economy, rising work pressure and a more businesslike workplace are not things that people are looking 
forward to. People are also pessimistic about developments related to retirement age and worry about 
having to work for a longer period of time. The quality of the living environment in cities is deteriorating 
and people fear that ghettos will develop in the largest cities.   

The focus on economic growth, especially on achieving a higher gross national product, longer 
working hours, and so forth make people wonder if there is some way to lead a more relaxed life. In his 
book Happiness, Lord Richard Layard explained why rising prosperity does not automatically lead to a 
greater feeling of happiness and how we can boost our feeling of happiness. The book ends with a 
shortlist for the government to use in promoting happiness – for example monitor income movements as 
well as happiness, fight unemployment, make work family friendly – will contribute to the quality of life.  
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Executive Summary 

 
Quality of life is a complex concept articulated in a number of ways. This complexity and diversity of 
definitions is reflected in research on quality of life in Britain and in the institutional context. This report 
focuses primarily on societal conceptualisations of quality of life, but also considers individual indicators 
in some sections.  
 

1. Challenges and trends  
1.1 Demographic trends 
The population is ageing in Britain as elsewhere in Europe, with an increase in the population over 65, due 
to continue over the next decades, and a corresponding decline in the proportion of the population aged 
16 and under. The ageing population and a desire to reduce the social burden of pensions has made 
retirement and pensions key political issues.  It also raises issues relating to the sustainability of a viable 
workforce, the importance of lifelong learning and the care for sick adult and elderly family members. 
Women are having children later. Those aged 30-34 have now become the age group with the highest rate 
of fertility. This trend exists alongside high rates of teenage pregnancy amongst women from less 
privileged households, indicating an increasing polarisation of fertility rates between social classes. Whilst 
household sizes have been decreasing, there is considerable variation between ethnic groups.   
 
1.2 Employment trends and the labour market 
There are currently high levels of employment and low unemployment rates overall but this masks 
considerable diversity of experience. The last decade has seen a rise in the number of women in 
employment, though a significant proportion of female employment is part time. This is often constructed 
as “choice” made by mothers or parents, but this is in the context of limited affordable childcare facilities, 
long working hours in many jobs, especially among fathers (often exacerbated by long commutes to work) 
and a growing intensification of work. Current legislation continues to present barriers for trade union 
recognition and collective agreements. A consequence is that union membership is weakest amongst low 
paid workers,( the majority of whom are women). For example the hotel and catering industry in which 
over 50% of staff are low paid has just 5% union membership. Retail is the largest low pay sector but only 
11% of sales staff belong to a union. The European working time directive, which allows for a maximum 
48 hour week, comes with an opt out provision in the UK and British men, and also women working full 
time, work the longest hours in Europe. The labour market is highly segregated by gender, contributing to 
a persistent gender wage gap. Much of the expansion of employment has been in low waged jobs and this 
too is gendered. The fastest growing occupations in the 1990s were in the caring sector and in sectors 
linked to the knowledge economy. At the same time the decline in the manufacturing has been associated 
with the disappearance of relatively well paid and comparatively secure jobs for men in some areas of the 
UK and has therefore increased the importance of women’s earnings for families 
 
1.3 A polarised society 
Britain is a multi-cultural, heterogeneous and increasingly polarised society. There is a high level of social 
inequality with disparity between the richest and poorest members of society in terms of rates of 
employment, unemployment, housing, and health and well-being. Social inequalities based on gender, 
social class, ethnicity in some cases, and especially educational attainments are also related to level of 
access to employment and “good” jobs. Educational attainment is a key factor in determining earning 
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potential as well as the likelihood of being in employment. Social and economic background strongly 
influences educational attainment. Demographic conditions such as the high incidence of lone parent 
households are key factors in relation to poverty in the UK. This explains to some extent the high levels 
of child poverty in the UK. There are also significant differences in inequalities among different ethnic 
groups Black Caribbeans are amongst the most disadvantaged group in the UK, with the lowest level of 
educational attainment, due to a great extent on their low socio-economic status.  Social background is 
also a key determinant of health and longevity in the UK. The gap in life expectancy at birth between 
those who work in professional occupations and unskilled manual workers has been widening for some 
time, particularly for men. The gap between the work rich and work poor (households with too much paid 
work and insufficient time for family leisure and other activities and vice versa) and other forms of socials 
polarisation are significant contemporary challenges to overall quality of life in Britain  
Housing is a major issue in the UK due to high demand, a reduced stock of social housing and high house 
prices. There is also a generational equity issues with problems faced by younger cohorts particularly those 
entering the labour market, saddled with large student loans which are increasing and prohibitive housing 
costs and a North-South divide in housing prices, limiting mobility 
 
1.4  Social exclusion 
For those who are “work-poor” social exclusion is a major challenge as inequality in health which is one 
of the consequences of the poverty experienced by the work-poor . There is much discussion about  
access to health care in a context of major health service reform and to education and  training. Social 
exclusion exists in different forms in the UK, again a reflection of the multi-cultural, heterogeneous nature 
of contemporary UK society. Ghettoisation of marginalised, ‘underserved’ ethnic communities is a 
particular concern. Youth unemployment rates of some ethnic communities are particularly high. This has 
important implications for integration, the lack of which can lead to social tension amongst different 
underprivileged groups and increasing alienation from wider society as a whole for some communities,  
 
1.5 Concerns about “work-life balance”  
 Especially for the “work rich”, work-life balance issues, work intensification, workplace stress, sickness 
rates and time poverty, especially shortage of time for children, are all considered major issues debated at 
policy levels and in general social discourses, in the media and elsewhere. 
 
1.6 Crime and security 
Evidence suggests a significant decrease in the risk of being in victim crime over the past decade, although 
this is not always perceived to be the case, particularly with the growth of a “yob” culture in some areas, 
and concerns about terrorism more broadly. 
 

2. Policy responses  
2.1 Policy responses: a rights and responsibilities agenda to address social exclusion 
The Social Exclusion Unit (SEU) was set up shortly after Labour came to power in 1997 to deal not only 
with the consequences of poverty and social exclusion but also to deal with factors that encourage the 
persistence of poverty amongst target groups. Policy responses to these challenges are made within the 
Neo liberal market agenda and emphasis on rights and responsibilities. Government policy is to expand 
employment, getting people off welfare benefits and into work, targeting lone mothers, the disabled and 
other groups with weak labour market attachment. Objectives include, enhancing competitiveness and 
economic growth as well as combating social exclusion. Policies on lone mothers reflect a substantial 
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change in gender attitudes as previous governments were ambivalent about maternal employment, 
regarded childcare as a private concern and were reluctant to “interfere” in families by helping mothers to 
participate in the labour force. The National Childcare Strategy was introduced in 1998 and has overseen 
an increase in private provision of childcare alongside a reduction in public childcare places. However, this 
has led to a polarisation between lone parents and low income families using the residual pubic provision 
on the one hand and high-quality market-based care for higher earners. There has also been an expansion 
of school-based out of hours clubs for before and after school and holidays.  
 
The minimum wage was reintroduced in 1997 and has improved the relative position of the lowest 
earners, including part-time workers, but has had little impact on the gap between the highest and lowest 
paid. Disability discrimination law also addresses a source of social exclusion while a new age 
discrimination law and plans to raise the retirement have begun to address the problems associated with 
the ageing population. 
 
2.2 Low level of employment regulation 
The European working time directive, which allows for a maximum 48 hour week, comes with an opt out 
provision in the UK and British men, and also women working full time work the longest hours in 
Europe. However, less rigid labour market regulations than in many other European countries make 
permanent contracts less risky for UK employers. Consequently there has been a decline in temporary 
working contracts since the late 1990s. Nevertheless, employers find other ways to transfer risk to 
workers. There has been an increase in contracting out to agencies and a rise in self employment partly 
related to the trend for employers to encourage transfer from employee to self-employed consultants in 
some sectors.  
 
2.3 A focus on “work-life balance” 
Another employment policy focus is on what government terms “work-life balance”. Government has 
taken a two pronged approach: building a statutory minimum framework of rights while using a business 
case argument, to encourage employers to develop voluntary work-life policies. The Work and Families 
Act 2006, has resulted in: increases in maternity leave; enhanced leave entitlements   for  fathers and a 
forthcoming  extension of the existing right to request flexible working currently available to parents of 
children under the age of 6,or for a disabled child, 18), to carers of adults. Childcare is addressed but 
provisions remain limited and costs are high. 

Government has also attempted to address the long hours culture in Britain by means of a “work-
life balance” campaign with the aim of encouraging employers to introduce flexible working practices and 
to convince employers that there were economic gains to be had from flexible working. The campaign 
focused on long-hours culture, sectors with acute problems associated with lack of work-life balance and 
providing guidance to employers and employees. This included a Challenge Fund to funding consultants 
to work with selected employers on work-life balance issues and flexible working initiatives.  
 
 
2.4 Social dialogue/unions 
Trade union density declined during most of the 1990s. However this trend has been reversed to some 
extent in recent years. The Trades Union Congress (TUC) has declared raising the quality of working life 
as one of its objectives. A key part of this agenda is the campaign around work-life balance and the related 
issue of long working hours in the UK. The TUC has been particularly vocal about the refusal of the 
government to end the opt-out of the European Union Working-Time Directive. It has worked in 
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partnership with the government on its work-life balance campaign and has also tried to get the employers 
on board by stressing the economic benefits of flexible working practices.  
 
2.5 Family policy 
The current government’s family policies are the product of a complex interaction between gender 
equality concerns and a desire to boost activity rates amongst target populations which is turn is 
conditioned by the commitment to tackle dependency culture and the insistence that rights must be 
accompanied by obligations, including the obligation to engage in paid work. Whilst demographic 
concerns certainly provide some of the background for government policy, pro-natalism is not explicitly 
promoted in the UK. The main initiatives to support parents have been tied to paid employment of 
women.  However, some initiatives have targeted children deemed “at risk”, such as the Sure Start Scheme 
which provides some childcare support and activities in deprived areas, The government has pledged to 
halve child poverty by 2010 as part of its aim of eradicating it by 2020. 
 
2.6 Health policy  
The government has implemented a dual agenda of encouraging individual responsibility in health 
alongside a modernisation programme which among other things emphasises increasing choice for the 
patient. Central to the modernisation programme is the increased role of market mechanisms and private 
sector involvement in the NHS via contracting out of services and the establishment of Foundation 
hospitals in 2003 outside the control of the Strategic Health Authorities.. Individual responsibility has 
been enhanced via initiatives such as NHS Direct; a telephone service which allows the public to contact a 
nurse-led helpline as a first port of call for minor health issues as a way of both alleviating pressure on 
general practitioners and encouraging people to be more responsible themselves for their health. Its 
internet counterpart contains an interactive self-diagnosis service. Often critiqued by its opponents for 
being a “nanny state” the government has introduced a number of measures to encourage people to 
exercise responsibility as well as rights in relation to health. and health-campaigns to combat specific 
health issues, as well as  laws on smoking,  
 
2.7 Education 
A particular objective of current government policy has also been investment in education and the goal of 
quality education for all. National debate about the state of education and learning in the UK has been 
intense for some years now, with both employer representatives and higher education bodies raising the 
issue of lack of core skills and questioning the quality of education and qualifications. Government 
response has been targeted “failed” schools by promoting public/private partnerships. Another feature of 
education policy in recent years has been the emphasis on life long learning initiatives - to retain 
skilled/knowledge jobs within the UK in a global economy. 
 
2.8 Housing issues, crime and security  
The government is also addressing major issues of housing problems, crime and security, health and 
education - all of which are related to quality of life and social inequalities. One of New Labour’s major 
innovations in tackling “crime” has been the introduction of Anti-Social Behaviour Orders (ASBOs). 
These were introduced in 1993 and extended in 2003 with the aim of tackling nuisance behaviour in 
neighbourhoods. Counter-terrorism measures have been introduced via the 2000 Terrorism Act and the 
2001 Anti-Terrorism Crime and Security Act 2001. These have been controversial measures leading to 
highly charged political debate about the undermining of civil liberties and the justice system. 
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2.9 An emerging sustainable development agenda 
A recent trend is for quality of life to be increasingly discussed in terms of sustainable development. In 
1999 the government published a baseline assessment, which looked in detail at a core set of 147 
indicators of quality of life and sustainable development for the UK, and established benchmarks against 
which future progress could be measured. This includes health and wellbeing, community and also 
environmental indicators  
 

3. The main advantages of UK national policies promoting higher quality of 
life  
Policies to get more people into work, have resulted in rising employment rates, especially among groups 
considered to be disadvantaged in the labour market. However, less rigid labour market regulations in the 
UK than in many other European countries make permanent contracts less risky for UK employers and 
has reduced the prevalence of temporary jobs. Nevertheless some jobs are endangered by current contexts 
- for example greater use of the internet makes call centres less viable and remaining jobs are often 
outsourced to countries with cheaper labour costs - creating insecurity for some. For now, enough new 
jobs are created to offset these losses. Attention has been drawn to “work-life balance” issues-especially  
long hours culture and flexible working arrangements appear to be becoming more common, encouraged 
by government policy. Flexible working arrangements are still regarded as primarily for women, especially 
mothers, though there is some focus on fathers too and some evidence of shifts in gender norms 
 
The UK total fertility rate is increasing, with the 2005 fertility rate reaching its highest since 1992, with an 
average number of 1.8 children per woman in England and Wales. It is possible that government policy to 
promote equality and retain human capital by facilitating combining work with parenthood may be 
encouraging more births. There is also growing awareness of issues raised by the ageing population and 
early initiatives to address these. The government has taken a number of steps to enhance quality of life by 
reducing social exclusion and poverty, especially child poverty, both through employment policies and a 
number of direct initiatives, and the proportion of children living in low income households has declined. 
Recent developments have also encouraged easier access to health information, more awareness of some 
issues. Increasing attention is also being paid to environmental issues. The government’s sustainable 
development agenda raises important issues about health and well being and sustainable communities. 
Some people are extending this debate by questioning the social sustainability of long working hours and 
intensified workloads  
 

4. The gaps and challenges  
Despite the growth in “good jobs” some of the growth in employment has been in low wage jobs which 
are often difficult to sustain or even unfeasible, especially in the light of high childcare costs and, in some 
areas, high costs of housing and transport. Thus policies to increase employment rates have potentially 
enhanced quality of life for some more than others. Labour market disadvantage continues especially 
among those with few qualifications – reinforcing social inequalities. 

The gendered labour market and wage gap persists and is not helped by childcare costs that are 
among the highest in Europe while state-provided care remains limited. The negative aspects of part time 
work, prevalent among women also need to be addressed. Although opportunities for flexible working 
arrangements appear to have increased, working hours of full-time employees remain the longest in 
Europe, workloads have intensified and there remains an implementation gap between policies to address 
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flexibility or work-life balance and actual practice. The impact of trends such as outsourcing and growing 
rate of self employment has important legal implications for rights and benefits of workers and employer 
responsibility. More focus is needed on work-related health, on and on the health needs of recent 
immigrants. Pensions remain a big issue for the future, with predictions that future cohorts of pensioners 
will be significantly poorer that current cohorts. 
 

Conclusion 
The UK in the opening decade of the 21st century is a nation characterised by the heterogeneous nature of 
its population and corresponding life experiences.  Whilst unemployment is no longer the concern it was 
in previous decades, quality of working life varies considerably between the different social classes. 
However, even for those highly educated and skilled sections of the population who are more likely to be 
in “good jobs”, high salaries and generous benefits are undermined to some extent by the long-hours and 
intensive work culture of the UK.  Younger generations entering into well-paid, professional employment 
have the additional burden of increasingly excessive debts arising from student loans and mortgages. 
Other less skilled young workers are likely to find themselves trapped in low-paid employment. Older 
workers have different concerns and issues: work-life balance issues arising from caring for children 
and/or older relatives; saving for children’s higher education and/or retirement. In addition there are 
challenges arising from marginalised communities which suffer from high unemployment rates, alongside, 
for some communities, high female labour market inactivity rates.  
 
Government policy has focused on support for the most vulnerable alongside promoting personal 
responsibility and active labour market policies. The government has also promoted private sector 
involvement in public service delivery which is likely lead to differential quality of public service for the 
different sectors of society, as choice is exercised via ability to pay more for better services such as health 
care, education and future financial security. 
 
Fear about the future has shifted from worries about employment in the 1980s to worries about house 
prices, education, pensions, and more global worries about environment and world events impacting on 
the UK in the context of globalisation. For some sections of the population, more immediate day-to-day 
concerns arising from living in deprived areas dominate future fears. There are also concerns about multi-
culturalism in the current geo-political climate and about threats to national identity and the unity of the 
nation. On the other hand members of ethnic communities in the UK fear for their future in a society 
which appears to be increasingly hostile to them.  
 
Contemporary issues and challenges related to quality of life are experienced in very different ways in the 
UK, depending on social class, gender, ethnicity and generational cohort, thus illustrating the 
heterogenous nature of contemporary UK society. 
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Introduction 

 
Quality of life is a complex concept articulated in a number of ways in Britain (See UK National Literature 
Review Report). Approaches include those based on social indicators of a “good society” and more 
recently a focus on individual indicators. These include positive indicators such as happiness as well as 
absence of negative indicators such as stress and ill health which are growing concerns in the context of 
contemporary intensified ways of working and the pressures of modern life Some definitions focus on 
people having “choice” while others focus on capabilities which denotes not only what people do, but 
what they are “free to do” (Lewis and Giullari, 2005). This complexity and diversity of definitions is 
reflected in research on quality of life in Britain and in the institutional context. This report focuses 
primarily on societal conceptualisations of quality of life, but also considers individual indicators in some 
sections.  
 
Britain is a multi-cultural, heterogeneous and increasingly polarised society. There are currently high levels 
of employment and low unemployment rates overall but this masks considerable diversity of experience. 
There is also a high level of social inequality with disparity between the richest and poorest members of 
society in terms of rates of employment, unemployment and health. Significant demographic 
characteristics include later age at birth of first child, relatively high numbers of lone parents as well as 
dual earner families, and an ageing population. The main topics of national academic and policy debates 
about quality of life and most pressing issues in the country include work-life balance1 issues for those in 
work and ongoing social disadvantage, inequalities and social exclusion. Health inequality is a major quality 
of life concern, with bad diet and lifestyle habits affecting the most disadvantaged but also affecting more 
prosperous sections of the working population due to stress in the workplace. Dual earner households are 
increasingly seen as time poor which has a knock-on effect on children’s health. 
 
The UK is characterised by a neo-liberal welfare state regime, also described as corporatist. The Labour 
government, which came to power in 1997, pursues a neo-liberal market agenda on the basis of Third 
Way politics of rights and responsibilities. It addresses quality of life issues primarily via a focus on 
employment, and an agenda of combating social exclusions with an emerging sustainable development 
agenda.  
 
Government policy is to expand employment, getting people off welfare benefits and into work, targeting 
lone mothers and other groups with weak labour market attachment. Objectives include, enhancing 

                                                      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1 Work-life balance is the term widely used in the UK, by government, within organisations and in the media. However it has been critiqued as 
oversimplifying the complex issues involved and obscuring more fundamental problems. (Gambles, Lewis and Rapoport, 2006; Lewis, Gambles 
and Rapoport, forthcoming) 
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competitiveness and economic growth as well as combating social exclusion. Policies reflect a substantial 
change in gender attitudes as previous governments were ambivalent about maternal employment, 
regarded childcare as a private concern and were reluctant to “interfere” in families by helping mothers to 
participate in the labour force. Now lone mothers in particular are specifically encouraged by the state to 
seek employment and other policies have been developed to support “work-life balance” more widely. 
Childcare is seen as more of a shared responsibility between family and state than previously, but childcare 
costs are among the highest in Europe and state-provided care remains limited.  
 
Another employment policy focus is on “work-life balance”. Government has taken a two pronged 
approach: building a statutory minimum framework of rights while using a business case argument, to 
encourage employers to develop voluntary work-life policies. A steady stream of government initiatives to 
support lone mothers and mothers in low income households into paid work has occurred alongside 
attempts to stimulate affordable child care and enhancements of maternity leave. Recent emphasis has also 
been placed on the importance of father care involvement, with measures such as the introduction of two 
weeks’ paid paternity leave and unpaid parental leave as well as attempts to increase the financial support 
of absent fathers for their children, in line with the rights and responsibilities approach. The Work and 
Families Act 2006, has resulted in: increases in maternity leave; right of fathers to take up part of the 
maternity leave as paid paternity leave; and an extension of the right to request flexible working currently 
available to parents of children under the age of 6, or for a disabled child, 18), to carers of adults (effective 
from April 2007)), with further extensions under consideration. Government has also attempted to 
address the long hours culture in Britain by means of a “work-life balance” campaign. The government is 
however, subject to conflicting agendas. The Trades Union Congress (TUC) would like to see more 
regulation on working time while the Confederation of British Industry (CBI) is hostile to further 
regulation. Nevertheless “work-life balance” is now a hot topic in UK organisations with substantial 
developments in related HR polices, although there remains an implementation gap between employer 
policies and actual practice.  
 
The government is also addressing major issues of housing problems, crime and security health and 
education - all of which are related to quality of life and social inequalities. Often critiqued by its 
opponents for being a “nanny state” the government has introduced a number of measures to encourage 
people to exercise responsibility as well as rights in relation to health, for example. 
 
The last decade has seen a rise in the number of women in employment, though a significant proportion 
of female employment is in part time employment. This is often constructed as “choice” made by mothers 
or parents, but this is in the context of limited childcare facilities, long working hours in many jobs, 
especially among fathers (often exacerbated by long commutes to work) and a growing intensification of 
work (Green, 2002). The European working time directive, which allows for a maximum 48 hour week, 
comes with an opt out provision in the UK and British men, and also women working full time, work the 
longest hours in Europe. The labour market is highly segregated by gender, contributing to a persistent 
gender wage gap. Much of the expansion of employment has been in low waged jobs and this too is 
gendered. The fastest growing occupations in the 1990s were in the caring sector in which women are 
over represented, and in sectors linked to the knowledge economy, such as professional and managerial 
jobs where men are more prevalent. At the same time the decline in the manufacturing has been 
associated with the disappearance of relatively well paid and comparatively secure jobs for men in some 
areas of the UK and has therefore increased the importance of women’s earnings for families. Social 



 
      
 

D3.1 – National reports          44/263 

inequalities are not, however, only based on gender. Social class and especially educational attainments are 
also related to level of access to employment and “good” jobs. 
 
Less rigid labour market regulations than in many other European countries make permanent contracts 
less risky for UK employers. There has been a decline in temporary working contracts since the late 1990s. 
However, employers find other ways to transfer risk to workers. There has been an increase in contracting 
out to agencies and a rise in self employment partly related to the trend for employers to encourage 
transfer from employee to self employed consultants in some sectors.  
 
A recent trend is for quality of life to be increasingly discussed in terms of sustainable development. In 
1999 the government published a baseline assessment, which looked in detail at a core set of 147 
indicators of quality of life and sustainable development for the UK, and established benchmarks against 
which future progress could be measured. This includes health and wellbeing, community and also 
environmental indicators (www.sustainable-development.gov.uk).  
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1. Employment and demographic trends 

 

1.1 Economic activity rates 
During the course of the past decade overall economic activity rates in the UK have remained relatively 
stable, at around 78%. However, activity rates for different population groups have undergone some 
significant changes. One important trend is the increase in the activity rate of women, alongside the 
decline in the male activity rate. (See Tables 1.1 and 1.2). The female activity rate has increased from 
70.9% in 1995 to 73.4% in 2005 as more women with children have come into the labour force, although 
women are more likely to work part time. Activity rates also differ significantly by age: for women the 
highest rates are for the 35-49 year old age cohort (78% in 2004), whilst for men it is the 25-34 year old 
age group (with an activity rate of 92% in 2004).(Office for National Statistics (ONS), Labour Force 
Statistics 2004). Activity rates of young people are amongst the lowest of the working age population (See 
Table 1.3), due mainly to the rise in the number of young people in post-compulsory education.  
 
Some groups in the UK have high rates of economic inactivity: those looking after families, students and 
the long-term sick or disabled. The increase in the economically inactive that occurred from 1999 to 2004 
was due in the main to increasing numbers of students but also to growing numbers of long term sick. 
Since the late 1990’s the number of long-term sick has hovered above the 2 million mark, roughly 6% of 
the working age population2. The government has introduced controversial initiatives to lower this 
number. Economic inactivity rates also differ considerably between and within and among ethnic groups. 
The relative economic inactivity among certain ethnic groups is discussed later in this report. 
 

1.2 Employment and unemployment rates in the UK 
The employment rate in the UK ranks amongst the highest in the Europe Union. Figures for the number 
of people in employment for the first quarter of 2006 were the highest since Labour Force Statistics 
began: 28.94 million, representing an employment rate3 of 74.7%.(ONS, 2006). Over the past decade 
overall employment rates have been increasing (from 68.7% in 1995), including employment rates for 
specific groups considered to be disadvantaged in the labour market, such as those nearing retirement age, 
minority ethnic groups, lone parents, disabled people and those with low skills (See Table 1.4). The 
increase in the employment rate for these groups has in some cases been greater than for the working-age 
population in general (DTI2005). For example, the employment rate for lone parents increased by 12% 
points from 42% to 54% between 1994 and 2004. (Social Trends 35 2005a) 
 

                                                      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2 See http://www.statistics.gov.uk/cci/nugget.asp?id=1012 
3 Among people aged 16-59(W)/64(M), Source ONS, Labour Force Statistics 2004 
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Despite this, labour market disadvantage continues to be an influential factor in the pattern of 
employment rates in the UK. For example, Table 1.5 shows the extent of the gap in unemployment 
between the highest and the lowest qualified for 2005, with the highest qualified registering an 
employment rate of 88% against an employment rate 48% for those with no qualifications. The gap is 
even higher for women; the employment rate for women with no qualifications was 42% in 2005, against 
87% for women with a degree or equivalent and 71% for women with GCSE grades A* to C or 
equivalent. Mothers with no qualifications appear to weigh up the cost-benefit of staying at home against 
working in low paid jobs, especially given the costs of childcare. This is an issue that the current 
government has been determined to address (see Section Two). Other socio-economic factors such as 
ethnicity are also related to employment rates (see 1.11 below).  
 
There has been a significant decrease in unemployment since the mid-1990s and the UK now has one of 
the lowest rates of unemployment in Europe, a reverse of the situation in the 1980s. The last peak in 
unemployment was in 1993 (Social Trends, 35 2005a). Table 1.6 shows the decrease in total numbers 
unemployed since the mid-1990. Women have a lower unemployment rate (4.3% in 2001) than men 
(5.3%). Persistently high unemployment (including long-term unemployment) is still a problem both in 
terms of the socially disadvantaged groups (see below) and particular localities/neighbourhoods. 
Unemployment is higher amongst young people than older people and there are significant regional 
variations. 
 
Low employment rates combined with high unemployment persist amongst some of the most 
disadvantaged groups in the UK. In 2005, there were 2.99 million workless households in the UK, 
representing 15.9% of all working age households. (ONS, 2006) They have been labelled the work-poor 
and time rich, in contrast with families with two earners working very long hours who are work rich and 
time poor (Brannen and Moss, 1998). The rate of employment participation for women with unemployed 
partners is low and has not increased to any extent over the last decade, standing at approximately 30%. 
This is lower than the employment rate of lone mothers (McDowell, 2005), emphasising the structural 
nature of unemployment amongst parts of the population. 
 

1.3 Low wage jobs and job security 
The increase in the employment rate has to some extent been driven by what some commentators term 
“bad jobs” (McGovern et al, 2004). Low-waged employment accounts for some of the new jobs that have 
been created in recent years, particularly for disadvantaged employees (McDowell, 2005, Toynbee, 2003). 
However, according to government sources, the share of low paid jobs has declined since 1998. (DTI, 
2005). Even so, low wage employment continues to present a challenge to labour market policy in the 
UK, given the lack of financial incentive for some to take up low paid positions. The government has 
addressed this through a mixture of tightening the criteria for unemployment benefit and increasing 
benefits for low-paid workers (see Section 2). In 2005, 327,000 jobs were paid below the minimum wage, 
or 1.3% of all jobs in the labour market (for employees aged 22 and over, the minimum wage is GBP 4.85 
per hour). People in part-time work were two and a half-times more likely to be paid less than the 
minimum wage, and, correspondingly, women were more like to fall below the minimum wage (ONS, 
2005). The typical employee profile for low paid jobs are white women and ethnic minority men. (EOC, 
2006) 
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Less rigid labour market regulations in the UK make permanent contracts less risky for UK employers 
than in other European countries Both government and trade union sources point to the decline in 
temporary working contracts since the late 1990s, following a peak in 1997 (see Table 1.9). Temporary 
workers account for 5.5% of all employees, the majority of these being on fixed-term contracts. Within 
the category of temporary employment, agency work increased sharply from 1998 to 2002 - from 7% to 
18%, (Social Trends 35 2005a). Fifty two per cent of temporary workers report that they choose temping 
for “positive reasons” (increased flexibility, better pay, gaining work experience), whilst the proportion of 
temporary workers unable to find a permanent job has fallen from more than to fifths in the mid-1990s to 
one-quarter. (DTI, 2005). ONS puts the percentage of temporary workers not wanting a temporary job at 
30%, whilst 25% were unable to find permanent work (Social Trends, 35,DTI, 2005). Table 1.11 
demonstrates the decline in the number of temporary workers unable to find permanent employment 
since 1995. Since 1997, the majority of new jobs have been permanent (TUC, 2006). Employees in some 
sectors such as finance and IT do experience some job insecurity due to restructuring and reorganisations 
(see Transitions, www.workiferesearch.org/transitions; Lewis and Smithson, 2006)) though in the current 
buoyant labour market, they are unlikely to be unemployed for long. Job retention is higher in the public 
sector than in the private sector and the proportion of involuntary job separations has declined over the 
last decade (see Table 1.7)  
 

1.4 Women in the labour market  
The past decade has seen a continuous improvement in the labour market position of women in terms of 
both labour market participation and employment rates, with 1 million more economically active women 
in the UK over the ten-year period from 1991-2001. (Source: Labour Force Statistics) However, women 
continue to be concentrated in a narrow range of occupations. Over 60% of women work in 10 out of 77 
recognised occupations. Thus career paths of men and women continue to differ considerably with a 
quarter of female employees in administrative or secretarial work, though the proportions of men and 
women in associate professional and technical occupations are similar (though this category includes 
nurses as well as IT professionals and technicians, which means that gender segregation will be hidden). 
Despite the high rates of women in the workforce, men are twice as likely as women to be managers and 
senior officials. (Source: Labour Force Statistics Spring 2003). 
 

1.5 Part-time work and flexible working arrangements 
The UK has high rates of part-time employment for women: over two-fifths of women workers work 
part-time, 60% of whom are women with children (McDowell, 2005), whilst only 9% of men work part-
time, 42% of women employees are on part-time contracts (EOC, 2006). Part-time work is often viewed 
as a lifestyle choice rather than being imposed on employees in the absence of full-time alternatives, with 
women “choosing” part-time work in order to combine paid employment with parenting responsibilities. 
Other carers may also “choose” to or have to work part-time. Only 8% of part-timers say they are do so 
due to unavailability of full-time work, down from 13-14% in the mid-90s. (DTI, 2005). However, the 
statistics may hide a different reality whereby work intensification, high demands, especially on white 
collar, middle management employees leads to a workplace culture which, combined with the tradition of 
part time work for mothers and lack of public childcare provision makes full-time employment less 
feasible for some mothers than in other countries. The high cost of childcare also has an effect on labour 
market choices following the transition to motherhood, reducing capacity to “choose” a range of work 
and family strategies. Flexible working arrangements are becoming more common, encouraged by 
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government policy. In 2004, around one fifth of full-time employees and one quarter of part-time 
employees had access, (on paper if not in practice) to some form of flexible working was (see Table 1.8), 
flexible working hours being the most common. Comparison of Workplace and Employment Relations 
Survey (WERS) 1998 and WERS 2004 data indicates that provision of work-life policies has increased. 
The most common options perceived available by employees are flexitime, reducing working hours and 
increasing working hours. In terms of childcare however only five percent of employees perceive that 
childcare vouchers or financial help with childcare is available to them. Two percent of establishments 
have nurseries linked to the workplace. (Nadeem and Metcalf, forthcoming). 
 

1.6 Working Hours 
According to the TUC (Trades Union Congress), white collar workers have suffered a significant increase 
in working hours. Government sources however paint a different picture, pointing to the impact of the 
European Working Time Directive in reducing the proportion of full-time employees working longer than 
48 hours by one-fifth (DTI, 2006), and the increase in the number of people working 16-45 hours. Men 
work on average 39 hours compared with 33.6 for women. However, long working hours are still an issue 
in the UK. According to ONS figures for 2004, 32% of men work more than 45 hours a week, whilst the 
figure is 10% for women. Long working hours appear to be concentrated in certain occupations (See 
Table 1.12). Forty eight per cent of male manager and senior officials work more than 45 hours. Twenty 
three per cent of women in this position also work more than 45 hours a week. Process plant and machine 
operatives also have a high percentage of employees working long hours, although this may be because 
overtime tends to be highly paid for these groups, unlike most professions in which overtime is often 
unpaid. 
 

1.7 Self-employment 
In recent years self-employment has been rising. Changes to the tax system have encouraged self-
employment but there are other reasons beyond government policy that have driven this increase, in 
particular the increased incidence of transition from employee to self-employed consultant in some 
sectors. For example, the percentage of self-employed people working in banking, insurance and finance 
rose by 4% for men and 5% for women between 1994 and 2005. (Source: Social Trends 35 2005a) In 
2004, 3.6 million people were classified as self-employed, or 13% of all those in employment. Over one-
third of self-employed men work in the construction industry, whilst one quarter of self-employed women 
work in “other services” – community, social and personal services. (Social Trends 35 2005a). 
 

1.8 Retirement/Pension issues  
The proportion of the population over 65 has been increasing and stood at 13% in 2004. Within this 
group the proportion over 85 has reached 12%. This trend is due to continue over the next decades. 
Parallel to this, the proportion of the population aged 16 and under has been declining, standing at 19% in 
2004. (Mid-year population estimates, ONS 2006). The ageing population of the UK, and a desire to 
reduce the social burden of pensions has made retirement and pensions key political issues. Public sector 
workers this year staged their biggest ever strike to defend their final salary pension scheme, currently 
under attack. The government recently passed a law raising the state pension age for men and women to 
66 in 2024, 67 in 2034 and 68 in 2044, whilst cutting the number of years to qualify for the state pension 
from 39 to 30 (this is intended to take account of the interruptions to years of service due to childcare 
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responsibilities). To compensate for the increase in the state pension age, a more generous pension will be 
introduced and will be linked to earnings rather than prices. 

1.9 Health 
Social background is a key determinant of health and longevity in the UK. The gap in life expectancy at 
birth between those who work in professional occupations and unskilled manual workers has been 
widening for some time, particularly for men, reaching 7.5 years at the end of the 1990s (www.sustainable-
development.gov.uk) with respiratory diseases being five and a half times more likely to be the cause of 
death for male manual workers than professional men. (ONS, Trends in life expectancy by social class 
1972 – 2001). The 2001 Census found that people in routine occupations had the worst self-reported 
health amongst those in employment, with those not in employment registering the worst overall.4 Health 
is also a regional issue with some parts of the UK experiencing much higher rates of health-related 
problems than others. In some respects there is a North-South divide in terms of the nation’s health.  
 

1.10 Family formation and diversity  
a) Diverse family forms: Household and family formation have been undergoing significant changes in 
the UK, marked most notably by a trend to smaller households alongside a corresponding increase in the 
number of households. The number of lone parent families is also increasing: in Spring 2005 nearly one in 
four children were in lone parent families. (See Tables 1.13 and 1.14). There is also a growth in 
reconstituted families as a result of divorce and remarriage 
b) Fertility issues: Women are having children later. Women aged 30-34 have now become the age 
group with the highest rate of fertility (Social Trends 2006). This trend exists alongside high rates of 
teenage pregnancy (See Table 1.16), indicating the social polarisation that exists in the UK. The UK total 
fertility rate is increasing, with the 2005 fertility rate reaching its highest since 1992, with an average 
number of 1.8 children per woman in England and Wales. (See Table 1.15). It is possible that government 
policy to promote equality and retain human capital by facilitating combining work with parenthood may 
be encouraging more births. Household size differs according to ethnic group, ranging from an average of 
4.5 members per household for the Bangladeshi community to 2.1 for White Irish households.  
 

1.11 Social Inequalities 
The UK has a relatively high level of social inequality in comparison with other European countries. 
There have been significant increases in the Gini coefficient of income inequality from the mid-1990s to 
2001. According to the Institute for Fiscal Studies, between 1997 and 2003 the UK Gini coefficient rose 
by about 1 percentage point between 1997 and 2003. However inequality has since declined to 1997 levels. 
2005 World Bank data on inequality shows the UK with a Gini coefficient of 36%.5 
                                                      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4 See http://www.statistics.gov.uk/census2001/census2001.asp 
5 See http://hdr.undp.org/statistics/data/indicators.cfm?x=148&y=1&z=1 
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Labour market disadvantage is an important aspect of social inequality. Educational attainment is a key 
factor in determining earning potential as well as the likelihood of being in employment. Employees with 
no formal qualifications receive 0.65/.066% of the median wage of all employees, a figure that has 
remained stable since the mid-1990s. Social and economic background strongly influences educational 
attainment (Youth Cohort Study, Department for Education and Skills, 2006). Dickens and Ellwood 
(2001) identify demographic conditions such as the high incidence of lone parent households as key 
factors in relation to poverty in the UK. This also explains to some extent the high levels of child poverty 
in the UK.  
 

1.12 The gender pay gap: gender and poverty 
The UK has one of the largest gender pay gaps among the EU-15 states (Eurofound, 2006). With little 
change since the mid-1990s, the full-time gender pay gap was 18% in 2003, whilst the female part-
time/male full-time pay gap has hardly moved in 3 decades, at 40% (Oslen and Walby, 2004). The full 
time pay gap declined further over the next two years to 17.1%.6 The gendered division of labour 
engenders lifetime differences in men and women’s individual income (EOC, 2005). Many more women 
receive income support7 than men as a result of working in low-paid, part-time employment and receive a 
higher proportion of their income from statutory benefits (mainly child benefit and lone parent support). 
Income inequality during the core economically active years leads to income inequality in later years given 
the current structure of pensions. Subsequently the gender income gap in retirement is very high: 47% 
(EOC, 2006). 
 

1.13 Ethnic communities in the UK 
In 2001, the ethnic population of the UK was 4.6 million, representing 8.1% of the population. The 
largest group are Indians, followed by Pakistani, Black Carribeans, Black Africans, Bangladeshis and 
Chinese. Most ethnic groups tend to have a younger population profile than the white British population 
and higher fertility rates, in part due to different cultural norms. Economic inactivity rates of women from 
some ethnic communities are high, again reflecting cultural norms though perhaps also due to the low 
level of educational attainment of women in the most disadvantaged communities, making employment 
financially unattractive. However, religious and cultural norms also affect the employment activity rates of 
women. An ONS study based on statistical data from the Labour Force Survey from 1992 to 2002 found 
that among ethnic minority women, black women tended to continue in full-time employment throughout 
family formation compared with white and Indian women who were more likely to work part time (ONS, 

                                                      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6 This figure is derived from the mean hourly rates, the median pay gap for full-time work is now at 13%. Source ONS. Labour Force Statistics. 
Also see http://www.womenandequalityunit.gov.uk/pay/pay_facts.htm 
7 Income support is a benefit paid to people who work less than 16 hours a week and are on a low income. 
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2004). Black Caribbeans are amongst the most disadvantaged group in the UK, with the lowest level of 
educational attainment, due to a great extent on their low socio-economic status. 
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2. Employment policies 

 

2.1 Labour market policy in the UK 
Labour market reform in the 1990’s focused primarily on active labour market programmes shifting the 
emphasis from social protection (benefit) to one of individual responsibility to be receptive to labour 
market demands (including taking low-paid employment). This period saw radical cuts in unemployment 
benefits. The Jobseekers Allowance (JSA) introduced in 1996 combined financial reductions in benefits 
with an obligation to be available for any type of employment. Since coming into power in 1997, the 
Labour Government has pursued labour market policies based on tax credit and in-work benefits 
alongside job search programmes, using a mix of welfare and active labour market policies, with the aim 
of enhancing economic activity rates by “making work pay” (McDowell, 2005), targeting in particular low-
income families and low-skilled workers with weak labour market attachment.  
 
In some respects there have been contradictory evolutions in the tax and benefit system. On the one hand 
there has been a move toward an individual worker status (e.g. changes to the married couple’s tax 
allowance) whilst on the other hand the tax credit system, the Working Family Tax Credit (WFTC) is 
based on household units, a means-tested credit based on household income. These different evolutions 
reflect a certain amount of polarisation in the UK, particularly with regards to women’s employment: a 
growing financial independence for women via their participation in the labour market alongside a sector 
of women from disadvantaged groups dependent on the state. The WFTC was conceived specifically to 
encourage the labour market attachment of lone mothers and mothers of young children by increasing the 
credit payable for younger children, and is applicable to lone parents and couples where both work more 
than 16 hours per week. (Blundell and Meghir, 2002). Low-earning childless households are also provided 
with incentives to enter and stay in the labour market by the Family Tax Credit side of the WFTC. Policy 
has certainly made an impact with, for example 200, 000 lone parents entering employment between 1997 
and 2004, representing 53% of lone parents (Social Exclusion Unit, 2004). 
 
A large proportion of youth are economically inactive yet not in education so employment policy has also 
been targeted at youth. The New Deal for Young People8 introduced in 1998, is aimed at 18-25 year olds 
who have been unemployed for 6 months or more. Refusal to participate in the programme risks loss of 
benefits. 
 
Given the government’s attachment to the idea that all adults should be economically active (McDowell, 
2005), childcare is a key part of labour market policy, so much so that the government’s strategy for 

                                                      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
8 The New Deal for Young People is a compulsory employment training programme aimed at making unemployed youth more employable 
through skills training and help with job seeking. 
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expanding childcare now falls under the auspices of the Department of Work and Pensions, rather than 
the Department of Education and Skills as was previously the case - highlighting the way in which 
childcare has moved into the labour market arena and reflecting a commitment to bring more women into 
the workforce. Whether this is driven by equality concerns or economic ones is open to question. The 
National Childcare Strategy was introduced in 1998 and has overseen a increase in private provision of 
childcare alongside a reduction in public childcare places, According to McDowell (2005), this has led to a 
polarisation between sole parents and low income families using the residual pubic provision and high-
quality market-based care for higher earners. There has also been an expansion of school-based out of 
hours clubs for before and after school and holidays.  
 
Disability discrimination law also addresses a source of social exclusion and employment policy is also 
beginning to address the ageing population, by new age discrimination law, and by plans to raise the 
retirement age. 
 

2.2 Wage policy 
The minimum wage was reintroduced in 1997 and has improved the relative position of the lowest 
earners, including part-time workers, but has had little impact on the gap between the highest and lowest 
paid. (TUC, Work in the 21st Century, 2005). Public sector pay is an issue. The government has recently 
announced that public sector pay rises will be considerably restrained this year, a factor that can cause 
hardship particularly in regions with high housing costs (see section 3.3). 
 

2.3 Flexible working policies 
In 2000, the government launched its “work-life balance” campaign with the aim of encouraging 
employers to introduce flexible working practices and to convince employers that there were economic 
gains to be had from flexible working. The campaign focused on long-hours culture, sectors with acute 
problems associated with lack of work-life balance and providing guidance to employers and employees. 
To this end the Department of Trade and Industry set up a dedicated website and the guidance covered 
areas such as leave arrangements, flexible working arrangements such as home-working and job-sharing), 
childcare support and training for returning employees. The DTI also provided funding for 400 
organisations to provide consultancy services on work-life balance and provides examples of “good 
practice” on its website. 
 
In 2002, the government introduced legislation to allow parents of children under six (or 18 in the case of 
a disabled child) the right to request flexible working patterns. The Work and Families Act 2006, resulted 
in an extension of the right to request flexible working to carers of adults (effective from April 2007). 
There is also consideration of extending the age of the youngest child for this right to request flexible 
working.  (see http://www.dti.gov.uk/employment/workandfamilies/index.html). However there is no 
legal obligation for employers to respond positively to such requests.. A recent DTI study (Holt and 
Grainger (2005), found that 77% of parents of children under the age of six said that work-life balance 
was an important factor in deciding whether to apply for a new job, and both men and women showed a 
preference for flexible working over other benefits. However, while some studies suggest an increase in 
flexible working policies it should be noted that even when voluntary employer policies are in place there 
is often an implementation gap between policy and practice (Smithson et al, 2005; Lewis and Smithson, 
2006). 
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2.4 Social dialogue/unions 
Trade union density declined during most of the 1990s. However this trend has been reversed to some 
extent in recent years. Union density for women has begun to outstrip that of men and accounts for the 
slight increase in union membership since 2004. In autumn 2005, overall union density stood at 29%, with 
men’s union density continuing to decline to just over 28% compared to 30% for women. Workers over 
35 are more likely to be unionised. Regional/national disparities also exist with a density rate of 40.4% for 
employees in Northern Ireland compared to 27.9% in England. Whilst collective agreements have 
declined, since the arrival of New Labour, unions have been vocal in campaigning for changes in 
legislation to improve working conditions. 
 
The TUC has declared raising the quality of working life as one of its objectives. A key part of this agenda 
is the campaign around work-life balance and the related issue of long working hours in the UK. The 
TUC has been particularly vocal about the refusal of the government to end the opt-out of the European 
Union Working-Time Directive. On a more collaborative vein, the TUC has worked in partnership with 
the government on its work-life balance campaign and has also tried to get the employers on board by 
stressing the economic benefits of flexible working practices. The TUC’s campaign addresses all 
employees and not just parents and focuses on workplace practice as well as policy. 
 
The CBI has also collaborated with the government and the TUC in producing a report on tackling long 
hours and reforming working patterns.9 However, unsurprisingly, there are fundamental differences 
between the approaches taken by the labour movement and the employers with regards to improving 
work and work-life balance. The CBI is hostile to further regulation and would like to restrict state 
intervention in the workplace on these issues to guidelines and “best practices”. The TUC on the other 
hand campaigns not only to improve workplace culture and practice but also to change legislation (in 
particular on working time). 
 
Some of the larger union federations are taking up the issue of quality of working life. Amicus, a white 
collar workers union, has published a brochure entitled “Good Work”, in which it outlines the key 
elements which constitute a quality working environment (Amicus, 2006): a safe and healthy workplace; 
control over the working environment; fairness and dignity at work and a trade union voice. 
 
Dissatisfaction at work is identified as a factor affecting well-being. Findings from the Workplace 
Employment Relations Survey (WERS, 2004) demonstrates that satisfaction at work varies according to 
different work dimensions, with satisfaction lowest with regards to lack of involvement in decision making 
and pay and concludes that “improving the quality of people’s working lives not only enhances 
individuals’ personal well-being but it can lead to better, more successful organisations”. Case studies have 
led to similar conclusions (Lewis and Cooper, 2006). 

                                                      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
      
 

D3.1 – National reports          55/263 

 

2.5 Quality of working life: a hot topic? 
The DTI organised a conference in 2003 entitled “Improving life at work”, in which the long hours 
culture and flexible working were key issues. Despite activities of this kind, some sections of the 
governing party are dissatisfied with the lack of progress on improving quality of work. A recent 
“thinkpiece” by a democratic left think tank composed mainly of disaffected New Labour figureheads and 
policy advisors, criticised the way quality of work as a global concept is excluded from the political agenda, 
arguing that since work is such a key aspect of our lives, quality of work should be a priority and that the 
role of government is to make a “genuine difference to people’s working lives” (Compass, 2006). Despite 
the growth in high-skilled “good jobs”, the parallel growth in “bad jobs” – with a corresponding perceived 
decline in quality of working life – has led to a “hour glass” labour market (implying a deepening 
polarisation). The role of the state in promoting quality employment is emphasised, and one way to 
achieve this is to implement European social policy, in particular the working time directive. This is an 
example of how debate about quality of working life interlinks with divisions on the UK’s relation to 
Europe. The document also points out the contradiction between governmental rhetoric about work-life 
balance and the rejection of a limitation of the maximum hours that can be worked. Others point to 
contradictions in government labour policy which focuses on getting more of the working age population 
into work whilst at the same time campaigning for more parental involvement as well as citizenship via 
volunteering and community work. (McDowell, 2005; Lewis and Smithson et al 2006) 
 
Debates about quality of work are therefore inevitably related to issues not only of the individual work-life 
interface but also of wider societal questions regarding the amount of time employees can devote to 
desirable obligations as citizens in a “caring” society. Notably the current leader of the opposition 
Conservative party is also stressing the importance of well being and not just GDP as a sign of a healthy 
society – an unusual stance from one of that political persuasion. 
 

2.6 Health and safety at work 
According to the Work Foundation, a number of factors are contributing to work-related health 
problems: insecurity, monotony and repetition, a lack of autonomy, control and “task-discretion” 
(www.theworkfoundation.com). Long working hours are an issue for health and safety, especially stress 
(Sparks et al, 1997; Burchell et al, 2001) particularly so for certain occupations, whilst some industries ( e.g. 
the construction industry ) are regularly criticised by union federations for using unqualified labour and 
flouting labour legislation. Unions are concerned about the “social gradient” in health, with workers in 
lower status jobs experiencing worse health and lower life expectancy than workers in higher status jobs 
(Amicus, Good Work). Although factors outside of work contribute to this, job dissatisfaction and 
intensification of work will affect health. 
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3. Family policies 

 

3.1 Model of family policies in the UK 
The male breadwinner and female carer family model of post world war Britain has traditionally been 
reflected in a welfare state constructed around the existence of male head of household engaged in paid 
work thus securing him certain rights in the public sphere via a national insurance system based on 
earnings. The provision of care on the other hand has been considered a private issue. Benefits for the 
mother existed via the father’s paid employment. This model however has been considerably strained by 
demographic changes during the second half of the last century. The election of New Labour in 1997, led 
to changes to the welfare regime with more emphasise placed on the autonomy of individuals within 
households, particularly with regards to the right to access paid work (Finch, 2005). 
 
The current government’s family policies are the product of a complex interaction between gender 
equality concerns and a desire to boost activity rates amongst target populations which is turn is 
conditioned by the commitment to tackle dependency culture and the insistence that rights must be 
accompanied by obligations, including the obligation to engage in paid work. Whilst demographic 
concerns certainly provide some of the background for government policy, pro-natalism is not explicitly 
promoted in the UK.  
 
Consequently, family policy has significantly evolved since 1997 to take into account the need to facilitate 
the participation of women with children in the labour market. There was an important shift in childcare 
ideology from a purely private sphere to one that now poses childcare in terms of a more shared 
responsibility between families and the state. Numerous initiatives have been developed at state level to 
complement the caring responsibilities of parents, or more precisely mothers. In keeping with the rights 
and obligations theme, the government has also placed an increasing emphasis on the role of fathers in the 
family, by both maintaining the previous government’s attempts to oblige absent fathers to support their 
biological children and by extending the rights of absent fathers (Finch, 2005).  
 
In the main, initiatives to support parents have been tied to paid employment of women, and have 
involved both extra-familial care (“defamiliarisation” of care according to Finch, 2005) and 
“refamiliarisation” of care” (Finch, 2005), in the form of leaves available to parents. However, some 
initiatives have targeted children deemed “at risk”, such as the Sure Start Scheme which provides some 
childcare support and activities in deprived areas, The government has pledged to halve child poverty by 
2010 as part of its aim of eradicating it by 2020. The Social Exclusion Unit (SEU) was set up shortly after 
Labour came to power in 1997 to deal not only with the consequences of poverty and social exclusion but 
also to deal with factors that encourage the persistence of poverty amongst target groups.  
 

3.2 State provision for families 
3.2.1 Childcare 
Public funding for childcare is limited though it has improved significantly since the 1990s. The increased 
participation of women in the workforce led to a demand in childcare but this was provided mainly by the 
private sector. The Government’s goal outlined in their National Childcare Strategy in the late 1990s was 
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to expand childcare by increased investment, make childcare more affordable and raise the quality of 
childcare. The cost of child care, particularly pre-school care remains an issue. Whilst a tax credit system 
has helped some families, the average credit amounts to less that a third the total costs (Day-care Trust, 
2003). This may be one of the reasons why, despite these developments, informal care by family and 
friends accounts for a significant amount of childcare. Under the Childcare Act 2006 Local Authorities 
will review the childcare that they fund as well as private and voluntary provision of childcare. This is 
supposed to be done in consultation with parents. Alongside pre-school provided by day nurseries and 
registered childminders, out-of school clubs during term times and holiday schemes during the school 
holidays have been introduced and expanded to allow dual-earner or single parent families accommodate 
their working hours.  
 
3.2.2 Leave entitlements 
Maternity leaves and payments have been considerably extended since New Labour came to power. In 
April 2003, statutory maternity leave was increased from 18 to 26 paid weeks, regardless of length of 
employment, with an 26 additional unpaid weeks if employed for 26 weeks’ continuous employment by 
the beginning of the 14th week before the expected week of childbirth. The amount paid is 90 per cent of 
earnings for the first 6 weeks and a flat rate for the final 20 weeks which was increased from £75 a week 
to £100 a week. In addition, in keeping with EC directives, paternity leave has been introduced. Unpaid 
parental leave up to the child’s 5th birthday was introduced in 1999 and was increased from 13 to 18 weeks 
in 2002. However it has be taken in blocks which has caused problems and was the subject of a court case 
involving the rail union (RMT). 
 
3.2.3 Flexible working and the family 
As discussed in 2.3, the government has also introduced rights for parents of children under six to request 
flexible working as part of its work-life balance initiative. As yet such initiatives have benefited working 
mothers more than working fathers (Lewis and Smithson, 2006). The Work and Families Act 2006, plans 
for fathers to be able to take up part of maternity leave as paid parental leave. Whilst the government has 
also couched its policy in terms of a more equal division of labour in the household with fathers being 
more involved (something which some high profile politicians have recently personally taken up), the 
immediate goal of government policy is to ease the participation of mothers in the labour market.  
 

3.3 Housing 
Housing is a major issue in the UK due to high demand, a reduced stock of social housing and high house 
prices. There is also a generational equity issues with problems faced by younger cohorts particularly those 
entering the labour market, saddled with large student loans which are increasing and prohibitive housing 
costs and a North-South divide in housing prices, limiting mobility. Since the 1980s, social housing policy 
has undergone considerable change; tenants have been encouraged through “right-to-buy” schemes to buy 
their social accommodation at highly competitive rates, whilst large scale transfer of social housing away 
from local authorities has led to the expansion of other types of ownership and management bodies. Since 
the 1990s more that 650 000 local authority homes have been bought by their tenants. (ONS, 2005) At the 
same time the number of homeless households in temporary accommodation in England rose from just 
over 40 000 in 1995/6 to 137, 000 in 2003/4. (ONS, 2005). 
 
Failure of housing supply to meet demand led to the Sustainable Communities Plan in England of 2003 
and other regional plans in Wales and Scotland to establish an action programme to improve housing. 
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This has involved identifying areas when new, affordable housing can be built. A key issue in the South 
East is how to tackle accommodation needs of key public sector workers, whose salaries are not sufficient 
to met the increased cost of housing. A variety of schemes have been developed to deal with this 
including low cost and subsidised and part ownership schemes to help these workers onto the “property 
ladder”. In other parts of the UK, low demand for housing has led to “ghost” areas of quasi-abandoned 
streets/neighbourhoods and inadequate facilities for the remaining occupiers. These have been targeted by 
renewal programmes which have also targeted housing problems in rural areas, with planned increases in 
housing stock as well as measures to allow local authorities to limit the resale of ex-social housing to local 
people only. 
 
Lack of housing in some areas has proven to be a major political issue in local elections with far right 
organisations fuelling fears (unfounded) of immigrants and asylum seekers gaining accommodation at the 
expense of “local” people. Similar fears have emerged around the number of immigrants arriving, and yet 
to arrive, from new European states. Some councils have asked for extra central government funding to 
cope with increased demand in housing following recent waves of immigration. 
 

3.4 Leisure 
Sport is a major source of leisure in the UK, though this includes watching sport as well as participating in 
it. The Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport chairs a “Sports Cabinet” which identifies priorities 
for sport. The government has set itself the objective of increasing the physical activity of the population. 
This is partly driven by public health concerns surrounding obesity, particularly amongst children. The 
2012 Olympics which will be held in London will inevitably generate further initiatives for sport in the 
UK. One of the issues already in the public arena is the lack of facilities for training potential Olympic 
athletes. This debate interlinks with debates about the national curriculum in schools in the UK which has 
been criticised for being too narrow and not allowing enough space for extra-curriculum activities such as 
sport and music/art. The practice of selling off of school sports fields to raise funds for schools is also an 
issue. The government hopes that initiatives involving private partnerships in funding sporting facilities, in 
particular via “Academies10” specialising in sport will improve sport facilities in schools. 
 
The government has also tried to improve access to cultural events. In 2001, free entry to all national 
museums and galleries was introduced, resulting in an increase in visitors of 72% over the following 2 
years. Another recent government initiative has been the planned introduction of Las Vegas type casinos. 
This has met with much criticism, however the government has insisted that such casinos will play an 
important role both in terms of improving leisure facilities and local economic regeneration. The impact 
of leisure in various guises on well-being has been highlighted in research by both national, regional and 

                                                      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
10 Academies are controversial private-public partnerships in education through which local businesses/religious bodies take over the running of 
schools from local authorities. They often specialise in specific subjects such as art, sport, languages and technology. 
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local government. However, leisure is highly gendered, with women having less free time to pursue non 
family related activities (Kaye, 2001) 
 
 

3.5 Safety in society and the community 
3.5.1 Crime and security 
Issues surrounding crime and security are rarely out of the headlines in the UK. Labour governments have 
traditionally been associated with being “soft on crime”. This changed when New Labour came to power. 
Blair’s slogan “tough on crime, tough on the causes of crime” was an attempt to straddle two sides of the 
crime and security debate. However the government has been criticised by its one-sided approach to crime 
by emphasising criminal justice over social justice.11 
 
The British Crime Survey covering England and Wales12 has shown that there has been a significant 
decrease in the risk of being in victim crime over the past decade, from 40% in 1995 to 26% in 2003/04. 
Similar surveys in Scotland and Northern Ireland estimate the risk of being a victim of crime at 20%, again 
a reduction since earlier surveys. Official figures also paint a positive picture of the government’s record 
on crime. Crime in England and Wales 2004/5 highlights in particular the halving of vehicle and burglary 
crime since the mid-1990s and the reduction in violent crime by 43%. Parallel to this there has been a fall 
in the proportion of people who have a perception of crime increasing, though this is still relatively high 
(42% think crime is increasing in their local area, and 61% nationally). (Home Office, 2005) These figures 
however mask other, less palatable statistics. Whilst overall recorded crime has decreased since 2002/3, it 
has increased since 1995 by 9%.  
 
One of New Labour’s major innovations in tackling “crime” has been the introduction of Anti-Social 
Behaviour Orders (ASBOs). These were introduced in 1993 and extended in 2003 with the aim of tackling 
nuisance behaviour in neighbourhoods in the context of media hype surrounding “yobs”, typified by 
teenage boys wearing hoods (otherwise known as hoodies). ASBOs cover a wide range of behaviour such 
as: harassment, intimidation, graffiti, vandalism, drunkenness, begging and litter-dropping. Those issued 
with ASBOs are prohibited from committing their offence or excluded from certain zones for a minimum 
of two years. Parenting orders were also included in the 2003 Act, in keeping with New Labour’s emphasis 
on individual responsibility as a precondition to accessing rights. 
 
The Criminal Justice Interventionship Programme is designed to tackle the relationship between illegal 
drug use and crime by bringing together criminal justice and treatment agencies to find individual 
solutions for those who use crime to fund their drug consumption. At the same there has been a relaxing 

                                                      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
11 http://www.kcl.ac.uk/depsta/rel/ccjs/taking-crime-seriously-2006.doc 
12 The BCS is supposed to give a more accurate picture of crime since it is based on the actual experience of respondents and therefore includes 
crime that is unrecorded. 
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of the laws surrounding cannabis use with the maximum sentence being reduced. Despite debates about 
the legalisation of soft drugs this has not happened.  
 
3.5.2 Terrorism 
Since 2001, terrorism and state responses to terrorism has become a major political issue and has 
increased in importance since the London Undergrounds attacks in July, 2005. Counter-terrorism 
measures have been introduced via the 2000 Terrorism Act and the 2001 Anti-Terrorism Crime and 
Security Act 2001. These have been controversial measures leading to highly charged political debate 
about the undermining of civil liberties and the justice system. The death of an innocent commuter at the 
hands of the police and the night raids on families in areas with a high Muslim concentration has further 
polarised opinion. 
 

3.6 Health policy 
Health policy in the UK has developed quite considerably since the 1990s. The government has 
implemented a dual agenda of encouraging individual responsibility in health alongside a modernisation 
programme which among other things emphasises increasing choice for the patient (an end to the “one 
size fits all” service provided by the National Health Service-NHS - since its introduction in 1948). Central 
to the modernisation programme is the increased role of market mechanisms and private sector 
involvement in the NHS via contracting out of services and the establishment of Foundation hospitals in 
2003 outside the control of the Strategic Health Authorities. One of the government’s aims, linked to the 
rhetoric of patient choice, is to allow patients to more freely chose their place of treatment and be able to 
pay for superior or enhanced treatments. Critics say that this is opening the door to a two-tier health 
system and undermines the principles on which the NHS was established; that of equal, free access to all. 
 
Individual responsibility has been enhanced via initiatives such as NHS Direct which was launched in 
England in 1998. This telephone service allows the public to contact a nurse-led helpline as a first port of 
call for minor health issues as a way of both alleviating pressure on general practitioners and encouraging 
people to be more responsible themselves for their health. Its internet counterpart contains an interactive 
self-diagnosis service. NHS direct exists in England and Wales. The proposed replacement of paper 
records by electronic versions by 2010 which will be accessible by a variety of health specialists and 
eventually by the patients is also promoted as enabling patients to be more involved in making decisions 
about their medical treatment.  
 
Public health is a big issue in the UK. Obesity, the rise in alcohol-related illness linked to a binge drinking 
culture amongst young people, smoking, poor diet, the rise in sexually transmitted diseases amongst youth 
are all concerns that the government claims to want to address. There are plans to ban smoking in public 
places. The debate around this was relatively polarised. Eating habits have been under sustained attack 
over the past year or so, particularly with regards to the quality of school dinners. After a highly publicised 
campaign by a major celebrity chef, the government has taken on board the need to improve school meals 
and ban junk foods from school menus. Policy surrounding alcohol abuse is less straightforward, given 
the recent introduction of longer licensing hours. However it has been argued that this will reduce binge 
drinking by bringing drinking habits more in line with continental Europe. 
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3.7 Education 
A particular objective of current government policy has also been investment in education and the goal of 
quality education for all, which has implications for quality of life. Improvements in public examination 
results and growth in the numbers of students achieving the highest grades have received a mixed 
reception. While government see this as evidence of improved education, others particularly in the media, 
construct this as a lowering of standards. Another feature of education policy in recent years has been the 
emphasis on life long learning initiatives - to retain skilled/knowledge jobs within the UK in a global 
economy. 
 

Conclusions  
Quality of life of citizens in Britain is considered to be a responsibility of both individuals (or families) and 
the state, within the rights and responsibilities agenda of the Labour government. Hence policy initiatives 
aimed at enhancing well being and quality of life have largely aimed to help people to help themselves, 
discouraging dependence on the state. The influence of policy interventions (current and in the past ten 
years) on the quality of life and quality of work have been complex: there have been many positive trends, 
but often policies enhance quality of life for some sectors of the population and not others, or are doubled 
edged in their impact. 
 
At the macro level, well being and quality of life can be enhanced by high levels of employment, 
minimising the stress associated with unemployment. Policies to get more people into work, have resulted 
in rising employment rates, especially among groups considered to be disadvantaged in the labour market. 
Nevertheless, despite the growth in “good jobs” some of the growth in employment has been in low wage 
jobs which are often difficult to sustain or even unfeasible, especially in the light of high childcare costs 
and, in some areas, high costs of housing and transport. Thus policies to increase employment rates have 
potentially enhanced quality of life for some more than others. Labour market disadvantage continues 
especially among those with few qualifications – reinforcing social inequalities and polarisation between 
different sectors of society. 
 
At the individual level job insecurity can be a source of stress, challenging quality of life (Burchell, Ladipo, 
and Wilkinson, (2001). However, less rigid labour market regulations in the UK than in many other 
European countries make permanent contracts less risky for UK employers and has reduced the 
prevalence of temporary jobs. Nevertheless some jobs are endangered by current contexts - for example 
greater use of the internet makes call centres less viable and remaining jobs are often outsourced to 
countries with cheaper labour costs - creating insecurity for some. For now, enough new jobs are created 
to offset these losses. 
  
There are ongoing and new sources of both satisfaction and stress associated with many contemporary 
jobs in Britain. On the positive side many new jobs, especially in the knowledge economy, are highly 
satisfying, stimulating and absorbing. (Lewis 2001) On the other hand long working hours and the 
intensification and speeding up of work can challenge well being of individual workers and families. 
Technology, enables people in certain types of jobs to vary where and when they work and this enhances 
flexibility to manage work and family demands, but it can lead to a blurring of work-non work boundaries 
(Lewis and Smithson, 2006; Sullivan and Lewis, 2001). Far from the rise in leisure that was once predicted 
from the technological revolution, many people in Britain across the occupational spectrum, are now 
working longer and more intensively than ever. It has even been suggested that the apparent “free choice” 
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made by many people in jobs at the upper end of the occupational scale to spend increasing lengths of 
time in employment related activities, beyond the time for which they are remunerated and obligated, 
together with the apparent enjoyment of much knowledge work, contribute to a situation in which work is 
becoming indistinguishable from leisure (Lewis, 2001). However this overlooks the intensification of 
workloads and the impact of technology, for example email, which stretches the boundaries of work.  
 
It is these sorts of concerns about the impact of current ways of working that have fuelled the interest in 
“work-life balance” which is discussed and addressed; by government, trade unions, in organisations and 
in the media. The work life balance campaign has encouraged a greater focus on flexible working 
arrangements, associated with greater ease in managing work and non work responsibilities, particularly 
for women - though workplace cultures still constrain most men and many women from taking up 
policies (Lewis, 2001). The double-edged nature of flexible working arrangements are also evident - in 
some cases providing flexibility for people to work harder (Purcell, Lewis and Smithson, 2005). A 
limitation of the work-life balance campaign is that it tends to encourage short term, quick fixes, such as 
policies without going far enough to pursue systemic changes in organisation (Gambles, Lewis and 
Rapoport, 2006).  
 
Initiatives to enhance women’s labour force participation and the growing emphasis on flexible working 
arrangements and “work-life balance” have contributed to growing rates of female employment. In 
particular, the prevalence of part time work makes it easier for some women to continue working after 
they have children, although at a financial cost that affects women’s life time earnings. Multiple roles in 
work and family can contribute to quality of life by providing multiple sources of satisfaction and well 
being (Barnett, 1998; Ruderman, Ohlott, Panzer, & King, 2002 ), particularly if there is good support for 
these roles, both through a relatively equitable division of labour in the home and support in the 
workplace. There is some evidence that fathers’ roles are changing (O’Brien, 2005; Burgess, 1998) but 
paternal involvement still tends to be restricted by workplace expectations (Lewis, 2001) and in the main, 
women continue to undertake the greater share of family care and domestic tasks and to take up family 
related leaves (Devon and Moss, 2002; DTI, 2004). Moreover, despite changing policies on and attitudes 
to childcare, the availability and costs remain an issue for many parents, especially mothers. The increase 
in private provision of childcare alongside a reduction in public childcare places has also contributed to a 
polarisation, in this case between lone parents and low income families on the one hand using the residual 
public provision and other families using private childcare (Dowling, 2005). 
 
This period has also seen an intensification of parenting (Lewis and Smithson, 2006) as parents are 
expected to give more time to childcare and also provide more material things in a context of growing 
consumerism. This is not helped by contradictions in government labour policy which focuses on getting 
more of the working age population into work and retains the right for employees to opt out of the 
Working Time Directive, whilst at the same time campaigning for more parental involvement as well as 
citizenship via volunteering and community work. (McDowell, 2005; Lewis and Smithson et al, 2006) 
 
The government has taken a number of steps to enhance quality of life by reducing social exclusion and 
poverty, especially child poverty, both through employment policies and a number of direct initiatives, and 
the proportion of children living in low income households has declined. Nevertheless a number of social 
problems and quality of life concerns remain. These include issues of crime and security, inequalities in 
health and specific health problems, all of which are being addressed by government with varying degrees 
of success. There are also a number of life course issues, for example concerns about smoking alcohol and 
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drug taking among young people. The ageing population, retirement and pension issues ad quality of life 
in later years remain major challenges for the future and much more attention will be needed to these 
issues  
 
Increasing attention is also being paid to environmental issues. The government’s sustainable development 
agenda raises important issues about health and well being and sustainable communities. Some people are 
extending this debate by questioning the social sustainability of long working hours and intensified 
workloads ( Gambles et al, 2006; Lewis, Gambles and Rapoport, in press; Webster, 2004 ), and relating 
this to a questioning of the economic determinism associated with neo liberal capitalism. Layard (2006 ) 
for example points out that greater affluence beyond a certain threshold, is not associated with greater 
happiness.   
 
Fear about the future is shifting from worries about employment in the 1980s to worries about pensions, 
and more global worries about environment and world events impacting on the UK in the context of 
globalisation. There are also concerns about multi-culturalism in the current geo-political climate and 
about threats to national identity and the unity of the nation. Finally, it should be noted that the issues 
raised above concern the traditional working and middle class sectors of the UK. Recent immigrant 
communities will have other quality of life concerns. For example, “bad jobs” are likely to be more 
acceptable to immigrant communities, who traditionally work hard to get on in the host community. 
 
 
 



Tables for Section 1 Employment and demographic trends 
 
Table 1.1 
 

Economic activity rates:1 by sex 
United Kingdom   Percentages 
  Males Females All 
1995 85.0 70.9 78.2 
1996 84.9 71.4 78.4 
1997 84.7 71.8 78.4 
1998 84.2 72.0 78.3 
1999 84.4 72.5 78.7 
2000 84.6 72.9 78.9 
2001 84.0 72.7 78.5 
2002 83.9 73.0 78.6 
2003 84.1 73.0 78.7 
2004 83.6 73.2 78.6 
2005 83.4 73.4 78.5 

1 At spring each year. Males aged 16 to 64, females aged 16 to 59. The percentage of the population that is 
in the labour force. Data are seasonally adjusted and have been adjusted in line with population estimates 
published in autumn 2004. See Appendix, Part 4: LFS reweighting, and Historical LFS-consistent time series. 

Source: Labour Force Survey, Office for National Statistics 
 
 
Table 1.2  
 

 
 



 
Table 1.3 

 
 
 
Table 1.4 

 
 
Employment rates for working age people: men aged 16 to 64 and women aged 16 to 59 
Source: Department of Work and Pensions, HM Treasury from Labour Force Survey 



 
Table 1.5 Employment rate1 by sex and highest qualification, 20052 

 

   Percentages 
 Men Women All 
Degree or equivalent 89 87 88 
Higher education 87 84 85 
GCE A level or equivalent 81 73 77 
Trade apprentice 83 73 77 
GSCE grades A* to C or equivalent 79 71 75 
Qualifications at NVQ level 1 and below 75 63 69 
Other qualifications – level unknown 78 64 72 
No qualifications 54 42 48 
    
All 79 70 74 
1. The percentage of the working-age population in employment. Men aged 16 to 64, women 
aged 16-59 
Source: Labour Force Survey, Office for National Statistics 
 
 
Table 1.6 

 
 
 
 
 



 
Table 1.7 Percentage of employee job separations that are involuntary 
 

 
 
 
Table 1.8 
 

Employees with flexible working patterns:1 by sex, 20042 
 

United Kingdom    Percentages 
      All 
  Males Females employees 
Full-time employees    

Flexible working hours 9.2 14.6 11.3 
Annualised working hours 5.0 4.8 4.9 
Four and a half day week 1.5 0.7 1.2 
Term-time working 1.2 5.5 2.8 
Nine day fortnight 0.3 0.3 0.3 

Any flexible working pattern3 17.4 26.2 20.7 
    
Part-time employees    

Flexible working hours 5.3 8.1 7.6 
Annualised working hours 3.1 4.3 4.0 
Term-time working 4.2 11.2 9.9 
Job sharing 1.0 2.7 2.4 

Any flexible working pattern3 15.0 27.0 24.7 

1 Percentages are based on totals which exclude people who did not state whether or not 
they had a flexible working arrangement. Respondents could give more than one answer. 

2 At spring. People aged 16 and over. Data are not seasonally adjusted and have been 
adjusted in line with population estimates published in spring 2003. See Appendix, Part 4: 
LFS reweighting. 
3 Includes other categories of flexible working not separately identified. 
Source: Labour Force Survey, Office for National Statistics  

 
 
 



 
Table 1.9 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Table 1.10 
 

 
 
 
 
Table 1.11 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Table 1.12 
 
Usual hours worked: by sex and occupation,1 20042 
United Kingdom         Percentages 
 Males  Females 

  
Less than 16 

hours Over 45 hours   
Less than 16 

hours Over 45 hours 
Managers and senior officials 2 48  5 23 
Professional 3 33  8 27 
Associate professional and technical 3 27  7 9 
Adminstrative and secretarial 5 10  11 3 
Skilled trades 1 33  10 11 
      
Personal service 10 15  14 7 
Sales and customer service 19 13  26 2 
Process, plant and machine 
operatives 1 39  7 10 
Elementary  11 21  39 4 
      
All occupations 4 32   15 10 
1 People aged 16 and over in employment. Time rounded to the nearest hour respondents worked on their main job. 
2 At spring. Data are not seasonally adjusted and have been adjusted in line with population estimates published in spring 2003. 
See Appendix, Part 4: LFS reweighting. 

 
 

Table 1.13      

Households:1 by size      
Great Britain     Percentages 
  1971 1981 1991 20012 20042 

One person 18 22 27 29 29 
Two people 32 32 34 35 35 
Three people 19 17 16 16 16 
Four people 17 18 16 14 14 
Five people 8 7 5 5 5 
Six or more people 6 4 2 2 2 
      
All households (=100%)       

(millions) 18.6 20.2 22.4 23.8 24.1 
      
Average household size       

(number of people) 2.9 2.7 2.5 2.4 2.4 

1 See Appendix, Part 2: Households. 
2 At spring. See Appendix, Part 4: LFS reweighting. 

Source: Census, Labour Force Survey, Office for National Statistics  
      
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
Table 1.14      
Households:1 by type of household and family    
     Percentages 

  1971 1981 1991 20012 20042 

One person      
Under state pension age 6 8 11 14 14 
Over state pension age 12 14 16 15 15 

      
One family households      

Couple3        
No children 27 26 28 29 29 
1–2 dependent children4 26 25 20 19 18 
3 or more dependent children4 9 6 5 4 4 
Non-dependent children only 8 8 8 6 6 

      
Lone parent3      

Dependent children4 3 5 6 7 7 
Non-dependent children only 4 4 4 3 3 
      

Two or more unrelated adults 4 5 3 3 3 
      
Multi-family households 1 1 1 1 1 
      
All households (=100%) (millions) 18.6 20.2 22.4 23.8 24.1 

Source: Office for National Statistics 
 
 
Table 1.15 

Total Fertility Rate, UK
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Source: Office for National Statistics 



 
Table 1.16 
Teenage conceptions:1 by age at conception and outcome, 2002 
England & Wales      

  Number of conceptions   Rates per 1,000 females2 

  
Leading to  
maternities 

Leading to 
abortions   

Leading to 
maternities 

Leading to 
abortions 

Under 14 149 241   0.4 0.7 
14 719 1,139  2.1 3.4 
15 2,629 2,998  8.0 9.1 

All aged under 16 3,497 4,378  3.5 4.4 
16 7,283 6,192  22.4 19.1 
17 12,162 8,439  37.3 25.9 
18 16,314 9,596  51.6 30.3 
19 19,084 10,162  61.1 32.5 

All aged under 20 58,340 38,767   36.3 24.1 
1 See Appendix, Part 2: Conceptions. 
2 Rates for females aged under 14, under 16 and under 20 are based on the population of females aged 
13, 13–15, and 15–19 respectively. 
Source> Office for National Statistics 

 
 
 



 
 
Figure 1.1: Source ESRC based on data from Social Trends, 2005 
 
 

Distribution of Wealth, UK 2002
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Executive Summary 

 
Germany is considered a typical representative of the conservative welfare state regime. Its main 
characteristics are an employment based social security system and the central role of the family as the 
main provider of care services to children and the elderly. Over the last two decades, however, the 
German welfare state has come increasingly under pressure. Germany’s employment based social security 
system has proven to be extremely vulnerable to socio-demographic and economic changes. In addition, 
the German reunification presented an additional strain on the social security system, as social benefits 
(pensions, unemployment benefits, family benefits) were extended to former East Germany.  
 
Similar to many other European countries, Germany is confronted with a declining fertility rate and an 
unprecedent population ageing. These trends translate into lower contribution rates to the social security 
funds, and higher expenditures for the elderly (mainly pensions and health care services). Household size 
is steadily declining and alternative family forms are becoming widespread. In addition to these socio-
demographic changes, Germany is facing high levels of unemployment since the 1990s. Both men and 
women are affected equally by unemployment. Unemployment rates are particularly high in the newly-
formed Eastern German states.. Temporary employment has increased rapidly, while self-employment has 
remained rather stable over the last decade. Part-time work is mainly a female domain and considered the 
most important strategy for women to reconcile work and family. High-growth rates in part-time work are 
to a large extent caused by an increasing number of so-called “mini-jobs” that are exempt from 
compulsory social insurance contributions, and are subject to a flat-rate income tax.  The majority of 
people working in these mini-jobs are women. Their income is often perceived as a supplement to their 
husband’s earning. The German income tax system highly favours the traditional distribution of paid and 
unpaid work between men and women.  
 
A number of reform packages have been introduced over the last decade, covering areas such as 
unemployment, pension system, health care system, and the family. Both the unemployment benefits and 
the organization of Public Employment Offices have undergone major changes, following the steady 
increase in unemployment in the country. Only in the second part of 2006 - due to recent economic 
recovery - unemployment has slightly decreased.. Cost-saving actions in administration will deliver a 
surplus by the end of the year, and will be used to reduce the mandatory contribution to the 
unemployment insurance fund, another necessary step to further decrease Germany’s high labour costs. A 
new discussion that has emerged very recently is the public debate on the emergence of “underclass” in 
Germany. The gap between the very rich and the very poor is widening and the once prevalent middle 
class is shrinking.  
 
The funding of the German statutory pension system is one of the top-issues in current political 
discussions. Relatively generous pension benefits have created an “early-retirement culture” and early 
retirement has become a commonly accepted instrument to reduce an expensive elderly labour force in a 
socially acceptable way. However, a prevailing low fertility rate and an increasing life expectancy are 
presenting a threat to the “pay-as-you-go” retirement system. As a response, the retirement age has been 
increased in several steps and monetary pension benefits have been cut down. Supplementary private 
pensions are heavily promoted by the government, and major structural reforms to reduce unemployment 
among the elderly are needed in the future.  
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Family policies are also top ranked in the current political agenda. Although Germany has one of the 
highest expenditures for family and children within the European Union, mother’s participation rates in 
paid work are low, and the division of labour is highly gendered. The traditional family model of a female 
caretaker at home (at least until the children have reached school age) and a male breadwinner is still 
prevalent. Generous parental leave policies, the current income tax system, and a lack of adequate 
childcare facilities especially for children under 3 promote the traditional role model among men and 
women. Recently a new law on parental leave has passed the government. The old parental leave 
allowance which was considered a social benefit will be substituted by a new income based benefit in 
2007. The new benefit amounts to 67% of the last income (up to a certain level), paid for a maximum of 
14 months if the partner takes the leave for the last two months. The recent reform has been triggered by 
the negative impact of low fertility rates and an aging population on social security systems and economic 
growth. Gender equality does not seem to be the main driver behind this recent reform that mainly 
supports the middle class. Parents with no income (unemployed, students) will receive less benefits under 
the new parental leave legislation.  
 
Finally, another area of social policy that is at present heavily discussed in Germany, is the health 
insurance system. Statutory Health Insurance through sickness funds is compulsory for workers whose 
gross income does not exceed a certain level, for unemployed and retired people, and for certain other 
population groups (such as farmers, artists, and students).. Only employees whose income exceeds a pre-
determined income limit may choose between the statutory insurance system and a private, risk-based 
insurance. Mainly male, high-earning, young and healthy employees opt for the private health insurance. 
Employees with lower earnings (often women in part-time employment, children and the elderly) remain 
in the statutory insurance system. A decline in contributions to the statutory health insurance and 
simultaneously increasing health expenditures have resulted in growing number of problems. In addition, 
a mandatory elderly care insurance to finance an increasing demand of care services for an aging 
population was introduced in 1995. Although different reforms have been introduced, they have not 
proven to be sufficient for a long-term, sustainable funding of the statutory health care system. Further 
rise  in contribution rates in 2007 have already been announced by the government. A re-organization of 
the sickness funds is currently being discussed within the government, and is heavily opposed by the 
sickness funds themselves, unions, and even by parts of the leading political parties.  
 
To summarize, major social policy areas are currently under revision in Germany. Recent changes, 
particularly those related to employment and family policies, are characterized by elements that are 
typically associated either with liberal or social-democratic welfare state regimes.  It seems that in 
Germany, the welfare state is currently undergoing transformations that will likely have an impact on the 
scope of social benefits and on future direction in virtually all important areas of social policy.  
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1. The German Welfare State 

 
According to Esping-Andersen’s welfare state typology (1990), Germany is considered a conservative 
welfare state regime. The two main characteristics of conservative welfare state regimes are status 
segmentation and familialism. Social rights within the conservative regime are attached to class and status. 
One of the main characteristics is an employment linked social insurance system that is designed to 
protect those with stable, lifelong employment. Private insurance and organizational fringe benefits only 
play a marginal role. Such social security systems offer rather poor security for those individuals who are 
not in permanent employment, such as women, temporary workers, and employees with irregular careers. 
They also tend to respond poorly to changes in demography and employment structure, increasing 
flexibility of labour markets, and are especially vulnerable to employment stagnation and high inactivity 
rates (Esping-Andersen, Gallie, Hemerijck, and Myles 2002) which has been the case in Germany over the 
last decade.  
 
The second attribute of the conservative regime, familialism, refers to the centrality of the family as care-
giver. The family is ultimately responsible for its members’ welfare (Esping-Andersen 1999). Social 
benefits in Germany are not gained by the individual but by the family unit, thus fostering the traditional 
family with a male breadwinner in permanent employment, and an economically dependent wife taking 
care of the family. The German tax system promotes the traditional family model with a homemaking or, 
more recently, part-time working wife. The incomes of married couples can be added together, divided by 
two, and then taxed as two individual incomes. The progressive income tax highly favors couples 
comprised of a high-earning man and a low-earning, mainly part-time working wife (Drobnič 2000). In 
2005, 44.3% of employed women worked part-time, compared to only 7.7% of men (Eurostat). Working 
part-time is considered the most important form of re-employment after the “family break” (that mainly 
lasts until the youngest child has reached school age) for German women (Blossfeld and Rohwer 1997; 
Drobnič 2000).  
 
Provision of childcare and day-care services especially for very young children is low, and the school 
system is organized under the assumption that children can be taken care of in the family. German 
national policies stimulate mothers’ choices for non-employment over part-time work, and part-time work 
over full-time work (Drobnič and Blossfeld 2004). Long and generous parental leave policies strongly 
promote a temporary withdrawal of women from paid work around child raring. The limited availability of 
institutional childcare for children under 3 reflects highly gendered normative attitudes towards women’s 
working roles during the child rearing years (Drobnič 2000). Although attitudes towards working mothers 
have started to change over the last decades, leaving children under 3 in private or institutional day care is 
still not well perceived in Germany. However, there are still differences in attitudes towards working 
women, as well as public childcare services between the Western and the Eastern parts of Germany, 
where full-time employment among mothers and public childcare for under 3 year old children were the 
norm under the communist regime.  
 
Since the early 1990s, the German welfare state has come increasingly under pressure because of 
economic globalization, socio-demographic changes, and de-standardization of employment. While other 
European Union member states have been equally affected by these developments, Germany faced an 
additional challenge which aggravated the pressure on the welfare state, the German unification (Czada 
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1998). In addition to poor economic performance, ageing population, changing female life patterns, and 
the transformation of family structures, the German unification required large-scale public transfers to the 
East. Especially the social insurance funds, which finance about two thirds of Germany’s social spending 
were heavily affected by the German unification. Social benefits had to be extended to East Germany, and 
Eastern Germans joined the pension and unemployment insurance funds (Bönker and Wollmann 2001). 
Today, the social insurance system is still an important source for sustaining the living conditions in the 
Eastern parts of Germany. In 2003, up to 30% of the household income in some regions in the East of 
Germany was comprised of social transfers. Expenses for unemployment benefits and activation of 
unemployed people, for example, vary significantly across regions, ranging from 426 Euros per inhabitant 
in the Western federal state of Baden-Wuerttemberg to 1.119 Euros in the federal state of Mecklenburg-
Vorpommern in the East (Blos 2006). 
  
In the following chapters, we will give a brief overview of the major changes in the labour market and 
demographic developments over the last decade. We will outline the major characteristics of employment, 
unemployment, health and family policy, provide basic socio-demographic statistic, and review the most 
important reforms in the past 10 years. In addition, we will briefly address future trends and current 
political discussions in employment, unemployment, family and health policies.  
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2. Employment and Demographic Trends 

 

2.1 Changes in the Labour Market 
Women’s participation in the paid labour market has steadily increased over the last decade, while men’s 
employment rate has decreased from 73.7% in 1995 to 71.2% in 2005 (Table 1). Although we can observe 
a harmonization of the employment rates of men and women, there is still a significant difference between 
the sexes, which amounts to 11,6 percentage points in 2005. Total employment in Germany has not 
changed significantly over the past 10 years.  
 
  1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 

Women 55.3 55.3 55.3 55.8 57.4 58.1 58.7 58.9 58.9 59.2 59.6 (b) 
Men 73.7 72.6 71.9 71.9 72.8 72.9 72.8 71.8 70.9 70.8 71.2 (b) 
Total 64.6 64.1 63.7 63.9 65.2 65.6 65.8 65.4 65.0 65.0 65.4 (b) 
(b)  Break in Series 

Table 1: Employment Rate in Germany (EUROSTAT Data) 
 
Employment among older employees has increased for both sexes. Similar to overall employment, female 
employment has grown faster than male employment (Table 2). The gap between male and female 
employment in this age group amounts to 16 percentage points in 2005. 
 
  1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 
Women 27.1 28.2 28.7 28.3 28.8 29.0 29.4 30.6 31.6 33.0 37.5 (b) 
Men 48.5 47.8 47.5 47.2 46.8 46.4 46.5 47.3 48.2 50.7 53.5 (b) 
Total 37.7 37.9 38.1 37.7 37.8 37.6 37.9 38.9 39.9 41.8 45.4 (b) 
(b)  Break in Series 

Table 2: Employment Rate Germany - People Aged 55 to 64 in Employment (EUROSTAT Data) 
  
Men and women in Germany differ significantly in their employment patterns over the life course. While 
men continuously display high employment rate of over 70% in the prime working age group 25-55, 
women’s employment level is much lower. Only within the age group 35-49, female employment rate 
exceeds the 70%-mark. The gender gap in employment is highest at ages 30 - 40, the most active phase in 
terms of family formation (Cornelißen 2005). Women with higher education and better occupational 
resources are more likely to participate in the labour market than women with lower income potential. 
They are less likely to interrupt their careers, and if they had interrupted, they are more likely to re-enter 
the labour market, particularly on a part-time schedule. However, it has also been found that in Germany 
the husbands’ occupational status has a significant impact on women’s employment. The higher the 
occupational position of the husband, the stronger the impact on the wife to leave the labour market and 
stay out of paid employment (Blossfeld, Drobnič, and Rohwer 2001). As already noted in the 
introduction, this traditional distribution of paid and unpaid work among men and women in Germany is 
promoted by the taxation and social insurance system, a lack of childcare facilities for under 3 year olds, 
and traditional attitudes towards working mothers.  
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Unemployment 
A declining male employment rate has been accompanied by a strong growth of unemployment for men 
over the last decade. While unemployment was decreasing during the internet boom from 1998-2000, it 
has been increasing steadily for both sexes in the subsequent years (Table 3). With 8.9% in 2005, the 
unemployment rate of men was 3.1 percentage points higher than in 1995. Women’s unemployment rate 
decreased over the past 10 years, and was 0.6 percentage points under the level of 1995 in 2005. Total 
unemployment rate rose by 1.5 percentage points from 8.0% in 1995 to 9.5% in 2005. The gap between 
male and female unemployment rates decreased mainly due to growth in unemployment among men.  
 
  1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 

Women 10.9 11.0 11.6 11.1 9.9 8.7 8.9 9.4 10.1 10.5 10.3 
Men 5.8 6.6 7.3 7.1 6.4 6.0 6.3 7.1 8.2 8.7 8.9 
Total 8.0 8.5 9.1 8.8 7.9 7.2 7.4 8.2 9.0 9.5 9.5 
Table 3: Unemployment Rate Germany (EUROSTAT Data) 
 
Unemployment rates among young people under 25 years increased again after the burst of the internet 
bubble in 2000 (Table 4). Especially young men under 25 have difficulties in finding a job. The lower 
unemployment rates for women in this age group can be partially explained by higher efforts that women 
put into the application process, lower levels of education among males, and the fact that some young 
women leave the labour market or do not start seeking paid employment because of own family formation 
(Cornelißen 2005).  
 
1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 

14.9 15.6 16.2 15.0 12.7 10.6 12.8 14.2 14.7 15.1 15.0 
Table 4: Unemployment Rate Germany- Population Aged Less than 25 Years (EUROSTAT Data) 
 
  1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 

Women 5.5 5.7 6.2 6.0 5.2 4.6 4.6 4.8 5.2 6.1 5.4(b) 
Men 2.6 3.0 3.4 3.4 3.2 3.0 3.0 3.3 3.9 4.8 4.7(b) 
Total 3.9 4.1 4.6 4.5 4.1 3.7 3.7 3.9 4.5 5.4 5.0(b) 
(b)  Break in Series 

Table 5: Long-term Unemployment Rate Germany (EUROSTAT Data) 
 
Persisting high levels of unemployment have become a severe problem in Germany, even in years of 
economic growth and stability. Since the 1960s, the unemployment rate has increased steadily with few 
disruptions only. After the unification, female unemployment increased rapidly because it was mainly 
female workers (female employment in the East was much higher than in the West before unification) 
who were affected by mass lay offs. With a certain time-lag also the male unemployment rate started to 
rise. Unemployment rates in the East are much higher than in the Western parts of the country for both 
men and women. According to the latest report of the Federal Employment Agency (Bundesagentur für 
Arbeit), the unemployment rate was 16.4% in the Eastern countries compared to 8.5% in the Western 
countries in September 2006. In 2005, 44% of all unemployed in Germany were women. German women 
are also more often affected by long-term unemployment (12 months or more) than men (Table 5). 
Highly qualified employees are less often unemployed than employees who have lower levels of education. 
Immigrants are twice as likely to be unemployed as native Germans and this applies to both sexes. People 
without a job are at high risk of poverty in Germany. In 1998, 33% of all German unemployed were living 
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beneath the poverty line level. The share of people living beneath the poverty line level was 41% in 2003 
(Cornelißen 2005).    
 

Part-time Work 
Part-time work in Germany has increased significantly from 16.3% in 1995 to 24.2% in 2005 (Table 6) and 
is mainly a female domain. 44.3% of all female employees were part-time workers, compared to only 7.7% 
of male employees in  2005. Part-time work is still more common in the Western parts of Germany than 
in the East where women and men were supposed to work full-time under the communist regime (Pfau-
Effinger and Geissler 2002). In 2003, more than 50% of part-time work in East Germany was involuntary 
in 2003, compared to 10% in the Western parts of the country. In 2001, the Law on Part-time and 
Temporary Work (Teilzeit- und Befristungsgesetz – TzBfG) came into effect. It entitles all employees – 
including those in managerial positions – to work part time, once they have been in an employment 
relationship for more than six months and worked in a company with more than 15 employees. 
Employers can only reject a request for part-time work if company-related reasons, such as workflow, 
safety or unusually high costs can be de asserted. According to a survey conducted by the Institute for 
Employment Research (IAB - Institut für Arbeitsmarkt- und Berufsforschung) in 2003, 73% of all applications 
were submitted by women. 92% of all applications were accepted. The most frequent reaction of 
companies to a request for working time reduction was shifting tasks to other employees, and a 
discontinuation or rationalization of tasks (Wanger 2004).  
 
  1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 

Women 33.8 33.6 35.1 36.4 37.2 37.9 39.3 39.5 40.8 41.6 44.3 
Men 3.6 3.8 4.2 4.7 4.9 5.0 5.3 5.8 6.1 6.5 7.7 
Total 16.3 16.5 17.5 18.3 19.0 19.4 20.3 20.8 21.7 22.3 24.2 
* The distinction between full-time and part-time work is made on the basis of a spontaneous answer given by the respondent. 

Table 6: Part-time Employment in Germany (Share in Total Employment)* (EUROSTAT Data) 
 
The high growth rates of part-time work in Germany are partially caused by an increasing number of so-
called mini-jobs. According to recent data of the Federal Employment Agency, 6.8 billion people worked 
a mini-job in 2006, compared to 5.5 billion in 2003. For 4.9 billion people in 2006, a mini-job was the only 
form of employment, while 1.7 billion people had a mini-job in addition to another job. Mini-jobs are jobs 
with a monthly income of less than 400 Euros. Mini-jobs are exempt from compulsory social insurance 
contributions, and are subject to a flat-rate income tax (25%) to be paid by the employer. Hence, these 
jobs are much cheaper for employers compared to “normal” jobs which are subject to compulsory social 
insurance contributions. While advocates of these mini-jobs highlight their contribution to labour market 
flexibility and lower labour costs, critics have voiced concerns about a lack of social protection, a loss in 
social insurance contributions, and a violation of equity norms (Bönker and Wollmann 2001). More than 
three-quarters of all employees working in mini-jobs are women. Their salary is often perceived as a 
supplementary to the male earnings in the household. The German tax system promotes the decision of 
women to work in a mini-job when the husband has a high salary (Cornelißen 2005).   

Self-Employed 
Self-employment has only increase slightly by 1,55 percentage points  over the last decade (Table 7). 
According to the micro-census in 2004, 28.9% of all self-employed in Germany were women. The 
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objective of the German government to increase women’s share in self-employment to 40% in 2005, has 
not been achieved (Cornelißen 2005). 
 
  1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004  
  9.25 9.47 9.85 10.02 9.87 9.95 9.87 10.00 10.35 10.80  
Table 7: Self-Employed in Germany (Share in Total Employment) (Own calculations based on data from the Federal 
Statistical Office; Micro Census (2005) 
 

Temporary Employment 
Similar to other European countries, temporary employment has increased rapidly in Germany over the 
last years (Table 8). Gender differences among temporary employees are negligible. In 2004, 7.8% of all 
female employees and 7.9% of all male employees worked on a temporary contract (Cornelißen 2005). 
Many recent employment contracts are temporary contracts. This development may lead to a rise in a-
typical/discontinuous employment patterns and increasing levels of social insecurity.  
 
  1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 

Total 3291 3504 3652 3851 4168 4088 4004 3854 3867 3860 4380 
Table 8: Contracts of Limited Duration in Germany (in thousands) (EUROSTAT Data) 
 

Working hours 
The average number of working hours of a a full-time employed person (including extra hours, either paid 
or unpaid) has not changed significantly over the last 10 years. The average number of working hours of 
part-time employees has decreased by 2% between 1995 and 2005 (see Table 9), mainly because of a rise 
in employment in mini-job with average working hours clearly under 20 hours a week.  
 
  1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 

Full-time 41.2 41.6 41.7 41.7 41.8 41.8 41.6 41.4 41.0 41.3 41.6 
Part-time* 19.2 18.5 18.2 18.0 17.7 17.8 17.8 17.6 17.6 17.4 17.2 
* The distinction between full-time and part-time work is made on the basis of a spontaneous answer given by the respondent. 

Table 9: Weekly Working Hours in Germany (EUROSTAT Data 
 
If we look at the collectively agreed working hours in Germany, the average was 37.5 hours for full-time 
employees and 13.6 hours for part-time employees in 2004. This applies mainly to the Western parts of 
Germany. In the East, collective agreements are less common and average working hours are higher, even 
within one sector (e.g. the public sector). Collectively agreed working hours have been reduced over the 
past 25 years, from 40.2 hours a week in 1980 to 38.8 hours in 1991, and 37.5 hours in 2004. The massive 
reduction in working hours was aimed at fighting unemployment by redistributing the available work 
among the unemployed. However, the 35-hour week did not prove to be an effective instrument to 
reduce the number of unemployed people. Rising unemployment rates over the past decade have 
demonstrated that rather clearly (Bräuninger 2004).   

Safety at Work & Sickness Days 
The number of accidents, which are subject to registration in Germany, has decreased significantly over 
the past 10 years due to improved safety standards mainly in the mining, metal, and electrical industry. 
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While in 1994, 47 out of a thousand employees had an accident which required official registration, this 
number came down to 27 accidents per 1000 employees in 2005 (Breuer 2006). Also the average number 
of sickness days decreased significantly over the past 10 years for both sexes (Table 10). 
 
  1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 

Women 21,8 21,9 18,5 15,7 15,1 14,0 13,9 13,5 13,0 12,5 12,0 
Men 20,5 20,2 18,3 16,8 16,7 15,4 15,0 15,0 14,1 13,4 13,1 
Table 10: Sickness Days in Germany (of all employees in the compulsory health insurance system) (BKK (2005), BKK-
Zeitreihe "Arbeitsunfähigkeit der beschäftigten Pflichtmitglieder" 
 

2.2 Demography & Families 
Similar to the majority of European countries, the fertility rate in Germany has declined rapidly over the 
last five decades. Since 1975, the Western German fertility rate remains at a low level and fluctuates within 
a range of 1.2 and 1.4. The fertility rate in the former GDR was higher (e.g. 1.8 during the 1980s), but 
sank dramatically in the first years after the reunification. In 1991, the rate was 0.98, well below West 
Germany's lowest level. The current overall fertility rate of 1.37 is well below the replacement rate of app. 
2.1 children per women (Table 11). The mean age of women at the birth of their first child has risen in a 
comparable manner to 29.1 years in 2005, compared to 28.07 in 1995. At present, most children - 
irrespective of whether they are of first, second or higher order - are born to women between the age of 
30 and 37. In the past, children were born to women of more heterogeneous age groups. Consequently, 
the time window for having children has become narrower and the probability that women will have a 
second or third child has decreased (Cornelißen 2005). 
 
  1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 

Children per Woman 1.24 1.25 1.32 1.37 1.36 1.36 1.38 (e) 1.35 (p) 1.31 (e) 1.34 1.37 (e) 
(e) Estimated Value 
(p) Provisional Value 

Table 11: Fertility Rate in Germany (EUROSTAT Data) 
 
German families have not only become smaller in size and are having less children (see also section 
Families and Households), also the number of childless couples has increased significantly over the past. 
Changes in life style and traditional gender role ideology, better education and career opportunities for 
women, and difficulties in reconciling paid work and family due to inflexible work arrangements and a 
lack of childcare facilities, are continuously reported as the most important reasons for the declining 
number of children in Germany (Cornelißen 2005).  
 
Life expectancy, on the other hand, has steadily increased over the past decades (Table 12) which, in turn, 
has led to a rise of the population aged 64 and over by 3.2 percentage points in the last 10 years only 
(Table 13). Women outlived men by 5.7 years in 2005. According to recent estimation, the population 
aged 60 and over will account for approximately 27.6% of the total population in 2050 (Federal Statistical 
Office 2003). 
 
  1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 

Women 79.6 79.7 79.9 80.3 80.6 (e) 80.7 81.0 81.3 81.2 (p) 81.4 (e)  81.4 (e) 
Men 73.1 73.3 73.6 74.0 74.5 (e) 74.7 75.0 75.5 75.4 (p) 75.7 (e)  75.7 (e) 
(e) Estimated Value 
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(p) Provisional Value 

Table 12: Life Expectancy at Birth in Germany (EUROSTAT Data) 
 
1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 

15.4 15.6 15.7 15.8 15.9 16.2 16.6 17.1 17.5 18.0 18.6 
Table 13: Proportion of Population Aged 64 and Over in Germany (EUROSTAT Data 
 
Low fertility rates in combination with increasing life expectancy present a threat to Germany’s 
employment based compulsory social insurance system. A decline in the active working population 
automatically translates into lower contributions into the social funds. A growing inactive, older 
population, on the other hand, causes higher expenditures for pensions and health care. It seems that only 
very recently the German government became fully aware of the vulnerability of the welfare system and 
the problems associated with the demographic changes. A number of policies and programs are currently 
in preparation/discussion to stabilize the German welfare state (see Chapter Policies).  
 

Families & Household composition  
While the number of marriages has steadily declined over the past decade, the number of divorces has 
increased (Table 14). In addition, the number of non-married couples living together in one household has 
increased. While in 1996 about 8% (2% with and 6% without children) of all couples living together were 
not married, in 2006 already 12% (4% with children and 8% without children) of all couples living 
together were not married (Duschek, Weinmann, Böhm, Laue, and Brückner 2006). According to recent 
Eurostat data, the share of live births outside marriage in Germany has increased by 11.9 percentage 
points from 16.1% in 1995 to 28% in 2005. In addition, the share of same-sex partnerships is steadily 
increasing.  
 
  1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 

Marriages 5.41 5.27 5.22 5.15 5.09 5.25 5.09 4.73 4.75 4.60 4.80 (p)  
Divorces 2.0 2.1 2.1 2.3 2.3 2.3 2.4 2.4 (p)  2.5 2.6 : 
(p) Provisional Value 
(:) Not Available 

Table 14: Marriages and Divorces in  Germany (per 1000 persons) (EUROSTAT Data) 
 
In general, the average size of German households has been declining since the 1970s. In the last decade, 
the average number of persons per household has decreased from 2.22 in 1995 to 2.11 persons in 2005 
(Duschek et al. 2006). The number of single-person households has risen significantly over the last 
decade. In 2004, 37.2% of all households where one-person households. Among those households with 
more than one person, 32.1% had children, 6.4% were single parents (mainly single mothers) (Federal 
Statistical Office 2005). There is a growing polarization between couples without children and couples 
with more than one child. The number of one-child-families is declining.  

Income and Income Inequalities 
According to national statistics on household budgets, the average monthly net household income in 2000 
was 2583 Euros. The income of couples with children under 18 was 3499 Euros. Lone parents only had 
an average of 1777 Euros at their disposal in 2000. The income of East German households is lower than 
that of West German households. About 12% of the German population living in couple households with 
minor children lived in relative poverty in 2000, compared to 4% of couple households without children, 
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and 7% of the population living along (Engstler and Menning 2004). Income poverty is defined as “having 
an equalized income of less than 50% of the median income of the total population” (Federal Statistical 
Office 2002 : p. 586). The risk of income poverty is higher in the East than in the West of Germany for 
almost all household types. According to the micro census 2003, 9% of all children lived in families with 
an income below 50% of the median German household income (BMSFJ 2006). Only recently, a public 
discussion on poverty and “underclass” in Germany emerged. In the past,  the issue of social classes  was 
neglected or deliberately  ignored by political forces in the country.   
 
Indicators of the poverty risk only focus on the bottom part of the income distribution and do not take 
the full distribution of income into account. The most widely used summary measure of the degree of 
inequality that considers the full income distribution is the Gini coefficient. It represents an overall 
measure of the cumulative income share against the share of households in the population. If there was 
perfect equality (i.e. each person or each household receives the same income), the Gini coefficient would 
be 0. It would be 100 if the entire national income were in the hands of only one person or household. 
 
In the past decade, the Gini coefficient in Germany varied between 25 and 29 (Table 15), with the lowest 
value in the second part of the 1990s, and an increasing trend after the year 2001. In cross-national 
comparison, Germany is close to or slightly below the  EU25 average in terms of income inequality. In 
2003, for example, the calculated coefficient for the EU25 was 29. National Gini coefficients varied 
between 22 (Slovenia) and 35 (UK, Greece) (Guio 2005). 
 
1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 

29 27 25 25 25 25 25 29 28 28 
* Calculation based on equalized household income. 
Table 15: Gini-Coefficient* in Germany (EUROSTAT Data) 
 

Migration  
In the last five decades, Germany was mainly a country of immigration. In response to the labour market 
shortage after the 2nd World War, Germany recruited workers in Southern and Eastern Europe, and 
especially in Turkey.  These so-called “Gastarbeiter” (guest workers), mainly men, were supposed to stay a 
few years in Germany and then return to their home countries. However, many stayed in Germany for 
years, acquired residence permits, and brought in their family members under the family reunification 
programs  In the meantime, a growing share of the “foreign” population are “second & third generation” 
foreigners, that is, children and grandchildren of immigrants, who are already born in Germany. In 2003, 
the number of legal foreign residents amounted to 8.9% of the total population. Citizens of the former 
guest worker countries have the largest share in the total number, with people from Turkey representing 
the biggest group of immigrants (Oezcan 2004). Integration and/or assimilation of these groups is a hot 
topic in the current political discussions.  
 
A more recent phenomenon is the increasing number of highly skilled Germans leaving the country. 
While during and after the 2nd  World War, large numbers of  Germans left the country for political and 
economical reasons, emigration decreased during the 1970s and 80s (appx. 60,000 Germans per year). 
Since the beginning of the 1990s, the number of Germans leaving the country has steadily increased (e.g., 
104,653 in 1993) and reached a record-high in 2004 with 150,667 persons leaving the country (Federal 
Statistical Office 2006). The majority of German emigrants are between 18 and 40 years old and male. 
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While early German emigrants mainly left for the United States, a large part of this new group of highly 
skilled people is leaving for other member states of the European Union (e.g., Austria, Poland, UK) and 
Switzerland (Mau, Verwiebe, and Kathmann 2006) .  
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3. Labour Market Policies 

 

3.1 Unemployment 

Status Quo & the Past  
Increasing unemployment rates since the 1990s, have put great pressure on the federal government to take 
action in improving employment and unemployment policies. German policies in the past were 
characterized by a high level of institutional fragmentation (regulation by federal law, financing and 
administration by local government), strong rights of the unemployed (few obligations, right to reject job 
offers that diverged from the previously held position), and little effort to activate unemployed people 
(job-search assistance, trainings) (Bönker and Wollmann 2001). However, increasing expenditure for 
unemployment payments called for a comprehensive labour market reform in the early 2000’s. Following 
the suggestions of the so-called Hartz Commission in 2002, a major reform was implemented in four 
reform packages. Hartz packages I to III included a reorganization of the Public Employment Service, the 
introduction of Temporary Work Agencies, the establishment of the new Federal Employment Agency 
(Bundesagentur für Arbeit), new legislation on mini and midi-jobs, the promotion of training and education 
opportunities for unemployed, and the introduction of a measure called “Ich-AG”. The “Ich-AG” concept 
supports unemployed people to set up their own small business. The last reform package, Hartz IV, 
became effective in 2005. Under this reform, unemployment  assistance (Arbeitslosenhilfe) and social welfare 
assistance (Sozialhilfe) were substituted by a new means-tested income replacement scheme for long-term 
unemployed, the so called ALG II (Arbeitslosengeld II) that is somewhat below the former social assistance. 
Job acceptability requirements for ALG II recipients were tightened. Recipients can be assigned to 
employment in the secondary labour market with a remuneration of 1-2 Euros per hour. These so called 
“1-Euro jobs” were meant to facilitate transition from long-term unemployment into the primary job 
market (OECD 2005). However, the number of 1-Euro jobs has increased enormously over the last year, 
and there is some danger that organizations, especially in the budgetary strained public sector, substitute 
regular jobs through low-cost 1-Euro jobs. Legislation and control in this domain need to be tightened in 
the near future.  
 
In contrast to ALG II, which is financed by taxes and is needs-based, ALG I (Arbeitslosengeld I) is 
contribution-based and linked to income. Contributions (6.5% of the income) to the unemployment 
insurance fund are mandatory for all employees in Germany, and are shared equally between employees 
and employers. ALG I amounts to approximately 60% of the last income. In February 2006, the duration 
of payment of ALG was reduced. Unemployed people now receive ALG I for an average of 12 months 
before they move on to ALG II. 
 

Actual Events, Current Debates and Future Trends  
Due to economic recovery, slightly decreasing unemployment in 2006, and cost-savings in administration, 
the expected surplus of the Federal Employment Agency in 2006 will exceed the forecast. The surplus in 
income should be used to decrease mandatory contribution to the unemployment insurance from 6.5% to 
4.5% in 2007. Although job search support for unemployed has improved in quantity and quality, there is 
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still considerable space for further improvement in services. Client-to-counselor ratio is expected to 
improve and placement rates are expected to increase in the near future.  
 

3.2 Retirement 

Status Quo & the Past 
The German pension system was designed (from its start) to extend the standard of living that was 
achieved during work life to the time after retirement. It is characterized by a large public pension pillar 
and a broad mandatory coverage of employees (Bönker and Wollmann 2001). The contribution-based 
public pension system is financed equally by employees and employers. The current contribution rate is 
19.5% of the first 5.100 Euro of monthly gross income. Until very recently, occupational pensions, private 
pension insurances, and private saving have not played an important role in Germany. However, the 
demographic change, the high unemployment rate over the last decade, and a prevalence of early 
retirement have become a serious threat to the contribution-based retirement system. Although life 
expectancy is increasing, the average age of retirement in Germany has only increased marginally over the 
last decade (Table 16). The surprising finding that women retire at an older age than men can be explained 
by a highly gendered pattern of employment in Germany. The group of women who participates in the 
labour market until retirement is highly selective. Most women have acquired some pension rights in 
younger ages and they receive their pension benefits at the statutory age of retirement, while men more 
often retire earlier (e.g. early retirement policies, accidents, etc.). In addition, women may drop out of 
employment at earlier stages in the life course, for example when the husband retires and his retirement 
benefit is high enough to support both. Also, these women receive their own retirement benefits when 
they have reached the statutory retirement age. 
 
  1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 

Women 60.4 60.2 60.1 60.2 60.5 60.5 60.5 60.7 60.9 61.0 
Men 59.8 59.2 59.3 59.4 59.7 59.8 59.9 60.2 60.5 60.5 
Table 16: Average Age at Retirement (Verband Deutscher Rentenversicherungsträger) 
  
In 2004, only 39.2% of all Germans aged 55 to 64 were still gainfully employed compared to 51% on 
average in the OECD countries. Generous pension policies have created an “early-retirement culture” 
(Bräuninger 2005). For example, the law on part-time work for older employees introduced in 1996 
enabled workers to reduce their weekly working time by 50% from their 55th birthday on. It also allowed 
employees to split their remaining working years in a phase of full-time employment and free time (“block 
model”). The majority of employees opted for the block model which led to a decline in participation 
rates among the elderly. In addition, the right of partial retirement has been included in many collective 
wage agreements. As a consequence, many organizations made use of this instrument to reduce the supply 
of “expensive” elderly labour force in a “socially acceptable” way (Bräuninger 2005).  
 

Actual Events, Current debates and Future Trends  
There is an ongoing debate about a sustainable funding of the German retirement system in the context of 
an ever growing older population, and a decreasing number of employees who actively contribute to the 
system in the future. A number of pension reforms have been implemented in the past decade. One of the 
most important reforms that caused a major change of the system was the so-called “Riester Reform” in 
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2001. The three main elements of the reform were 1) the stabilization of contribution rates (below 20% of 
income until 2020 and below 22% until 2030), 2) the long-term stability of pension levels of 67-68% of 
the average net earnings in 2030, and 3) the promotion and subsidy of supplementary private and 
occupational pensions to offset a decline in public pensions. However, the “Riester Reform” measures 
were not sufficient to stabilize the German pension system (Börsch-Supan and Wilke 2003). There is an 
on-going discussion to detach the yearly re-evaluation of the monetary pension benefits from theearnings 
progression. Monetary pension benefits have been declining for years, and some calculations even 
anticipate a loss in public pension benefits for those born in the 70s and later. Without additional private 
pension savings, young Germans will not be able to retain their standard of living once they are retired.  
 
Earlier this year, the government has decided to further increase the statutory retirement age from 65 to 
67 years by 2012 for men and women equally. In the meantime, the law has passed parliament. 
Proponents of the new law argue that the low fertility rate, an increasing life expectancy, improvements in 
health and the ability to work longer, plus an expected lack of qualified worker in the near future require 
this step. Opponents point out that there are still unsolved structural problems regarding the 
unemployment of older workers, and a lack of willingness in German organizations to employ older 
workers and to create adequate jobs (Pomberger and Wübbeke 2006). Overcoming the well established 
“early-retirement culture” presents one of the biggest challenges that policy makers have to face in the 
near future.   
 

3.3 Wage Policies 
Unlike other European countries such as France (7.61Euros/hour) or the UK (7.30Euros/hour), 
Germany has no statutory minimum wage. Wages are subject to collective agreements that are negotiated 
between the unions and the employer associations. It is an objective of the Federation of German Trade 
Unions (DGB - Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund) that nobody in Germany should earn less than 7.50 
Euros/hour. In West Germany, app.70% of all employees are covered by collective agreements compared 
to only 55% in the East. However, in some industries such as the construction industry, minimum wages 
are included in collective wage agreements to promote fair working conditions and remuneration in a 
highly competitive market (www.dgb.de). 
 

3.4 Unions 
Unions have always been key players in negotiation on agreements between employers and employees in 
Germany. However, since the beginning of the 1990s, the degree of unionization has steadily declined. 
While every third employee in 1991 was affiliated to the DGB union (“Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund”), the 
proportion dropped to only every fifth person in 2004. There is also a clear trend towards abandonment 
of collectively agreed wage settlements among German companies and some federal states (Schneider and 
Ebner 2005). Hamburg, for example, is no longer negotiating wages and working conditions of its civil 
servants with the German Union of Services “Ver.di”. 
 

Actual Events, Current debates and Future Trends 
2006 saw a series of labour strikes of employees of public services organized by the Union of Service 
Employees “Ver.di”.  Employees of the public waste disposal services and childcare facilities fought plans 
of the local governments to increase weekly working hours without pay adjustments. Medical staff at 
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public hospitals claimed higher earnings for increasing demands at work and working hours. However, not 
all strikes were perceived well by the public, and the unions did a rather poor job in selecting the industries 
that went on strike. In the federal state of Baden-Wuerttemberg, for example, the public opinion about 
the strike of employees in the public waste disposal services and childcare facilities took an unexpected 
turn. Instead of supporting the unions and the employees on strike, a discussion on whether it is necessary 
and useful to have a public waste disposal service emerged. In the case of the strikes in hospitals, the 
public was very much in favour of the claims of the medical staff. A new collective agreement including 
higher collective wages for physicians was settled recently. Overall, the results of the collective bargaining 
in 2006 (mainly a rise in working hours without pay adjustment) can be seen as a further weakening of the 
unions in Germany.  
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4. Family Policies 

 

Status Quo & the Past 
Two contradictory tendencies are typical for postwar developments in German family policy. One the one 
hand, gender equality is a central value in the German constitution and was implemented in 1949. On the 
other hand, family policies assume women to bear main responsibilities for the family and caregiving 
activities. The German social security system, the pension scheme, and unemployment benefits are based 
on continuous full-time employment, the typical occupational pattern for men. It is assumed that the male 
breadwinner provides income and security for the family, while the female homemaker takes care of 
household, children and elderly (Grunow, Hofmeister, and Buchholz 2006). This traditional family model 
has its roots in the mid-19th century, and was promoted by the churches, media, and the state up to the 
1970s and 80s. Married women’s employment was only tolerated in case of economic necessity, and was 
considered an unfortunate event. Employed couples with children were stigmatized as bad care takers for 
their children. A “good” mother stays at home at least until the child has reached school-age (Maier 1993). 
Although these attitudes have changed over the past decades, the contemporary German welfare state 
continues to promote the traditional division of paid and unpaid work between the sexes. Time budget 
studies conducted by the Federal Statistical Office in 1991/1992 and 2001/2002 revealed that men in 
2001/2002 did not contribute more to unpaid work than 10 years ago, but women were found to have 
reduced the amount of time spent on unpaid activities by 10% in this 10-year period. Nevertheless, gender 
differences in household activities and the distribution of paid and unpaid work between the sexes remain 
striking. In cross-national comparison, Germany consistently scores among the countries with highly 
gendered division of labour (Drobnič and Treas, 2006). 
 
Social expenditure on family and children as a share of total social benefits in Germany has steadily 
increased over the past 10 years, and has reached 10.5% in 2005 (Table 17). Germany is one of the 
countries with the highest expenditures on family and children, but simultaneously has some of the lowest 
fertility and female employment rates among OECD countries. 
 
1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 

8.1 7.7 7.5 9.4 10.1 10.0 10.4 10.6 10.4 10.7 10.5 (p) 
(p) Provisional Value 

Table 17: Social Expenditure on Family/Children in Germany (Share of Total Benefits) (EUROSTAT Data) 
 
German family benefits include a 14-week paid maternity leave (6 weeks prior to birth, 8 weeks 
afterwards), and parental leave of up to three years after childbirth with a guarantee to return to an 
equivalent position (at least per law). A moderate compensation of usually 300 Euros per month is 
provided for families with an annual net income of less than 30.000 Euros during the first six months of 
parental leave. Afterwards, the income limit is scaled down and the benefits are adjusted accordingly. 
Couples with an annual net income of 16.000 Euros (or 13.500 Euros for single parents) receive no 
benefits at all. A monthly child allowance (154 Euros) is paid for every child, independently of the level of 
income. Although both men and women are entitled to parental leave, it is mainly women who take up the 
leave. Research has revealed that 75% of mothers who took parental leave in West Germany were absent 
from paid employment for three or more years, while 99% of German fathers have never taken any family 
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leave at all (Ostner 1998). According to a representative survey conducted by the Federal Ministry of 
Family Affairs, Senior Citizen, Women and Youth in 2003, in 60.1% of the households with children the 
mother was not participating in paid-work during parental leave. In 32.2% of the cases, the mother was 
working part-time. Only 4.7% of the households were comprised of two full-time working partners during 
leave, and in 0.2 % of the households the father has taken up a leave and is not working during leave 
(BMSFJ 2004). The modest financial compensation during parental leave offers little inducement for men 
to actually take up leave. A recent comparative study on women’s career patterns in the US and Germany 
confirmed that German women continue to exit the paid labour market at motherhood (instead at 
marriage in earlier years) despite women’s increasing education and opportunities in the labour market 
(Grunow, Hofmeister, and Buchholz 2006). Upon return to the labour market, women often experience a 
downward job mobility despite the right to return to an equivalent position (Ostner 1998). According to 
the study of the Federal Ministry of Family Affairs, Senior Citizen, Women and Youth in 2003, 55% of 
men and women in employment stated that exiting paid employment presents a threat to their 
professional career. 75% of the participants said that they would like to continue to work part-time or 
occasionally for the organization while being on parental leave. However, only 30% of the participants 
actually continued to work for their former company during parental leave. Among organizational 
programs, family-friendly working hours were considered as the most important means to reconcile work 
and family life (BMSFJ 2004). 
 
One of the major obstacles for women in Germany who seek to combine paid work and care-giving 
activities for small children, is the lack of adequate childcare facilities especially for children under 3. 
According to a recent study of the Germany Institute of Youth Research (DJI - Deutsches Jugend Institut), 
crèche facilities are only available for 3% of all children under 3 in West Germany compared to 37% in 
the Eastern parts of Germany. The huge difference in availability of childcare under 3 between West and 
East Germany is mainly because of less negative attitudes towards working women due to a long tradition 
of full-time employment of women in the East. For children between 3 and 6 years the situation is much 
better. 90% of children in this age group are looked after in childcare centers (DJI 2005). However, short 
and inflexible opening hours still present an obstacle to even part-time employment of mothers. Women 
often have to arrange a bundle of care activities including informal care (grandparents, friends, etc.) to 
make sure that their children are taken care of while they are at work. Informal care is mainly offered by 
women and is often kin-based and free of charge (Fendrich and Schilling 2004).  
 
Due to the lack of crèches for under 3-year olds, private and publicly funded day care facilities have 
emerged over the last years, but no reliable statistics are available on the number of children under 3 cared 
for by nurseries and “day mothers” (Tagesmutter). Day care is if often quite expensive, and only families 
with a relatively high income can afford such care arrangements (Cornelißen 2005). After-school care is 
available for 7% of children aged 6 and 7 in West Germany and for 68% in East Germany. During the 
first two years in school, children are often dismissed at noon, thus making it difficult for mothers to work 
even a 20-hour part-time job.  
 

Actual Events, Current Debates and Future Trends 
Since the inauguration of a new government (coalition between Social Democrats and Christian 
Democrats) and a new family minister (Mrs. Von der Leyen) in 2005, an extensive debate on 
governmental and organizational family policies has emerged in Germany. The discussion is mainly 
triggered by concerns about the low fertility rate and its negative impact on economic growth, and the 
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income-linked social security system. Concerns about gender equality do not appear to play a major role in 
this debate. A new law on parental leave allowance has just passed the “Bundestag”, and will become 
effective in January 2007. The current parental leave allowance of 300 Euro per month for up to 24 
months for families with an income under 30.000 Euros a year will be substituted by an income-linked 
parental leave benefit of 67% of the last net income of the person who takes up the leave. The maximum 
allowance will be 1.800 Euros, the minimum allowance 300 Euros per month. The new parental leave 
benefit will be paid for a maximum of 14 months: 12months to one partner, and an extension of two 
additional months if the other partner takes two months of leave. This extension shall promote fathers’ 
participation in childcare activities. Scandinavian parental leave models served as a model for the new 
German parental leave benefit. The new benefit is now longer considered a social transfer, but rather a 
replacement of lost income. A positive demographic effect and a rise in women’s return into paid 
employment after one year (instead of 3 years previously) is anticipated. However, these positive effects 
can only be expected if care facilities for children under 3 are extended, and family-friendly working 
arrangements in organizations such as flexible working schedule, job sharing, telework, etc. are promoted 
simultaneously. To date, governmental initiatives to promote childcare and family-responsible 
organizations have not reached a level that would be necessary to close the gap. In addition, the new 
income-linked parental leave benefit will penalize long-term unemployed mothers and fathers who receive 
ALG II and students without any income. While the old parental benefit of was paid for 24 months in 
addition to ALG II, under the new law ALG II recipients and students will receive the minimum benefit 
of 300 Euros for 12 months only. 
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5. Health Policies 

 

Status Quo & the Past 
The German health care system is comprised of public health insurance which covered nearly 88% of the 
population in 2003, and private health insurance which covered 10%. 2% of the population were covered 
by other, sector-specific governmental schemes (e.g. military, police, etc.). 0.2% of all residents had no 
prepaid coverage for health care in 2003 (Busse and Riesberg 2004). Contributions towards the public 
health insurance are collected by 292 sickness funds (January 2004). Sickness fund membership is 
mandatory for employees whose gross income does not exceed a certain level. Employees who’s income 
does exceed the limit can either become voluntary members of the public system or opt for a private 
health insurance. The income limit has been increased from 3375 Euros in 2003 to 3825 Euros in 2004 to 
reduce the number of high earning voluntary members leaving the statutory health insurance. The 
contributions to the public health insurance are dependent on income, and include non-earning spouses 
and children without any surcharges. Independent of status, the amount of contribution paid, or the 
duration of membership, insured employees and their dependents are entitled to the same medical 
treatment. Those health benefits which need to be offered to all members and dependents by all statutory 
sickness funds are constituted by law and cited in the Social Code Book V (Busse and Riesberg 2004). 
 
Private health insurance is dependent on risk and is payable for every member. Private health insurance is 
mandatory for active and retired civil servants (e.g. teachers, professors, employees in ministries, etc.), and 
self-employed people who are excluded from the statutory system. Private health insurance companies are 
forced by law to set aside savings for old age from the insurance premiums when the person insured is still 
young.  
 
Contributions to the statutory health insurance have increased rapidly from an average 13.5% of gross 
earnings in 2001 to 14.3% in 2004, and 14.5% in 2006 (Federal Statistical Office 2004). Until 2005, 
contributions were shared equally between employees and employer. In July 2005, the parity was shifted 
towards higher contributions of the employees in order to reduce high labour costs that present a threat to 
the economic development/recovery of the country. Employees now pay 0.45% more than employers, 
which results in a share in contributions of approximately 54% for employees and 46% for employers. In 
the past, the sickness funds did not receive any budget subsidies. Since 2004, funds receive a fixed amount 
of money from the federal budget for various benefits relevant to family policies such as maternity 
benefits, sick-pay for parents caring for a sick child, etc. (Busse and Riesberg 2004). 
 
The major reforms of the German health care system over the last decades were characterized by an effort 
to keep contribution rates stable, and to cope with increasing deficits of the sickness fund. Since the 
contributions are linked to income and are jointly paid by employees and employers, this was especially 
important in times of economic stagnation and growing international competition. The two most 
important changes over the last 10 years were the introduction of a long-term elderly care insurance in 
1995 (1.7% of income), and an increase in out-of-pocket payments. The mandatory elderly care insurance 
was introduced to meet the care-giving needs of an ageing population, and to relieve private and municipal 
responsibilities. Monetary insurance benefits are intended to either cover home care delivered by family 
members (which can be understood as a recognition of care services provided by the family) or for 
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professional ambulatory care services. Family member who provide care are covered by the statutory 
accident insurance and the statutory retirement insurance. Out-of-pocket payments refer to co-payments 
for services which are partially covered by prepaid schemes, and/or to direct payments for services which 
are not reimbursed by one’s prepaid scheme. Prominent examples of such out-of-pocket payments in 
Germany are co-payments for pharmaceuticals, services and products in outpatient care, or for the first 
contact with a doctor or dentist per quarter (Busse and Riesberg 2004). 
 

Actual Events, Current Debates and Future Trends 
The German government is currently under high pressure to develop a financially sustainable model for 
the health care system. Estimations point out that in the first quarter of 2006, the sickness funds will have 
a deficit of 1,2 billion Euros, which is an equivalent to about 3% of their expenditure. The deficit can 
mainly be attributed to decreasing revenues due to demographic changes and high unemployment, and 
increasing expenditures for elderly care activities and pharmaceuticals (Zimmermann 2006). In July 2006, 
the main points of the new health care reform 2006 were presented to the public. Those include a rise in 
contribution rates for statutory health insurance by 0.5% in 2007, the introduction of a general centralized 
health fund, and an increase in competition between private insurance companies and sickness funds. 
There are rising concerns that an increasing number of high earning employees (mainly male, young and 
healthy individuals who could contribute considerably consolidation of the public health care system) opt 
for private health insurers who offer attractive, risk-based fees instead of the income-based statutory 
health insurance system with its universal benefits. Employees with low incomes below the specified limit 
(often women in part-time jobs), sick and disabled people, and the elderly, increasingly remain in the 
statutory health care system. As a consequence, a further decline in contributions to the statutory 
insurance by simultaneously increasing in expenditures for sickness and care can be expected. 
 
The introduction of a new health fund represents a trade-off between the citizen insurance scheme 
(Bürgerversicherung) favored by the Social Democrats and flat-rate premiums (Gesundheitsprämie) supported by 
the Christian Democrats. The centralized health fund, which should become effective in 2008, should 
draw on employer and employee contributions to statutory health insurance as well as on tax revenues. 
Employee and employer contributions will no longer be paid directly to the sickness funds, but will flow 
through the centralized health fund. Tax revenues should be used to fund the health insurance of children. 
Sickness funds will receive a flat rate for each insured person from the new centralized fund. Sickness 
funds that operate efficiently may refund parts of the contribution payments back to their members or can 
offer additional benefits. Excess costs may be covered by additionally charging their members but should 
not exceed 1% of the member’s household income.  
 
The new centralized health faces a strong opposition by the sickness funds, unions, and recently even by 
members of the Christian Democratic Party. The opponents claim that the introduction of the centralized 
health fund will lead to an increase in bureaucracy, to a weakening of the position of the sickness funds, to 
a dismantling of the well-functioning private health insurance, and an increase in governmental influence 
on the health care system. It is still unclear to date who will take over the administration of the fund, and 
where the additional tax revenues to finance the health insurance of children will come from. The draft of 
the reform cites a tax revenue-based contribution to the fund of 1,5 billons in 2008, and 3,0 billons in 
2009. Unions and sickness funds further claim that raising contributions rates of employees by 0.5% in 
2007 will not be sufficient, and fear additional increases in the future. Economists claim that a rise in 
health care contributions will further increase already very high labour costs, and reduce available income 
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of households, thus presenting a threat to the recent but still rather weak economic recovery of the 
country.  
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Conclusions 

 
Although Germany is still considered a typical example of the conservative welfare state regime as 
postulated by Esping-Andersen (1999) in the literature, more recent publications point out that the 
German welfare system is undergoing some major transformations and increasingly departs from the 
classic conservative model. Bleses and Seeleib-Kaiser (2004) talk about a “dual transformation” of the 
German welfare state. This transformation is mainly characterized by a change in employment and family 
policies with an decreasing emphasis on income-related policies, and an increasing importance of family-
oriented social policies. The recent changes and developments in employment and family policies 
demonstrate that Germany social policy has increasingly incorporated elements from both liberal and 
social-democratic welfare state regimes. Liberal elements are mainly incorporated by the new employment 
and labour market policies. For example, means-tested allowances that are often considered as a dominant 
principle of the liberal regime, have been introduced in recent years. On the other hand, the introduction 
of the new parental leave allowance that is now conceived as a substitute of income instead of a social 
benefit, presents an example of the incorporation of social-democratic elements. Accordingly, Blese and 
Seeleib-Kaiser (2004) conclude that Germany which has long been considered as prototype of a welfare 
state that comes closest to the conservative welfare state regime as described by Esping-Andersen, can no 
longer be accurately characterized as a conservative welfare state.  
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Introduction 

 
In analysing the main employment, demographic and political trends in articulation with the QoL in 
Portugal we need to bring into focus some factors and dynamics which have been changing the economic 
structures and cultural features of the country in the last 40 years. From the 1960s onwards, Portugal has 
witnessed a sea-change in multiple domains of life: in employment, in the family, in cultural values and 
identities, in the quality of life and work of its inhabitants; in a number of areas, the country has been 
approaching the patterns of developed countries of Europe. Nevertheless, to properly understand the 
main trends which have been shaping the Portuguese’s QoL we also have to acknowledge, alongside the 
existence of real movements of change and modernization, the notable permanence of traditional 
economic and social structures, ways of life and patterns of behaviour which characterized virtually the 
whole of Portuguese society in a recent past (Almeida, Costa & Machado, 1994; Ferrão, 1996; Machado & 
Costa, 1998; Almeida et al., 1998; Sebastião, 1998; Almeida et al., 2000; Costa et al., 2000; Martins, 2005).  
 
Three historical moments can be identified which have had extensive political, social, economic and 
cultural implications and are therefore closely linked with the multiple changes occurring in Portugal in the 
preceding decades, changes which are still crucial in understanding the main trends of the last ten years: 
the colonial war of the 60s (in Angola, Mozambique, Cape Verde and Guinea), the Carnation Revolution 
of April 1974 and the accession to the EU in 1986. All can be seen as being closely linked to important 
and extensive transformations in cultural values, expectations, ways of living and the QoL, and structural 
mutations in the political, economic and demographic realms which have changed the main features of the 
country. 
 
Undoubtedly, Portugal has changed rapidly and extensively in the last thirty years. At the same time there 
exist, at all levels of the political, economical and cultural structures of the country, traditional societal 
patterns, which in a certain level can be seen as deficits of modernization. This very specific coexistence of 
more traditional and modernized characteristics encompasses the main employment, demographic and 
political trends analysed in this report, which means that to speak of the last decade in Portugal it is 
necessary to look further back when the main dynamics of change still active today started to take shape.  
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1. Employment and demographic trends   

 

Employment 
Until the 1960s around a third of the population still lived and worked in the rural interior; an associated 
feature of the population of the time, which is still a persistent structural characteristic of Portuguese 
society, was the low level of schooling. In recent decades, there has been a reorganisation and 
redistribution of the Portuguese working population in the different sectors of business activity (Table 
1.1): the importance of agriculture has diminished dramatically (4,9% total employment in 2001), while the 
service sector has rapidly become the most important one (60%). In industry, the evolution of the last ten 
years has somewhat eluded previous expectations of rapid decline: while the creation of jobs in this sector 
has in fact diminished, its importance is still considerable and from 1981 (38,7%), through 1991 (37,9%) 
to 2001 (35,1%), its relative weight has remained remarkably stable. This has much to do with the fact that 
in Portugal low-qualification jobs and low wages are still very common in industry, making the existence 
of cheap labour a factor of economic competitiveness. Nevertheless, the last five years have witnessed a 
big wave of delocalization and labour unrest in industry, coupled with a rapidly increasing unemployment 
rate in general and in that sector of business activity in particular. This will undoubtedly have an impact on 
the occupational structure of the country, accentuating the decline of industry’s importance in Portuguese 
employment. 
 
On the other hand, the growth of the tertiary sector is related to the increase of private services offered to 
consumers, companies and institutions (in areas such as banking, insurance, supermarkets and telecoms, 
for instance) as well as to the expansion of the public sector in the last thirty years in the domains of 
education, health and social security. 
 
Table 1.1   Employment in agriculture, industry, and services (% total employment) 
 Year 1960 1981 1991 2001 

 M 49,4 19,6 11,7 6,0 
Agriculture W 17,6 20,0 9,4 3,7 
 T 43,6 19,7 10,8 4,9 
 M 28,9 43,9 43,3 43,8 
Industry W 29,2 28,5 29,7 24,1 
 T 28,9 38,7 37,9 35,1 
 M 21,7 36,5 45,0 50,2 
Services W 53,2 51,4 60,9 72,2 
 T 27,5 41,6 51,3 60,0 
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Source: INE [National Institute of Statistics], Censos 1960, 1981, 1991, 2001 
 
It’s important to stress that, despite these profound changes in employment in forty years, the Portuguese 
occupational structure stills stands in contrast with some European patterns (Table 1.2A)13: the % of 
population employed in agriculture (12,6%/3,9%) and industry (32,3%/24,3%) is still considerably higher 
than the average of the EU15, while the % of population employed in services is much lower 
(55,0%/71,9%). Alongside schooling patterns, which will be analysed in more detail later, the contrast 
between the Portuguese occupational structure and EU patterns points to crucial elements of the 
economic and social features of the country which strongly, and negatively, impact on the QoL and, 
specifically, the quality of work of its inhabitants: important modernization deficits both in industry and in 
the services sector, coupled with a slower rhythm of change of the global occupational structure in the last 
decade stand in contrast with a competitive and rapidly changing European and global context of 
knowledge and service economies. Furthermore, in Portugal a very large portion of employment in the 
service sector offers small wages in low-qualification and precarious jobs, mainly performed by women 
and immigrants.  
 
Table 1.2A   Employment indicators (1994 & 2004) – Portugal in the European Context 

                                                      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
13 There are some discrepancies between the data of the Portuguese National Institute of Statistics (INE) and the numbers of the European 
Commission. However the main trends of employment point to the same phenomena. 

Activity rate  
(% pop. 15-
64)14 

Employment in 
agriculture  
(% total 
employment)15 

Employment in 
industry 
(% total 
employment)16 

Employment in 
services  
(% total 
employment)17 

Indicators 
 
 
 
Countries 1994 2004 1994 2004 1994 2004 1994 2004 

M 78,2 78,6 5,7 4,7 36,7 34,1 57,6 61,2 
W 56,3 62,5 4,3 2,8 15,2 12,1 80,5 85,1 

EU15 

T 67,2 70,6 5,1 3,9 27,7 24,3 67,2 71,9 
M 75,4 76,4 10,8 6,8 38,4 38,2 50,8 55,0 
W 68,7 72,0 6,0 3,0 14,3 12,2 79,8 84,8 

Finland  

T 72,0 74,2 8,5 5,0 26,8 25,6 64,8 69,4 
M 80,1 79,2 3,2 2,9 44,2 37,0 52,6 60,2 
W 61,3 65,8 2,8 1,6 18,3 14,1 78,9 84,3 

Germany 
 

T 70,8 72,6 3,0 2,3 33,1 26,4 63,9 71,3 
M 66,6 67,2 10,5 7,3 41,9 41,6 47,7 51,1 
W 49,7 54,0 4,1 2,6 25,3 22,6 70,6 74,9 

Hungary 
 

T 57,9 60,5 7,6 5,1 34,4 32,9 58,0 62,0 
M 79,7 83,9 5,4 4,2 31,5 27,7 63,2 68,0 Netherlands  
W 57,7 69,2 2,6 2,1 8,8 7,8 88,5 90,1 
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Source: European Commission, Employment in Europe, 2004, 2005 
 
Men and women’s life courses combine the traditional situation in older generations with the new life-
course profiles of the generations born during the second half of the twentieth century. Women’s life 
courses in particular have changed significantly since they entered the labour market. Male recruitment for 
the colonial wars, their migration to foreign countries, escaping from the war or looking for better life 
conditions, promoted early female employment from the end of the 60’s. 
 
Table 1.2B   Employment indicators (1994 & 2004) – Portugal in the European Context 

Employment 
rate 
(% pop. 15-
64)18 

Unemployme
nt rate 
 (% labour 
force 15+)19 

Self-employed 
(% total 
employment) 
20 

Part-time 
employment 
(% total 
employment)
21 

Fixed term 
contracts 
(% total 
employment)
22 

Indicators 
 
 
 
Countries 

1994 2004 1994 2004 1994 2004 1994 2004 1994 2004 

M 70,4 72,7 9,1 7,1 18,7 18,1 4,9 7,2 10,7 12,9 
W 49,3 56,8 12,2 9,3 12,6 10,8 30,4 35,1 12,6 14,4 

EU15 

T 59,8 64,7 10,4 8,1 16,2 14,9 15,4 19,4 11,5 13,6 
M 62,0 69,7 18,1 8,7 18,1 15,0 8,2 9,0 15,3 12,6 
W 58,7 65,6 14,8 8,9 9,6 7,7 14,9 18,4 21,0 19,5 

Finland 

T 60,3 67,6 16,6 8,8 14,0 11,5 11,5 13,5 18,1 16,1 
                                                                                                                                                                      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
14 Hungary: 1996 & 2004. 
15 Portugal & Netherlands: 1994 & 2003; Hungary: 1998 & 2004. 
16 Portugal & Netherlands: 1994 & 2003. 
17 Portugal & Netherlands: 1994 & 2003. 
18 Hungary: 1996 &2004. 
19 Hungary: 1996 & 2004. 
20 Portugal: 1994 & 2003; Hungary: 1998 & 2004. 
21 Hungary: 1997 & 2004. 
22 Finland & Hungary: 1997 & 2004. 

T 68,8 76,6 4,3 3,3 22,3 18,9 73,4 78,2 
M 78,4 79,1 10,5 11,9 40,7 42,3 48,8 45,9 
W 60,5 67,0 12,4 13,5 25,7 20,5 61,9 66,0 

Portugal  
 

T 69,3 73,0 11,4 12,6 34,1 32,3 54,5 55,0 
M 79,1 79,1 5,4 3,7 36,0 34,5 58,6 61,8 
W 74,4 75,2 1,2 1,0 11,1 9,8 87,7 89,2 

Sweden 
 

T 76,7 77,2 3,3 2,4 23,6 22,5 73,1 75,1 
M 84,3 82,0 1,8 1,3 31,6 26,7 66,6 72,0 
W 66,3 68,6 0,7 0,4 11,7 7,9 87,6 91,6 

United 
Kingdom  

T 75,3 75,2 1,3 0,9 22,3 17,9 76,4 81,3 
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M 74,1 70,8 5,9 8,7 11,4 13,3 3,3 6,5 9,8 12,7 
W 55,1 59,2 11,4 10,5 7,8 7,9 33,2 41,6 11,0 12,2 

Germany 

T 64,7 65,0 8,3 9,5 9,9 10,9 15,8 22,3 10,4 12,4 
M 59,5 63,1 10,2 5,8 19,5 17,6 2,0 3,2 7,0 7,5 
W 45,2 50,7 8,8 6,0 11,6 10,1 5,6 6,3 6,1 6,1 

Hungary 

T 52,1 56,8 9,6 5,9 16,0 14,2 3,7 4,7 6,6 6,8 
M 74,5 80,2 6,0 4,3 17,1 16,4 16,3 22,3 8,6 13,4 
W 53,2 65,8 7,9 4,8 14,3 11,2 66,1 74,7 15,1 16,5 

Netherlan
ds 

T 64,0 73,1 6,8 4,6 15,9 14,1 36,7 45,5 11,3 14,8 
M 74,5 74,2 6,1 5,9 29,1 28,4 4,5 7,1 9,8 18,7 
W 54,4 61,7 7,9 7,6 28,2 25,2 12,3 16,3 12,4 21,1 

Portugal  
 

T 64,1 67,8 6,9 6,7 28,8 26,9 7,9 11,3 11,0 19,8 
M 72,0 73,6 10,8 6,5 8,2 7,0 7,3 12,0 13,7 13,5 
W 68,5 70,5 7,8 6,1 2,8 2,6 36,2 36,3 14,5 17,5 

Sweden 

T 70,2 72,1 9,4 6,3 5,6 4,9 20,8 23,6 14,1 15,5 
M 74,5 77,8 11,0 5,1 18,4 17,2 7,5 10,3 5,9 5,5 
W 61,2 65,6 7,1 4,2 8,1 7,6 44,4 43,9 7,9 6,5 

United 
Kingdom 

T 67,9 71,6 9,3 4,7 13,8 12,8 24,0 25,8 6,9 6,0 
Source: European Commission, Employment in Europe, 2004, 2005 
 
In Portugal, as in other countries of Europe, the entrance of progressively larger numbers of women into 
the labour force and the increase of the female activity rate (Tables 1.2A & 1.3) has been one of the main 
driving forces of change and restructuring in a great number of domains, both in the “public sphere” of 
employment as in the “private sphere” of family relations, as well as in the overarching demographic 
domain (Costa et al., 2000). Obviously, this phenomenon has to be read in association with the changes 
that occurred in the occupational structure, namely the expansion of the tertiary sector; also, the country’s 
global activity rate (73,8% pop. aged 15-64 in the 2nd trimester of 2006, according to the National 
Institute of Statistics) has been growing in recent years due to the continuous increase in the female 
activity rate (68,4% in 2006, same source), which is, remarkably, one of the highest in the EU, especially  
when compared with other Southern Europe countries. Furthermore, when we look at the various age 
groups of women aged 25 to 39 (Table 1.3), we see that the activity rate has been increasing steadily, 
reaching notable values in the ultimate census: 85% (25-29), 83,3% (30-34) and 79,9% (35-39). As we will 
see shortly, the relative unimportance of part-time work in Portugal means that these very high activity 
rates are usually coupled with full-time work for Portuguese women and mothers, something which has a 
considerable impact in terms of work-family reconciliation and QoL. 
 
Table 1.3   Activity rates 
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Years 
Activity rate (% each population group) 

1960 1970 1981 1991 2001 200623 

Male activity rate 63,8 62,1 57,1 54,3 58,4 58,3 
Female activity rate 13,1 19,0 29,0 35,5 45,5 47,6 
          pop. aged 25-29  19,8 33,1 62,4 74,1 85,0 - 
          pop. aged 30-34 16,6 29,0 56,3 72,3 83,3 - 
          pop. aged 35-39 15,3 23,1 49,2 69,0 79,9 - 

M - - - - 79,6 79,4 
F - - - - 64,8 68,4 

 
Pop. aged 15-64 

T - - - - 72,1 73,8 
Sources: INE [National Institute of Statistics], Censos 1960, 1970, 1981, 1991, 2001; Inquérito ao 
Emprego; European Commission, Employment in Europe, 2002, 2005 
 
The Portuguese labour market is characterized by marked patterns of horizontal segregation: women work 
largely in very specific levels of the service sector, especially personal and administrative services. There 
are fewer women in top jobs as managers and professionals and more in elementary occupations, on one 
side, while on the other side they are strongly present as workers in services (clerks, sales workers, in 
personal services) and less present as industrial workers. Nevertheless, although 66% of female 
employment is in the service sector, that number is still far from the average for the EU15, 85% (Table 
1.2A). 
 
An important element that helps to characterize the employment patterns and main trends in Portugal has 
to do with the limited importance of part-time employment, especially female part-time employment, in 
which the country stands in marked contrast with other members of the EU. Until very recently, part-time 
work was not recognised in Portugal as a form of work; it was accorded recognition in Decree-law 103/99 
of the 26th July, following European Directive 97/81/CE. Because this situation has only recently been 
regulated, and also due to the generally low level of wages practiced, which makes part-time work an 
unattractive option, even an economically impracticable one for individuals and their families, Portugal is 
one of the European Union states with the lowest rates of part-time work. Although it’s expanding, it 
represents no more than 16% (EU15: 35%) of female and 7% of male labour, with the average rate of 
part-time work for both sexes being 11% (EU15: 19%). Nevertheless, part-time employment has been on 
the rise in recent years – from 7,9% in 1994 to 11,3% in 2004 – and its importance will continue rising.  
 
Still regarding part-time employment, it’s worthy of mention that the Portuguese and the European male 
profiles are similar among the age groups older than 24 years, while among younger workers Portugal has 
a lower proportion of part-time male workers. This means that Portuguese young people do not combine 
part-time work and education as much as those from other countries, and when most of them began to 

                                                      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
23 2nd trimester. 
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work they had already finished or interrupted the course of their education. In other words, it can be said 
that for a very important number of Portuguese young people the phase in their life course dedicated to 
education is shorter than it should be nowadays, in what is called the “knowledge society”; the various 
shortcomings identifiable in the patterns of schooling of the Portuguese population (Martins, 2005) are 
obviously articulated with this phenomenon. Furthermore, this is also related to the types of jobs available 
to young people who enter the labour market after a relatively short period of formal schooling, 
something which points to the various topics discussed previously concerning the country’s occupational 
structure.  
 
On the other hand, the differences are greater between Portuguese and other European women younger 
than 50 years. Only among older women can we see similar rates of part-time work between Portugal and 
the EU15 average. The figures lead us to conclude that part-time work is not generally used in Portugal to 
combine work and caring for the children, as it is in other European countries. This pattern seems to be 
more common among older women, who may assume responsibility for caring for the elderly and 
sometimes their grandchildren, but in a proportion similar to the European average. In any case, nearly 
30% of those who work part-time say that they have family obligations, not specifying if they are referring 
to children or to other family members.    
        
Part-time workers are mainly those with the least education and they mostly work in the services sector, 
besides those who work in agriculture. Nearly 17% of men and 27% of women would prefer to work on a 
full time basis (Labour Force Survey, 2001) and some of them, mainly men, hold more than one job. 
Some national case studies found that nearly 40% of part-time workers interviewed were interested in a 
full time job (Santana et al, 2000). 
 
As we said, the low salaries in Portugal seem to be incompatible with a certain fixed level of expenses that 
a part-time worker has to cover for transport, meals, care services, etc. Some of them, nevertheless, use 
this facility to combine work and education or training. Part-time work is also common among those who 
do undeclared work in domestic service, for instance. Sometimes these workers hold more than one job: 
one is legal, in order to give them access to insurance schemes, while the others may remain undeclared. 
These may also be better paid, sometimes three times more than the declared job. Eurostat data only 
mention those with a second declared job: around 6% of the employed population. 
 
The patterns of employment status in Portugal differ from the European average in the lower weighting 
for employees, in the number of family workers - probably associated with agriculture, but also with the 
number of micro-firms and the extent of self-employment – and in the significant percentage of 
independent workers, many of them no more than employees in a precarious situation who frequently 
declare their activities as independent in order to get an occupation. That helps to explain the high rates of 
self-employment in Portugal (26,9%) when compared to the average in the EU15 (14,9%) (see Table 
1.2B). The weighting for managers and directors is relatively low, much less than the European average. 
 
The course of working life tends to begin earlier and stop later in Portugal: behaviour in relation to work 
shows differences in Portugal and the EU15, mainly between men and women during their life courses. A 
higher percentage of Portuguese young people is already in the labour market on a full time basis between 
the ages of 15 and 24, and at the same time almost 20% of the older generation keep working after their 
sixties. In all age groups the Portuguese population has a greater participation in the labour market. 
Among women the gap between Portugal and the EU15 is even bigger, with the exception of the 15-24 
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year age-group. It is to be noticed that less than 2% of European women work after the age of 65, 
whereas in Portugal this is the case for more than 13% of women in this age group.  
 
In comparison with other European countries, Portugal has one of the highest rates of fixed term 
contracts (Table 1.2B), 19,8% vs. 13,6% in the EU15, which is another relevant pattern of employment. 
Particularly in women’s work, the % of that type of contract is very significant (21,1%) and has to be 
understood in the light of other patterns and trends already mentioned: low-qualification and precarious 
jobs, etc. The negative impact these various factors have on the quality of life and quality of work is very 
strong, especially when, in Portugal, the possession of a stable job remains a potent social value most 
people adhere to. 
 
Regarding sick-leaves and temporary incapacity for work, the data available from the National Inquiry of 
Health (1998/99)24 shows that from the total number of workers interviewed (21930) 10,4% were 
temporarily incapacitated for work in the two weeks prior to the moment of inquiry, although less than 
40% of those needed to stay in bed 1 or 2 days; 82,6% of those workers who needed to stay in bed did so 
during less than a week (Graça, 2002).  
 
About 18% of those interviewed received social security support for sickness. Also, the average number of 
days per year covered by social security support decreased 23,8% between 1991 and 1998; 63% on average 
of those days were taken by female beneficiaries. The number of sick-leaves decreased also between 1990 
and 1998 – about  1.000.000 to 850.000 – while the relative proportion of women taking those sick-leaves 
increased in the same period – 55% to 60% (op. cit.).  
 
Nevertheless, the average duration of sick-leaves per worker – 62,9 days in 1998 (68,2 days to women and 
55,7 days to men) –  has been on the rise since 1990.     
 
The general patterns of absenteeism in Portugal also show that the younger workers (20-39 years old) tend 
to miss work more often due to sickness but for shorter periods of time (less than 30 days), while older 
workers tend to miss work less frequently due to sickness but for longer periods of time (more than 30 
days).   
 
29% of the working population missed work due to sickness, accident or other motives for temporary 
incapacity (10,4%) or went to work despite having complaints about their health state (18,2%) (Graça, 
2002). The social and economic implications of these two situations, as well as it’s consequences over the 
quality of life of workers and their families are important: they have detrimental impacts, both direct and 
indirect, on well-being, health, safety, productivity, social security spending, etc.   
 

                                                      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
24 Data from the latest National Inquiry of Health (2005/6) isn’t available at the time of writing. In Portugal there subsist large lacunae in the data 
publicly available regarding absenteeism, sick-leaves and disability.   
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The Portuguese patterns of absenteeism, sickness and disability remain an understudied phenomenon, and 
much more needs to be known about the various causes underlying it. Tentatively, a number of economic 
and social factors can be listed which give some hints to the sociological understanding of absenteeism, 
namely to the high number of sick-leaves and to their increasing average duration: aging population in 
general and ageing working population in particular, feminization of the work force, economic crisis and 
restructuring, the prevalence of low quality precarious and disqualified jobs, importance of the informal 
economy, growing unemployment and especially of long-term unemployment, non-negligible levels of 
poverty and social exclusion among the working population, the low level (or non-existence) of health 
protection and vigilance programs in Portuguese small companies, very long working hours being the 
norm among Portuguese workers, the lack of an efficient network of formal childcare facilities, an 
incomplete national health system.  
  
An effective national strategy directed to ameliorate the health problems of the working population is still 
lacking in Portugal. Fragmentary efforts have been made by companies and by the government to battle 
against absenteeism, namely through efforts to tighten inspection of sick-leaves, monetary incentives to 
assiduity, and the creation of increased legal and administrative barriers to absenteeism due to sickness. 
 

Education 
Although the last 3 decades have been of rapid and positive evolution in the schooling patterns of the 
Portuguese population, which thirty years ago were very low and completely out of time in the European 
context, this is still a domain where there is much to be done in order to reach European standards in 
such a crucial dimension of contemporary societies (Costa et al., 2000). As we said earlier, despite the 
profound and encompassing changes towards modernization that have been occurring in Portugal in the 
last 30 years in multiple domains, there subsist remarkably resistant traditional structures and difficulties. 
They are clearly visible in the domain of schooling/education where, notwithstanding a very rapid 
evolution between two generations, there remain many obstacles, dissonances and marked deficits of 
modernization regarding the qualification of the population (Machado & Costa, 1998; Sebastião, 1998; 
Costa et al., 2000; Martins, 2005). Although relatively quick, the rhythm of change hasn’t been as fast as 
desired and not up to par with European patterns, and the trends and effects of schooling aren’t the same 
all over the country, with considerable differences existing between regions and social groups; also, the 
various policy strategies relevant to this domain of Portuguese society have been fragmented, incoherent 
and largely insufficient in the last two decades (Sebastião, 1998). These factors have strong impacts on the 
patterns of qualification, employment, competitiveness, development and, ultimately on the QoL.  
 
Using the terms of Martins (2005), who recently analysed various crucial indicators of schooling in 
Europe, Portugal remains in a highly contrasting position in relation to the majority of EU members 
(Table 1.4). 
 
Portugal is very far behind the average EU patterns: the population aged 25-64 which possesses secondary 
education was only 13% in 2002; in the EU15, that number reached 43%; regarding higher education, the 
differences are smaller but still very significant: 11,4% vs. 21,7%. This gaping deficits remain even when 
comparing the Portuguese situation of 2002 with the European standards as they where in 1992, 
something which clearly shows not only the features of what some have called the “incomplete 
modernity” of the country (Machado & Costa, 1998), but also that it’s evolution in this crucial dimension 
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of contemporary societies has slowed down in the last decade, in absolute contrast with other European 
countries (Costa et al., 2000; Martins, 2005).   
 
Another indicator which gives a very palpable measure of the schooling deficit of the country is the 
illiteracy rate, which in 2001 still reached 9%, only 2% less than in 1991 (INE [National Institute of 
Statistics], Censos 2001). This is an issue which was solved in other EU societies decades ago and which, 
at least regarding some of the more dispossessed and fragile social groups in Portugal, especially older 
people, puts into question some basic premises regarding the QoL compared to other EU countries. 
 
Compulsory schooling currently involves 9 years of education. Although there are significant dropout 
rates at this stage, the number of young people extending their schooling to 11 or 12 years is rising, as is 
the number of those at university although, as we said, the rhythm of evolution in the last decade has been 
slower than previously foreseen. In 2001, of young people between the ages of 15-24, 54,5% attended 
some level of education or training (European Commission, 2001), but only 7,9% of those aged 25-34 
years and 1,6% of those aged between 35 and 59 years were in education. On the other hand, among 
those aged 25-34 years, only 12,8% had a high education degree. In 2004, close to 40% of the population 
aged 18-24 years wasn’t in the official school system or other systems of education, a number that more 
than doubles the EU15 figure; in Portugal this pattern hasn’t changed significantly in the last decade 
(Martins, 2005). 
 
Table 1.4   Schooling indicators pop. 25-64 (1992 & 2002) – Portugal in the European Context 

1992 2002 Years 
Countries M W T M W T 

Secondary ed. 38,9 34,1 36,5 44,3 41,7 43,0  
EU1525 Higher ed. 18,5 13,9 16,2 22,7 20,7 21,7 

Secondary ed. - - - 44,0 40,5 42,2  
Finland Higher ed. - - - 28,9 36,0 32,4 

Secondary ed. 59,4 58,5 59,0 60,5 60,9 60,7  
Germany Higher ed. 27,0 14,8 21,0 26,7 17,8 22,3 

Secondary ed. - - - 62,4 52,5 57,3  
Hungary Higher ed. - - - 13,7 14,5 14,1 

Secondary ed. - - - 43,7 41,7 42,7  
Netherlands Higher ed. - - - 27,4 22,3 24,9 

Secondary ed. 10,7 8,3 9,4 13,3 12,7 13,0  
Portugal Higher ed. 9,8 11,2 10,5 9,9 12,8 11,4 
 Secondary ed. - - - 56,7 53,3 55,0 
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Source: Martins, 2005 
 
An interesting phenomenon that has emerged in recent years is the increased schooling of the younger 
generations of women, compared to men. Although in the over-50 age groups women still have much 
higher illiteracy rates than men, young women now tend to predominate in the upper levels of secondary 
and higher education: 35,6% of women against 28,6% of men, among those aged 25-34 years. 
 

Demographic trends 
As in other countries of Europe, the last decades in Portugal have been of progressive population aging26 
(Table 1.5) (Costa et al., 2000): in the last ten years, the 65+ population group became the second most 
important, quantitatively, overtaking the ≤14 group. Fertility and birth-rates have also been in continuous 
decline over the last decade (Table 1.6). Other demographic trends are coupled with these, such as 
diminishing natural growth rates and infant mortality rates and the rise in life expectancy at birth. 
   
These demographic trends are inevitably articulated with other domains already analysed, and here 
Portugal has rapidly, from the 1960’s onwards, attained patterns characteristic of EU societies. 
Furthermore, in terms of general demographic evolution and trends in family formation and 
diversification of family forms, patterns in Portugal are very much aligned with European ones.   
 
Table 1.5   Demographic evolution (%) 
Age groups Years 1960 1981 1991 2001 

 M 31,0 27,0 21,3 17,0 
≤14 W 27,5 24,1 18,5 15,1 
 T 29,2 25,5 19,8 16,0 
 M 16,5 17,3 17,1 15,0 
15-24 W 16,2 15,9 15,9 13,6 
 T 16,3 16,6 16,5 14,3 
 M 45,9 46,1 49,9 53,9 
25-64 W 47,1 46,9 50,2 52,9 
 T 46,5 46,5 50,1 53,4 
 M 6,6 9,6 11,7 14,2 
65 + W 9,2 13,1 15,4 18,4 
 T 8,0 11,4 13,6 16,4 
Source: INE [National Institute of Statistics], Censos 1960, 1981, 1991, 2001 
 

Trends in family formation and diversity of family forms 
Family structures in Portugal have suffered profound changes since the 1970s, the general direction being 
one of modernization and rapid accession to European patterns although, now as in the past, one must 
stress the existence of plural family structures and non-negligible regional differences (Almeida et al., 1998; 
Torres, 2002; Aboim, 2003; Wall, 2005). Those trends can be analysed with the help of a set of key 
structural indicators in domains such as marriage, divorce, fertility, and family forms (Table 1.6).   

Sweden Higher ed. - - - 22,8 30,0 26,4 
Secondary ed. 35,9 24,6 30,5 53,9 50,7 52,4  

United Kingdom Higher ed. 20,1 17,5 18,9 30,1 28,6 29,4 
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Demographic statistics reveal that the average age of men on their first marriage in 2005 was 28,9 years, 
while for women it was 27,3 years. Higher rates of schooling, longer years in the school system and greater 
difficulties facing young people in finding stable employment, as we have seen, mean that people enter 
adult life and form their own families later in life (Lewis et al., 1999; Guerreiro & Abrantes, 2005).  
 
Table 1.6   Indicators of family formation and family forms 
Years 
Indicators 

1960 1970 1981 1991 2001 2005 

Marriage rate (º/ºº pop.) 7,8 9,4 7,7 7,3 5,7 4,6 
Average age of men on their first marriage 26,9 26,6 25,4 26,2 27,7 28,9 
Average age of women on their first 
marriage 

24,8 24,3 23,3 24,3 26,1 27,3 

Catholic weddings (%  total weddings) 90,7 86,6 74,0 72,0 63,0 57,027 
Divorce rate (º/ºº pop.) 0,1 0,1 0,7 1,1 1,8 2,228 
Birth-rate (º/ºº pop.) 24,1 20,1 15,4 11,8 11,3 10,429 
Fertility index 3,2 3,0 2,1 1,6 1,5 1,4 
Fertility rate (º/ºº females 15-49) 94,9 86,6 63,9 47,2 49,5 41,730 
Births outside marriage (% total births) 9,5 6,9 9,5 15,6 23,8 30,1 
Average dimension of family households 3,8 3,7 3,3 3,1 2,8 - 
% of households with more than 5 members 17,1 15,9 10,6 6,6 3,3 - 
Type of household:       
Households with lone persons – total 16,4 - - 16,6 19,5 - 
People living alone 11,5 - - 13,9 17,3 - 
Several persons with no kinship relation  4,9 - - 2,7 2,2 - 
Single families household – total 68,2 - - 69,5 70,1 - 
Couples without children  14,8 - - 20,0 22,0 - 
Couples with children 47,5 - - 43,9 41,1 - 
Single parent families 5,9 - - 5,6 7,0 - 
Complex kinship households - total 15,4 - - 13,9 10,4 - 
Source: Almeida et al., 1998; INE [National Institute of Statistics], Censos 1960, 1981, 1991, 2001, 
Estatísticas Demográficas 
 
The marriage rate in Portugal is falling (it dropped from 7,3 marriages per thousand in 1991 to 4,6 in 
2005), and although catholic weddings continue to predominate (57%), they are also declining; the divorce 
rate, on the other hand, has been rising markedly in the first years of this century (2,2 per thousand in 
2004, while remarriages constituted 12% of the total number of marriages [Aboim, 2003]). 
 
Births have fallen in a dramatic fashion in the last decades, with the birth rate standing at 10,4 per 
thousand and the fertility rate at a very low 41,7 per thousand in 2004; also, the number of children born 
outside marriage has continued to rise since the 1970s, reaching 30% in 2005. All these are clear indicators 
of the mutations in family relations and cultural values that have occurred in Portugal. Evidently, these 
changes are also articulated with the transformations in employment and education analysed earlier, 
namely the entrance of women into the labour force, extended schooling patterns and the rapid rise in the 
educational levels of Portuguese women. 



 
      
 

D3.1 – National reports          118/263 

In the last decades, demographic changes and mutations in the patterns of birth, marriage and divorce, 
family formation and family relations in Portugal have originated multiple changes and an increasing 
plurality of family forms (Aboim, 2003): lower average dimension of family households, a sharp decline in 
the number of family households with more than five members, and a rise in the number of couples 
without children, of single parent families and of people living alone (Guerreiro, 2003), while atypical 
family households have not fallen significantly. Many of the latter may include single parent families. 
 
Some of these indicators of family formation and family forms are associated with a high percentage of 
women in full-time employment who do not take career breaks for the care of young children, as stated 
earlier. This appears to be a distinctive feature of contemporary Portuguese society in comparison both 
with the low female participation rates in other southern European countries and with the very high 
percentages of part-time work for women with children in other central and northern European countries, 
as we have also seen.  
 
As can be expected, the coupling of high activity rates in women aged 25-39 years with a low % of part-
time employment (Guerreiro, 1995) has a considerable and specific impact on the QoL of Portuguese 
women, even more so when the “double shift” continues to be part of everyday life for the majority of 
them (Guerreiro, Caetano & Rodrigues, 2006), who have to continuously reconcile work and family 
responsibilities, sometimes in very stressful conditions. It should also be noted that men carry out very 
few domestic tasks in Portuguese households. Several studies at national level show that it is the women 
who, in around 70% of the cases, take care of the household duties (Guerreiro & Perista, 2001; Wall (ed), 
2005). 
 
On the other hand, the network of female family mutual support still seems to function for some 
Portuguese families, while only a few others (12%) can rely on paid domestic help (Guerreiro & Perista, 
2001). In the large majority of situations, however, women are burdened with both professional and 
household work. There has also been a rise in the elderly population and in households of older people 
living alone who need care services that, often, cannot be provided by family members, since the men and 
women are in the labour market, something which relates directly to the (lack of) QoL for some of the 
more fragile social groups in Portugal (Guerreiro, 2003). 
 

Social inequalities 
Alongside the schooling deficits already analysed, one dimension of Portuguese society which can have a 
significant and negative impact on the quality of work and QoL of its inhabitants is the persistence of 
extensive forms of poverty and social exclusion (Almeida et al., 1992; Machado & Costa, 1998; Capucha, 
1998; Capucha, 2005), which affect about 1/3 of the population and are themselves related to the 
economic modernization of the last decades, especially when strong social mechanisms of protection for 
some of the more dispossessed and fragile groups are still lacking (Machado & Costa, 1998). Marked 
inequalities and an increasing polarization are therefore part of the social fabric of the country, strongly 
and negatively influencing the QoL of considerable fractions of the population31. 
 
Within the EU15 context, Portugal remains as one of the countries where poverty and social exclusion 
have the greatest extent, coupled with some of the lowest levels of purchasing power and the highest 
levels of inequality (Capucha, 1998, 2005; Fagnani et al., 2004). Also, the difference between the 5% richer 
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and the 5% poorer has been on the rise during the course of the last 10 years even when, from 1974 to 
1990, the general tendency was one of slow convergence. 
 
In Portugal, having a job doesn’t automatically mean being safe from poverty. In fact, a large fraction of 
people working in the lowest levels of the various activity sectors – in agriculture, industry, and services – 
are considered poor, due to various characteristics of the Portuguese economic and employment structure 
already discussed: low wages, long working hours, precarious working conditions, low quality self-
employment, etc. In Portugal, around 40% of the poor are employees or self-employed, a pattern typical 
of intermediate development societies; these are social categories that, despite being integrated in the 
social and productive structures, have low levels of quality of work and quality of live, limited future 
perspectives, ambitions and references, as well as being political conservative or apathetic and vulnerable 
to paternalism (Capucha, 1998, 2005).  
 
Other, more recent forms of poverty are also a problem in contemporary Portuguese society.  
 
The long-term unemployed tend to be an especially vulnerable group: although only slightly higher in 
2004 (3% of labour force) than in 1994 (2,6%), the long term unemployment rate has been on the rise in 
recent years, following the sharp climb in unemployment and considerable turbulence in the Portuguese 
economy. Also, for many people the solutions to unemployment are few, often being limited to taking up 
very low quality and precarious jobs, sometimes in the parallel economy without formal guaranties.  
 
A large group of poor single mothers as been on the rise in Portugal and is also particularly vulnerable to 
social exclusion, due to persistent negative social images and structural inequalities between men and 
women regarding wages, quality of work, etc. 
 
Disabled people, which make up about 9% of the population, are also disproportionately present in the 
more dispossessed groups, and frequently have many difficulties finding (and maintaining) jobs, even ones 
without quality. This is expressed by low employment rates among disabled groups. 
 
Social inequalities and social exclusion in Portugal also tend to disproportionately affect some immigrant 
social groups, although migration to the country has been diversifying in recent years and hasn’t reached 
the quantitative importance it has in other European countries (Machado, 1997, 1999, 2002, 2003; Pires, 
2002). This happens because the first wave of  migration to Portugal, from the 1970s onwards and mainly 
from the former African colonies, was chiefly composed of young males seeking for work and who 
usually, although not exclusively, entered occupational sectors characterized by low qualifications as 
employees, who made low wages for very long hours and were subjected to precarious working 
conditions, or where absorbed by the informal market (Baganha, Ferrão e Malheiros, 2002; Machado, 
1999, 2002, 2003): in 1998, 85% of working immigrants from Cape Verde, 81% from Guinea and 74% 
from Angola where in the industry, construction and transportation sectors. Those immigrants are, 
therefore, vulnerable to social exclusion and poverty. Furthermore, some studies have showed that they 
tend to stay in those working situations throughout their life-courses, something which contributes to 
their greater and prolonged exposure to social exclusion. The fact that many immigrants are recruited to 
work in a non-regulated manner makes them even more unprotected in terms of social and labour rights. 
 
Other indicators that point in the same directions have to do with the “second generation” of immigrants, 
that is, the sons and daughters of the first generation: in Portugal, students from African ethnic minorities 
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tend to have considerably lower rates of attainment in school; young males with African origins are also 
overrepresented in the prison population (Machado, 2003).  
 
Nevertheless, the majority of the Portuguese population in a situation of poverty isn’t composed by 
migrants, although most immigrants can be seen has being poor, which means that in Portugal, at least 
until now, social exclusion, immigration and ethnicity aren’t exactly synonyms. 
 
In more recent waves of migration the geographical origin of workers has changed somewhat, with many 
coming from Eastern Europe, especially from Ukraine, and a second wave of migrants arriving from 
Brazil (Pires, 2002). Although these workers are usually more qualified than the first wave of African 
migrants and are more dispersed throughout the industry and business sectors of activity, they also tend to 
be in precarious working conditions and to earn low wages in construction, tourism and personal services. 
 
Few studies of the migrant groups living in Portugal have been carried out, although this situation is 
slowly changing; data which would permit us to draw conclusions about the relationships between 
ethnicity, migration and QoL is not readily available. Nevertheless, we can say that low levels of quality of 
work and QoL are very likely to be found among some of these minority ethnic groups working and living 
in Portugal.  
 
Furthermore, the political attention given to migration in Portugal as well as the policy strategies in this 
domain in recent years have been almost exclusively centred on the migration fluxes and the entrance of 
immigrants; issues of social integration and labour market regulation have been largely secondary, 
something which not only helps to explain the dearth of studies about ethnicity and migration, but also, 
on the medium and long term, will certainly have increased negative consequences in terms of illegal 
immigration, labour market segmentation, social exclusion and polarisation (Machado, 2002, 2003; Pires, 
2002), and of course, the quality of work and the QoL. 
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2. Employment policies 

 
General labour law in Portugal is seen as having a whole range of measures which are of benefit to the 
workers and protect them more than the laws in other European countries. Workers cannot be dismissed 
without good reason; overtime is paid at a 50% higher rate for the first two hours and a 75% higher rate 
for the third hour; night shifts are compensated for with extra holiday time; both men and women are 
entitled to use nearly one month each year (around 2 days/month) for the care of family members. 
 
Leave may also be claimed for marriage, the birth or adoption of children and the death of family 
members. Arrangements for feeding during the first year after the birth of a child are also to be mentioned 
as entitlements dating from the 70s. New changes have been made since 1996 (Law 21/96). The duration 
of a normal working week has gone down from 42 to 40 hours and flexible working time has been 
introduced.  
 
Flexible working hours and night shifts were only allowed in specific sectors, like (Fernandes, 2002):  

• protection and security 
• hotels 
• hospitals 
• prisons 
• airports 
• telecommunications  
• postal services  
• energy and water distribution  
• non-stop industrial production  
• agriculture   
• research activities  

 
Law 73/98 developed the concept of flexibility but from the economic perspective that companies have 
different work needs at different times. The average amount of time that a worker can work is calculated 
for a four-month period, not exceeding an average of 48 hours /week in that period. 
Following EC Directive 97/81/CE, Law 103/99 introduced the concept of part-time work, not allowed in 
Portugal until then.  
a) Part-time work is defined as a period of work not exceeding 75% of the full-time work;  
b) The benefits of a part-time worker are proportional to those of a full-time worker; 
c) Part-time work is allowed for those situations when a full-time worker is not necessary or for female32 
workers who have to combine work with family responsibilities, workers with disabilities or students; 
d) Someone who works full-time can ask to change to another working regime, and vice-versa; 
e) Part-time work can be done some days in the week or during the whole week. 
 
Portuguese collective agreements more often discuss wages than other kinds of benefits and conditions 
such as quality of work issues. A recent report from the Labour Ministry (2002) mentions that only 22% 
of the changes occurring in collective agreements between 1997 and 2001 did not deal with financial 
matters. Another study about the content of collective work agreements also mentions the low incidence 
of agreement on other subjects than wages (Lima et al, 1999). 



 
      
 

D3.1 – National reports          122/263 

 
Working hours and the organisation of flexible working time are topics that were discussed after 1997, 
when the law reduced the working hours from 42 to 40 a week. Paternity and maternity leave has also 
been the subject of new agreements, since the stipulations of the new laws: Law 142/99 and Decree-law 
70/2000. 
 
However, most of the good practices that companies have are no more than compliance with the law. 
And sometimes the law is not well regarded in many other companies. However some companies may 
allow: 
 
- flexible time arrangements at the beginning or at the end of the working day (very common in a 
wide range of firms). 
- the temporary replacement of women during maternity leave, instead of loading colleagues with 
their work (e.g. CAIXA ECONÓMICA MONTEPIO GERAL, a not-for-profit bank). 
- a reduction in working time (1 hr/day) with the corresponding reduction in pay for some women 
seeking to reconcile work and family life (e.g. ACCENTURE). 
- special time schedules for parents, mainly mothers, with disabled children (e.g. AUCHAN, a 
French distribution chain established in Portugal). 
- time to study. In accordance with the law, employees who are raising their educational levels are 
entitled to up to 2 hours a day, with 2 more days to study per course unit (very common, despite 
being not possible in many companies). 
- a reduction in the working week or a compressed working week with a free Friday afternoon (e.g. 
Salvador Caetano) 
 
In the public administration all these measures have been implemented, with the following arrangement 
also being very common: the continuous working day. Mainly women, but also other employees, request 
this type of time schedule, which corresponds to 6 working hours a day, without any reduction in pay. 
 
Another recently implemented arrangement in the public administration, though not used very much is: 
pre-retirement part-time employment. A 20% reduction in the time schedule is accompanied by a 
proportional reduction in pay. Created in 1997, this policy is not very popular among employees. 
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3. Family policies 

 
Discussions about the balance between work and personal life in Portugal deal with different positions: 
those of politicians, those of employers, those of unions and those of social movements conducted by 
NGOs campaigning for equal opportunities for men and women or by family associations.  
 

The balance between work and personal life 
In Portugal, it is only relatively recently that legislative policy has adapted its objectives to include 
promotion of the reconciliation of work and family life for men and women. 
 
The main entitlements to parental leaves provided for under Portuguese labour law are summarised 
below. 
 
Table 3.1   Entitlement to leave under Portuguese law for paid workers 
Leave Duration Provider Observations 

Maternity 4 months.  
30 days extra for each twin born. 
Up to 30 days can be used 
before birth. 
6 mandatory weeks for mothers. 
The remaining time can be 
shared between the mother and 
the father 

100% paid by National 
Social Insurance System. 
The amount paid is 
equivalent to the salary 
of the mother or the 
father (for the time used 
by him) 

 

Paternity 5 working days. And after the 6 
mandatory weeks of maternity 
leave father can use part or the 
total amount of the leave time. 

National Social 
Insurance System 

 

Parental Up to 3 years.  15 days are 100% paid 
to the father by National 
Social Insurance System, 
if used immediately after 
the 4 months of 
maternity/paternity 
leave 

The remaining 
period is unpaid 
and for this 
reason almost 
never used 

Feeding time Up to 2 hours/day during the 
baby’s 1st year, for feeding. Can 
be used by mother or father but 
is usually the mother who 
benefits from this. 

Paid by the employer  

Adoption 100 days, for children under 15 
years of age 

100% paid by the 
National Social 
Insurance System 

 

Care for children Up to 30 days/year  65% paid by the  
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Leave Duration Provider Observations 

who are under 10 
and/or disabled 

National Social 
Insurance System (as 
asickness benefit) 

Care for the elderly 
or other close adult 
family members 
(partner, parents, 
children) 

Up to 15 days/year If requested via a 
doctor, can be 
considered as sick leave, 
65% paid 

 

Care of severely 
disabled and 
chronically ill child, 
under 12,, including 
an adopted or step 
child 

Up to 6 months for 4 years 65% paid by the 
National Social 
Insurance System 

 

Special needs  
(Death of family 
members) 

Spouse or immediate family: 5 
days 
2 days for other kin or partner 

Paid by the employer  

Grandparent’s leave 30 days for the birth of 
grandchildren if parents are less 
than 16 years old 

100% paid by the 
National Social 
Insurance System 

 

Marriage leave 11 days (including wedding day 
and weekends) 

100% paid by the 
National Social 
Insurance System 

 

Sick leave The necessary amount of time to 
be cured 

65% paid by the 
National Social 
Insurance System 

 

Health time Some hours during the day to 
see the doctor, for the employee 
or family members 

Paid by the employer  

Study arrangements Up to 2 hours/day and 2 
days/each course unit for the 
exams 

Paid by the employer  

Sabbatical leave or 
other kinds of leave 
without pay 

To extend knowledge or for 
other professional reasons such 
as seeking alternative 
employment.  

Not paid Used in the public 
administration but 
not in private 
companies 

Seasonal flexible time Since 1997 firms can organize 
different time schedules for 
winter and summer time, but the 
total amount of hours worked at 
the end of the year is the same 

 Employees tend 
to appreciate 
these 
arrangements 
 

Reductions in 
working time and pay 
for parents with 
children up to 6 years 

Workers can apply for a 
reduction in their working 
schedules 

Not paid They earn less and 
in some activities 
have to do the 
same amount of 
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Leave Duration Provider Observations 

of age work. Measure 
requested by 
some women with 
family 
responsibilities 

Pre-retirement part-
time 

20% time and pay reduction for 
those who work in the public 
administration and want to retire 
gradually 

 Not very much 
used 

 
Collective agreements tend to accord with these measures but not to increase the leave or introduce 
flexible arrangements for the convenience of employees. When adopted by companies, flexible 
organisation of time is often used to adapt the working time to the profile of the firms’ activity and not to 
the employees' needs. Companies more often give financial benefits than time. Some companies, for 
instance, may give their employees a childcare or children’s education allowance. 
 
In the Law on the Protection of Motherhood and Fatherhood, both parents are equal as regards care of 
the children (Article 3). Thus, with the exception of the six weeks following birth, which, for health 
reasons, the mother must take, and the father’s individual and non-transferable right to leave consisting of 
five consecutive or separate working days, to be taken in the month following the birth of a child, the 
father has the right to paternity leave that is equal to and an alternative to the maternity leave due (120 
days), or to the remainder of the latter if the mother has already taken a part of it. 
 
The father may use this leave by joint decision of the two parents if the mother works or, independently 
of whether she worked, if she dies or suffers physical or mental incapacity following the birth. In the case 
of the mother's death, the minimum leave stipulated for the father is 14 days (Article in 11 (1)). In 
addition, if the mother is not breast-feeding, the right to absence to feed the baby may be exercised, by 
joint agreement, by the father or both parents (Article 14 (3). Also, if the newborn child suffers from a 
congenital or acquired disability, the father or mother has the right to a reduction of five hours in his or 
her weekly workload until the child has completed its first year (Article 12). 
 
When a child under the age of 15 is adopted, either member of the couple that has applied for adoption 
has the right to 100 consecutive days’ leave to be with the child. These days may be taken by one of the 
parents or both, in separate periods or in succession, in accordance with the joint decision (Article 13). 
 
In the case of sickness or an accident, a worker has the right to be absent for up to 30 days a year to 
provide urgent and indispensable assistance to children under the age of 10 with whom he or she lives, 
including adopted and step-children. In the case of hospitalisation, the right to absence exists as long as 
this situation prevails (Article 15). Where children, including adopted and step-children, have a disability, 
the right to leave to provide urgent and indispensable assistance does not depend on their age (Article 16). 
 
Furthermore, a worker may have leave of absence for 30 days successively following the birth of 
grandchildren born to adolescents under 16 years of age, provided that they live under the same roof and 
the other parent works or is unable to take care of the grandchild through physical or mental incapacity. If 
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both grandparents are workers, the right to leave of absence may be exercised by either of them, by 
common agreement (Article 27). 
 
During the above-mentioned leaves, absences and time-off, workers (male or female) covered by the 
general social security system have the right to draw benefit and, in the case of civil servants, to the salary 
to which they would be entitled if they were actually performing their duties (Article 26 and 27 (3)). With 
regard to breaks to nurse or breastfeed a baby, they do not entail the loss of salary or any benefits (Article 
14 (5)) 
  
Following the transposition of Directive 96/34/EC, the Law on the Protection of Motherhood and 
Fatherhood then recognised the entitlement of a father and mother to parental leave to attend to a child 
under 6 years of age, including an adopted or step-child, who is living with them. Parental leave, of which 
the total duration is three months, may be taken in full-time periods, part-time periods – with normal 
working time corresponding to half the full-time load – or in full-time and part-time periods. Both parents 
may enjoy these rights without interruption or in up to three separate periods, though one parent is not 
permitted to accumulate the right of the other. When the rights mentioned have expired, a worker (male 
or female) has the right to up to two years’ special leave. This may be extended to three years in the case 
of the birth of a third or additional child (Article 17). 
 
The law also establishes the right of a working father or mother to up to six months’ leave, which may be 
extended to up to four years, to be with a child, including an adopted or step-child, who lives with him or 
her and is disabled or chronically sick. This applies during the first 12 years of the child’s life (Article 18). 
 
The periods of parental and special leave mentioned above do not involve social security benefits or salary 
payments, unless, with regard to parental leave, in the first 15 days immediately following maternity or 
paternity leave, they are taken by the father (Article 26 (2)). The lawmakers’ intention with this positive 
action was to encourage a more balanced division of family responsibilities and to strengthen the father’s 
role in childcare. It is worth noting that since this measure was adopted a significant and steadily 
increasing percentage of men have begun to take the 15 days referred to. Periods of parental and special 
leave are taken into consideration for the calculation of invalidity and old-age pensions (Article 23 (3)). 
 
Among the rights that promote the reconciliation of work and family life, particular importance is 
attached to the right of a worker (male or female) with one or more children under the age of 12 to have a 
part-time, uninterrupted or flexible work schedule (Article 19). It should be mentioned that an employer 
may only refuse to provide these working arrangements on precise grounds connected with the operation 
of the company or the impossibility of substituting a worker if he or she is indispensable. Such a refusal 
always requires a favourable prior opinion by the Committee on Equality in the Workplace and 
Employment, a tripartite body composed of government representatives and the social partners, with a 
seat on the Economic and Social Council’s Standing Committee for the Social Dialogue.33 
 

The Labour Code and complimentary legislation 
In Portugal there was long-lasting opposition to labour law codification since it was felt that this field of 
law was particularly subject to the influence of the economic and social situation and, therefore, in a 
permanent state of change. On account of this, post-1974 labour law was progressively built up on the 
basis of the legal regime of the individual labour contract, the above-mentioned Decree-Law 49.408, 
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which was progressively altered and added to by innumerable individual pieces of legislation. The 
transposition of Community labour directives created an extra element of complexity for a body of law 
that was itself already marked by heterogeneity and the lack of systematisation. For all these reasons, after 
various attempts, the Labour Code was drawn up and on 1 December 2003 came into effect, though the 
coming into force of certain matters remained dependent on the publication of complimentary legislation. 
The matters whose application was delayed included equality and non-discrimination, in general and on 
the basis of gender, and the protection of motherhood and fatherhood, that is to say, all the matters 
mentioned in the previous point. Thus, present-day labour law, in particular the part regarding equality 
and non-discrimination on the basis of gender and the reconciliation of family and working life, is 
contained in Law 99/2003 of 27 August, which approved the Labour Code, and the law that regulated it, 
Law 35/2004 of 29 July. 
 
It should be stressed that, essentially, these two pieces of legislation are not far removed from what was 
established in Law 4/84, in its final version. Certain alterations, however, are to be noted. With respect to 
maternity leave, a worker may choose between 120 or 150 days’ leave. In the latter case the increased time 
should be taken after the birth of the baby. These regulations apply equally to a father who takes paternity 
leave, which is available as an alternative to maternity leave.34 If the person who holds the right to 
maternity/paternity leave opts for the 150-day leave and is a beneficiary of the general social security 
system, the daily rate for maternity/paternity benefit is equal to 80% of the reference payment; if a civil 
servant is involved, remuneration will correspond to 80% of his or her actual salary.35 If the person 
chooses the 120-day leave, the benefit will be equal to the reference payment or, in the case of a civil 
servant, his or her actual salary.36 This solution seeks to avoid the situation that increased 
maternity/paternity leave will correspond to increased social security outlay. 
 
With regard to the five days’ leave to which the father is entitled in the month following the birth of a 
child, it becomes obligatory, i.e. it is an inalienable right, as happens with the mother during the first six 
weeks of maternity leave following confinement.37  
 
Furthermore, the period during which the father has the right to paternity leave, in the case of the death 
or mental or physical disability of the mother, whether she has worked or not, increases from 98 to 120 
days. Similarly the minimum period of leave guaranteed to the father in the case of the mother’s death has 
risen from 14 to 30 days.38 
 
The Code also introduces innovations in parental leave when it is taken on a part-time basis, i.e. with a 
normal working period equal to half the full-time load: this is extended from six to 12 months.39 The 
lawmakers’ intention with this measure was to encourage the use of the scheme for part-time work, given 
that the rate of uptake is very low. However, with regard to the right of a worker with children under the 
age of 12 to work part-time or according to a flexible timetable, the maximum period during which he or 
she may benefit from these schemes is two years40, a limit that did not exist in the former legislation. 
 
In addition, with regard to releasing a pregnant worker or a female worker with a child of less than 10 
months from supplementary work41, the Code raised the maximum age of the child to 12 months and 
recognised the same right for a father who has taken paternity leave on account of the mother’s death or 
physical or mental disability or on account of the couple’s joint decision. This terminated a regulation that, 
in our understanding, was partly discriminatory (Article 46 (2)). 
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According to the new legislation, during paternity leave a father has the right to the same protection 
against dismissal as a pregnant worker or a female worker who has given birth or is nursing a child.42 
 
It is to be pointed out that Law 35/2004 established the obligation that, in the appropriate place in the 
company, employers display information on workers’ rights and duties regarding inequality and non-
discrimination (Article 31) and maternity and paternity (Article 67). 
 
It can thus be seen that, in the wake of earlier legislation, the Code and the law that regulated it generally 
sought to widen and deepen a father’s rights and responsibilities during the first month of a child's life 
and, with respect to the principle of gender equality, to encourage a more balanced division of working 
and family life. 
 

Some reflections on the policies of reconciling work and family 
According to what has been stated above, legislative policies since 1974 have been consolidating equality 
between men and women at home and at work and the reconciliation of work and family life. This is not 
only the result of constitutional and Community demands but also a social requirement arising from the 
characteristics of the labour market. In effect, Portugal has one of the highest rates of female employment 
in the European Union, as we have seen, even though, in recent times, unemployment has been hitting 
women more seriously than men. 
 
The employment rate referred to above corresponds essentially to full-time work since the figures for 
both male and female part-time work are fairly limited. It may be noted that the application of the Labour 
Code, which, as mentioned, increased part-time parental leave from 6 to 12 months, does not seem to 
have had much effect on this type of work: the statistics have not suffered any significant alteration. The 
explanation for this fact is connected with our workers’ low salary levels, which demand that men and 
women contribute equally to the family income. According to an OECD study, though women’s average 
pay in Portugal continues to be lower than men’s, their contribution to the family income is, on average, 
around 81% of men’s. 
 
In addition, the statistics show that most employed workers, including those with family responsibilities, 
have a habitual, average working week of between 35 and 40 hours, to which considerable travelling time 
from home to work and vice versa must be added. Though data on this question is not known, it is also 
probable that a not particularly negligible number of these workers are covered by the working time 
adaptability regulations: this means that the normal period of work may be defined in average terms, in 
which case the daily maximum limit for the time worked may, under certain conditions, reach 12 hours 
and the weekly maximum limit 60 hours.43  
 
From the point of view of the equality of men and women this situation may be considered favourable but 
it causes serious problems for workers of both sexes with children, old people or disabled people in their 
care. This is because the social facilities are not up to the desirable level. In effect, if the rate of pre-school 
coverage is relatively high (70.6% in 2003), the coverage rate for early infancy facilities, in spite of recent 
efforts, has remained low in relation to existing needs (23.2%)44 and support facilities for old and disabled 
people are clearly insufficient. Besides this, as a rule, the opening hours of these facilities are rigid, which 
means that it is difficult for them to respond to the adaptability in working time organisation that is 
increasingly demanded of the productive structures. 
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In conclusion, though legislative policies have significantly developed in the direction of reinforcing 
gender equality and work-family reconciliation, it is necessary to complement them with other policies, 
particularly in the area of salaries, the organisation of working time, town planning and transport, and the 
access to social facilities. If this does not happen, it will be difficult to attain the levels of “sustainable 
economic growth, with better jobs and greater social cohesion” recommended by the Lisbon Strategy. 
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Concluding remarks 

 
As in many other dimensions of the country’s life, the evolution of the quality of work and the quality of 
life in Portugal is becoming more heterogeneous in the last decade. While the average patterns of living 
have been increasing as the country approaches European patterns in a number of areas such as 
demographic structures, family life and urban life styles, in other dimensions such as schooling, 
occupational structure and poverty, there remain important deficits of modernization which hamper a 
more rapid and homogenous pattern of development. Portugal is also a country characterized by the 
existence of wide variations and contrasts, among the greatest in Europe, between social groups in terms 
of wealth, schooling, quality of work and QoL, and one has to keep that in mind when analysing the 
trends of the last ten years, as well as the current situation.  
 
In fact, a general tendency of the last decade has been one of societal polarization (Capucha, 2005): while 
the quality of work and the QoL have been noticeably improving among some groups, generally living in 
urban centres with relatively stable and qualified employment and benefiting from the partial structural 
modernization of the country, near 1/4 of the population still lives in poverty and social exclusion. 
 
The dynamics and trends of employment in the last ten years have been influencing the Portuguese 
working population in a number of ways: deregulation, increasing qualification and flexibility demands, 
pressing needs of adaptation to change and innovation, demands for greater involvement and dedication 
to employers. Meanwhile, the precariousness and uncertainty regarding employment has been on the rise, 
negatively impacting on the QoL. More recent years have been of crisis in the country’s economy, with 
the unemployment rates sharply rising, especially long-term unemployment.  
 
The general qualification levels and employment patterns of the working population are unlikely to change 
significantly in the coming years, due to the structural characteristics of employment in Portugal: low 
wages and qualifications, low quality of work and precarious jobs in industry and agriculture as well as in 
the rising services business sector, very small average dimension of companies and profusion of micro-
firms, etc. Also, trends relating to employment flexibility are becoming more visible in Portugal, with 
negative consequences being particularly evident in the services sector, as they are connected to precarious 
and disqualified jobs usually done by women and immigrants. Unregulated and exploitative working 
practices in Portugal have also increased in recent years and will continue to rise, alongside a progressively 
more diverse flux of immigrants.  
 
The entrance of women into the workforce shows no signs of weakening; this will continue to be coupled 
to the “double shift”, as Portuguese women and mothers keep on shouldering the vast majority of 
domestic labour and childcare. Also, the occupational structure is still highly gendered: women are 
concentrated in the tertiary sector, usually in the lowest levels of employment in terms of social status, 
wages and quality of work (e.g. cleaning, catering, childcare and eldercare, etc.).   
 
The modernization deficits mentioned, coupled with varying speeds of change in a number of areas, also 
lead to various dissonances between dynamics of change and deep-seated structures: for instance, 
although the schooling deficits of the country are enormous compared with European standards, 
unemployment between graduates has been ever-increasing in the last few years, even when 
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unemployment among less qualified groups decreases. This shows how the employment structures of the 
country are inextricably intertwined with the educational patterns and also, in this case, the difficulties 
posed to the country by internally differing rhythms of change, some with positive and other with negative 
consequences on the quality of work and QoL.   
 
Regarding the family, trends are likely to continue along the same patterns of the last decades: informal 
conjugality on the rise, increasing plurality of family forms coupled with a decreasing average dimension of 
families, rising number of people living alone (especially elders), weaker social networks of support and 
externalization of childcare and eldercare.  
 
Sustained family policies in Portugal are relatively recent, resulting in a still underdeveloped network of 
childcare, although this has been expanding in recent years and will continue to do so. Also, although the 
ideology of the state has been one of stimulation to the participation of women in the labour force, this 
hasn’t been accompanied by similar efforts regarding the provision of childcare, the promotion of gender 
equality or the institution of adequate flexible working arrangements. Portuguese women continue to be 
employed in full-time partly because they want to, but also due to pressing economic necessities. 
 
When analysing the impact of employment and demographic trends as well as employment and family 
policies on the QoL, one must take into account the specific characteristics of the state: it’s generally 
recognized that the Portuguese welfare state has never reached the dimensions and importance it has on 
other countries of Europe, due to deep-rooted historical and political reasons (Santos, 1987; 
Mozzicafredo, 1997;  Capucha, 1998). Even today, the levels of social protection are generally low and 
policies fragmentary, despite the boosts that occurred since the accession to the EU and especially from 
the middle of the 1990s onward (Capucha, 1998, 2005).  
 
Furthermore, recent years in Portugal have been of acute economic crisis and divergence from the EU in 
a number of areas, in simultaneous with the retraction of state provisions. 
 
In general, employment policies in the last ten years have stimulated deregulation and flexibility, the 
quality of work and the QoL being very recent issues for the state, for the companies and for the unions, 
the latter still very much focused on wages and recently on the loss of entitlements.  
 
Undoubtedly, workloads, time pressures and employment uncertainties have been increasing in a context 
of rising flexibility in working conditions, pressing needs of adaptation to change and innovation, 
demands for greater involvement and dedication to employers.  
 
Recent topics of heated debate are related to retirement, as unions are opposed to various efforts made by 
the government to institute longer working years and reduce retirement provisions.  
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Executive Summary 

 
The report describes the institutional context of quality of life (QOL) and quality of work (QOW) in 
Finland. The time span of the report covers the period from 1995 to the present with certain extensions 
to the first half of the 1990s. The report depicts socio-economic and demographic trends as well as 
pursued welfare policies with purpose to increase understanding on the contextual bases of QOL and 
QOW in Finland. The analysis of the institutional context is divided in three main sections; the first 
section deals with education, employment and demographic trends through studies and statistics, the 
second addresses employment policies, and the third focuses on family policies. In the end, some 
attention is paid on pursued health and housing policies as well as on safety issues. The report has been 
revised after receiving comments on it from nine national experts representing research institutes, 
universities, interest groups, employer’s organisation and trade unions.  
 
The report shows that employment and demographic trends indicate both positive development and 
challenges in terms of overall QOL in Finland. Unemployment rates of both men and women have 
remarkably declined since the early 1990s recession but especially long-term unemployment still remains at 
considerably high level. The proportion of fixed-term workers has also stayed at quite high level focusing 
especially on women-dominated occupations in the public sector. At the same time part-time work has 
become a more and more typical form of work, though it does not appear as a very distinctive feature in 
European comparisons. Like fixed-term work, part-time work is often done involuntary and in women-
dominated sectors. More recent features of the Finnish labour market, with relevance to the sustainability 
of QOL and QOW, include such tendencies as the rapidly increasing use of agency work and employment 
immigration in certain industries. For now, these aspects of the Finnish labour market affect only a small 
range of people but the report considers them as crucial elements when pondering the challenges of QOL 
and QOW in the near future.  
 
In recent years, various demographic changes have substantially modified the institutional context of 
QOL. In Finland, the ageing of population is taking place at the fastest rate in whole Europe. On the one 
hand, this means challenges in the ensuring the functional capacity of ageing people and the reallocation 
of financial load to the smaller and smaller generations of taxpayers.  On the other hand, early-retired 
people are healthier than ever before and they build up a great human resource before their functional 
capacity becomes weaker. To relieve the impacts of ageing, the government has created incentives to 
postpone the average retirement age. Most Finns still retire before the standard retirement age of 65 by 
utilising various more personalised retirement schemes. Even if the average retirement age has slowly 
risen, the most of Finns still retire before the age of 60. In addition to ageing, the diversification of family 
forms has started to characterise the change of the Finnish society. Although married couples with their 
mutual children still represent the majority of families, the number of single parents, non-married and 
same-sex couples has started to rise.  Meanwhile, the age of first-time mothers and the fertility rate have 
stayed at rather high level compare to other European countries. The poverty on the other hand has kept 
staying at relatively low-level in international comparisons. Even so, “child poverty” has tripled from 1990 
to 2000 and it continues to rise. In other words, changes in family and population structure have started to 
generate new types of family relations and transformations in the everyday context of QOL are thus 
evident.  
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Finally, the report presents pursued employment and family policies and describes they relations to the 
challenges of the changing context of QOL in Finland. Since the mid-1990s, applied activation policy has 
aimed to the reduction of structural unemployment. Unemployment in general has declined steadily but 
long-term unemployment has persistently stayed at high level. Regarding ageing, recent pension reform, of 
which impacts are to be assessed, has been a major effort to prolong the careers of ageing population. In 
term of family policy, there have been many single reforms which together have changed the focus of 
family benefits from income transfers to services when moving from the 1990s to the 21st century. In 
addition to these, the report depicts many other policy issues relevant to QOL and QOL. The report also 
presents some deficiencies, including the lack of controlling in the use of fixed-term contracts and agency 
work, that may jeopardize the sustainable basis of QOL and QOW in the near future.  
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1. Introduction: debates, trends and contradictions  

 
This report describes the institutional context of quality of life (QOL) and quality of work (QOW) in 
Finland from the mid-1990s up to the present with certain extensions to the first half of the 1990s. The 
report depicts socio-economic and demographic trends as well as pursued welfare policies with purpose to 
better understand the bases of QOL and QOW in Finland. In the 1990s, globalisation started to modify 
the structures of Finland and those social, economic and regional equalities that were attained by the end 
of 1980s were subjected to re-evaluations. The division of labour between the state and municipalities was 
rearranged in the 1990s as well. Regarding the provision of welfare services, earmarked state subsidies 
were suspended, and municipalities gained more freedom to subcontract welfare services to the private 
sector (Kantola 2002; 2006; Sipilä 2006). Transformations in work institutions, time-related pressures and 
sector-specific labour shortages begun also jeopardize the sustainable basis of high QOL in Finland. 
These transformations, along with the following contradictions, can be seen characterising recent changes 
in the institutional context of QOL and QOW in Finland.  
 
The contradiction between high national productivity and meagre improvements in the state provided 
welfare services has raised both public and academic debates after the severe recession of the early 1990s. 
In recent years, Finland has been repeatedly ranked among the most competitive countries and its national 
productivity has been at a high-level (Pesonen & Riihinen 2002, 216). In order to maintain national 
competitiveness, recent governments have pushed forward a gradual reduction of income-taxation and the 
policy of modest increments (Saari 2005). Despite this and a new upswing in economy, the welfare 
benefits that were cut down and pegged in the early 1990s have not been restored to their former 
levels. The conflicting opinions of politicians and other citizens regarding the allocation of resources 
between the welfare services and the balancing of state’s budget (Pesonen & Riihinen 2002, 293) illustrate 
the same contradiction. In the academic world, these occurrences have been seen indicating the change of 
direction of the welfare state (Julkunen 2001). Whereas the continuous improving of social right and 
welfare benefits was characteristic of time before the 1990s, today’s welfare state aims to adapt national 
policies to the demands of new global economy.  
 
Another contradiction relates to the welfare state as a provider of the prerequisites of QOL and its high 
endorsement among citizens. In the era of global economy, unemployment and social exclusion seem to 
occur more unpredictably and unevenly than before. Especially unexpected mass redundancies and 
outsourcings have annoyed Finns raising questions about the employer’s social responsibility and 
employees’ possibilities to combine work and family in a sustainable manner. Recent studies also reflect 
the uncertainties of labour market. According to Lehto and Sutela (2004, 66-67) uncertainty towards 
unpredictable changes in the labour market has significantly increased since the end of 1990s. In the 
complex global environment, the possibilities of the welfare state to prevent social ills and to strengthen 
the institutional context of QOL and QOW appear challenging. Even so, the Finnish welfare state has 
maintained its high endorsement among citizens (Haikonen & Kiljunen 2003, 141; Pesonen & Riihinen 
2002, 217).  
 
The report at hand consists of three main sections. It begins with a chapter presenting educational, 
employment and demographic trends with relation to QOL and QOW.  For instance, developments in 
un/employment rates, fixed-term and part-time employment rates are discussed here. Some key issues 
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concerning family formation and health status are also presented in this part of the report. The second 
chapter describes the employment policy practised after the mid-1990s. In this part of the report, a set of 
academic studies, governmental programmes and policy papers are examined to illustrate how the 
employment policy settings have developed in Finland. The third chapter aims to investigate the relation 
between the implemented family policy and QOL in Finland. In this section, the analysis focuses on 
different state provision models regarding parenthood and childhood. Two notably shorter chapters 
discuss health, housing and safety issues relevant to QOL. The report is concluded by assessing the 
prerequisites of good QOL and QOW in relation to the pursued policies and contextual trends. The 
report has been revised according to comments received from nine national experts representing research 
institutes, universities, interest groups, employer’s organisation and trade unions. A summary of their 
names, affiliations and comments is presented in Appendix 1. 
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2. Education, employment and demographic trends 

 
A relationship between employment policy and changes in population structure is a topical issue in 
Finland. In global competitive environment, it is essential how successfully employment policy manages to 
combine ageing of population and the sufficiency of skilful workforce. This report pays special attention 
to changes in women’s and men’s position in the labour market. Women’s participation rate in the labour 
market has steadily grown since the 1950s stopping only for a few years in the early 1990s. Meanwhile, 
men’s participation has slowly decreased for decades, until starting to increase again in the 21st century. 
Recovery from the 1990s recession and active labour policy (e.g. rehabilitation) are behind the positive 
change especially regarding men. The increase in the proportion of women is more clearly connected to 
the political promotion of a dual-earner model, increased level of education, and the growth of the public 
sector as a major women’s employer. However, the segregation between men’s and women’s work is still 
notable though it has slowly decreased. In Finland and other Nordic countries, about half of all women 
work in professions where 80 % of the employees are women. Wage segregation has not decreased either 
especially at the highest income quintiles in Finland. (Hjerppe & Räisänen (eds.) 2004; Hietaniemi 2004; 
Julkunen & Pärnänen 2005; Kyyrä & Ollikainen 2004, 109-113; Lehto et al. 2005; Palanko-Laaka 2005) 
 

2.1 Education and life-long learning  
The aim of Finnish schooling and training systems is that each full age group completes the basic 
education (9-year compulsory comprehensive school) and thereafter continues studies until achieving an 
occupational qualification. Furthermore, the education policy aims that the number of dropouts would be 
as low as possible and that students would graduate from polytechnics and universities in target times 
(varies between 3.5 and 5 years). Education and training leading to a degree is free of charge at all 
institutions that are part of official education system. Students can also apply for student grants for all 
types of training after completing comprehensive school. According to official statistics, the proportion of 
persons with a degree of any kind (e.g. vocational, collage, university) has risen from 57.7 % to 62.7 % 
between 1998 and 2004. The same figures for men are 58.5 % in 1998 and 62.7 % in 2004 and for women 
57.0 % in 1998 and 62.7 % in 2004. When focusing on highly educated persons (holds a Bachelor’s or 
Master’s degree) only, it turns out women are better educated than man. The proportion of highly 
educated woman has also increased faster than that of men in the last few years. In 1998, 23.7 % of 
women held a university degree or like and the corresponding proportion of men was 21.2 %. Six years 
later, in 2004, 27% of women and 22.9 % of men had a degree from an institution for higher education. 
(Statistic Finland 2006) 
 
The Finnish education and employment policy includes also many elements that support life-long 
learning. Further education and (vocational) adult education are widely provided by many training 
institutions. The government together with other labour market parties has arranged such possibilities as 
study leaves for employed and those in service (government workers) to gain further training.  Up to 2002, 
the government also allocated funds to the adult’s study benefit. The adult’s study benefit was suspended 
in 2002 after which there has been a possibility to apply special financial aid for adult studies. Employees 
may also utilise a job alternation scheme in order to further educate themselves. Unemployed, for one, are 
entitled to training subsidies. 
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2.2 Employment and unemployment  
Employment rate. In 1995, the employment rate of all men aged 15 to 64 active in the labour market was 
63.1 % and that of women 59.1 %. In 2005, the same figures pointed 69.5 % for men and 66.5 % for 
women. In a decade, the average employment rate rose from 61.1 % to 68.0 % mostly due to the recovery 
from the 1990s recession. However, geographically the development of employment rates has not 
occurred evenly. The economic recovery from the depression and adaptation to structural changes in 
industrial production have been particularly slow processes in North-East Finland and Lapland regions. 
Figures have repeatedly been more favourable in the densely populated regions of Southern Finland. 
 
Unemployment rate. In Finland, most remarkable leap in the unemployment rate took place already in 
the first half of 1990s when the unemployment rate of men went up from 3 % to 18 % in three years. 
Thereafter, unemployment of both men and women has significantly decreased. Unemployment of men 
halved from 15.7% to 8.4 %, and that of women from 15.1% to 8.6%, between 1995 and 2005. In 1995, a 
third of the unemployed were classified as long-term unemployed (unemployed for over 12 consecutive 
months). Although their share of all unemployed has not remarkably decreased in the 21st century, the 
figure is still clearly below the EU-15 average. Long-term unemployment affects men slightly more often 
than women. (Uusitalo & Koskela 2003).  
 
Risk of the long-term unemployed to become totally excluded from the labour market has increased in 
Finland. In response, recent governments have made improvements in the efficiency of employment 
services in order to develop new active social and labour policy instruments (Keskitalo & Mannila 2006, 
103). Activation is seen as an umbrella concept to denote all new policies combating unemployment and 
exclusion (e.g. the Act on Rehabilitative Work Experience in 2001). Although the relationship between 
unemployment and poverty is ambiguous, the growth in polarisation has been slow and poverty on a low 
level in Finland compared to other countries. (Ritakallio 2001; Keskitalo & Mannila 2006; Kautto & 
Moisio 2006). (Appendix 2: Table 1 and 2) 
 

2.3 Short-term employment 
Fixed-term employment. In European comparisons, Finland has emerged as a country where fixed-term 
contracts are especially widely in use. In EU-15 comparisons, only Spain had a higher number of fixed-
term employees in relative terms in the 1990s. In 2005, when all wage and salary earners in the EU-25 
were studies, only Spain (32%), Poland (23%) Portugal (20%) and Slovenia (18%) were ahead of Finland 
(17%). According the Labour Surveys of Statistics Finland, 16.0 % of wage earners were employed on a 
fixed term basis in 1997 (19.6% of women, 12.8% of men). The rate had dropped to 14.4 % by 2005 (18.2 
% of women, 10.4% of men), men’s rate notably more than that of women. (Appendix 2: Table 3) 
 
The use of fixed-term contracts differs by gender and the type of job in Finland.  Firstly, fixed-term 
contracts are related to young, well-educated women in the public sector whose employment often 
consists of successive periods as temporary substitutes. According to the 2003 Quality of Work Life 
Survey by Statistics Finland, successive fixed-term employment contracts were especially common among 
women employees in the public sector, notably in health care occupations. Secondly, other group is formed 
by upper white-collar men, aged typically over 40, whose fixed-term employment careers often consist of 
project type of jobs and posts filled for a fixed period only. The third type of fixed-term employment 
includes those working in industries where seasonal fluctuations in production require the use of fixed-
term employment.  (Lehto et al. 2005; Palanko-Laaka 2005) 
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The fixed-term contracts are characteristically used for jobs and tasks that do not require them by nature 
in Finland. Most of the employees do not choose fixed-term employment voluntarily either. There is no 
regulation that would unanimously prohibit the chaining of temporary contracts. However, there has to be 
a special reason for why a temporary contract is applied instead of permanent one. An adequate reason 
can be, for instance, short-term replacement of other employee (due to maternity leave, job alternation 
leave or such), internship, project work, or seasonal work. Although workplaces are conscious about the 
guidelines concerning their conversion into permanent ones, the use of fixed-term contracts has not 
diminished. In women’s case it is often a question of employers’ fear of having to subsidise home care 
leave of permanently employed women if they become pregnant and decide to nurture their children 
under the age of three at home. Women with fixed-term employment have fewer children than those with 
permanent contracts. Especially highly educated women with a fixed-term contract postpone a starting of 
family and get fewer children as they would than they would ideally like. External funding and project 
work have also added to the use of fixed-term contracts. In 2003, four out of five fixed-term workers 
wished to have found permanent employment. (Salmi 2004; Lehto & Sutela 2004; Lehto et al. 2005, 
Palanko-Laaka 2005; OECD: Babies and Bosses 2005; Sutela 2006) 
 
Agency work. Agency work is used increasingly instead of fixed-term contracts in certain industries. In 
Finland, agency work is most commonly used in the private sector, especially in building and service 
industries. Due to its relatively short history and challenges in measuring, standards for compiling statistics 
are still to be established in Finland. According to the available statistics, published under the European 
Union Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, only 0.5 % of Finnish 
employees were defined as agency workers in 2002 (Pedersen et al. 2004). At the same time, more women 
(55% of all) than men were reported to work as temporary agency workers. This can be party explained by 
a constant demand of temporary labour force in the health care sector. (Lehto & Sutela 2004; Lehto et al. 
2005; Viitala, Vettensaari & Mäkipelkola 2006; Saukkonen 2005). The Confederation of Finnish Industries 
(EK) has later estimated, regarding the private sector only, that the proportion of agency work would be 
2.3 % (Saukkonen 2005). In 2006, the Service Union PAM (YLE 8.8.2006) estimated that almost every 
tenth worker in bars and restaurants is hired through rental labour agencies.   
 

2.4 Part-time and self-employment  
Part-time employment. The proportion of part-time workers has been comparatively low for long in 
Finland. Due to the prevailing dual-earner model, both men and women usually opt for full-time 
employment. Part-time work is often done involuntarily, responding to the demands of enterprises as 
opposed to the expectations of the workers (Julkunen & Pärnänen 2005). In 1995, 11.3 % of the labour 
force were part-time workers. By 2005, the proportion had risen to 13.1 %. The division of part-time 
work has remained gendered in the past decade: women are faced with part-time work more often than 
men. In 2005, 66.7 % of all part-time workers were women. During the last ten years, the use of part-time 
contracts has grown slightly. In Finland, part-time workers hold the similar social security and rights to 
permanent full-time workers. (Kyyrä & Ollikainen 2004, 114) (Appendix 2: Table 4)  
 
Self-employment. The proportion of self-employed workers in the labour force is not particularly high 
either. According to Statistics Finland, 12.6 % of the labour force was self-employed in 2005 when the 
corresponding figure was 13.7 % in 2000 and 15.5 % in 1995. The decline stems partly from the decreased 
number of people employed by agriculture and the ageing of entrepreneurs. On the other hand, a low rate 
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of self-employment is connected to a relatively high overall rate of employment. A majority of enterprises 
in Finland fall into the category of small enterprises (98.75 %), and as many as 40 % of all enterprises have 
no hired staff. Although the proportion of Finnish women entrepreneurs has remained high in European 
comparisons, the promotion of women entrepreneurship with purpose to enhance gender equality in 
working life is written on the Government Action Plan for Gender Equality 2004-2007. (Rajaniemi 2005; 
Kiander 2004; Hyrsky & Lipponen 2004) (Appendix 2: Table 5).  
 
Rates, % (of which women)  1990 1995 2000 2005 

Employment  74.1 (46.0) 61.1 (47.8) 66.9 (47.5) 68.0 (48.4) 
Unemployment   3.2 (40.2) 15.4 (46.6) 9.8 (51.8) 8.5 (49.5) 
Long-term unemployment, % of all 
unemployed 

3.7 (-) 32.3 (41.4) 28.2 (47.5) 25.8 (43.5) 

Fixed-term employment, % of wage 
and salary earners 

15.0 (60.2) 16.3¹ (60.6) 14.1 (63.1) 14.4 (64.8) 

Part-time employment, % of 
employed 

9.0 (69.0) 11.3 (63.7) 11.9 (67.1) 13.1 (66.7) 

Self-employment & assist. family 
members, % of employed 

15.4 (34.8) 15.5 (32.3) 13.7 (32.0) 12.6 (32.3) 

Self-employment in agriculture, % 
of employed 

8.4 (32.2) 9.3 (30.8) 9.1 (32.1) 9.1 (33.5) 
1) In the year 1997 

Table 1: Key Employment Figures, 1995-2005 
 

2.5 Demographic trends  
Aging. The Finnish population is aging at the fastest rate in Europe. At the same time, the life expectancy 
has also prolonged. The share of the 65+ citizens is growing steadily, while the share of those under 15 is 
diminishing. On the one hand, retirement of large generations, born between 1945 and 1950, together 
with the birth of subsequent, significantly smaller age groups, is considered harmful in terms of the 
decency load of working age people and the financial basis of the welfare state (Laine 2004, 187). On the 
other hand, it is estimated that a remarkable part of increased health care and social welfare costs would 
return to the state in the form of taxes levied on staff working in the health care sector and taxes levied on 
public pensions (Parkkinen 2004). It is stressed that ageing, in the short run, is a question about 65+ 
persons how do not yet need special care arrangements and who should rather considered a resource 
(Ikääntyminen voimavarana 2004). (Appendix 2: Table 6)  
  
Aged workers. In order to achieve the current target employment rate of 75 %, all efforts to postpone 
the average retirement age are of great importance. During the past decade, the employment rate of 55+ 
people has risen along with all age groups but partly because of economic recovery. During the 2000s, the 
employment rate of people aged 45 to 65 has increased more rapidly than for the whole population in 
working age. In this age group, the differences in the employment rate of women and men have practically 
disappeared in the past few years. In 2005, the employment rate of this age group, for both women and 
men, was nearly 53 % while in 1997 the rate of men was 38 % and that of women nearly 34 %. In the 
group of 55-59 years of age, the employment rates have been even higher. In 1997, the rate for women in 
this particular age group was 49 % and for men 51 %. In 2005, the same figures pointed 67 % for women 
and 63 % for men. Still, especially within the group of 60-64 years of age the employment rates continue 
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to be significantly lower than those of younger age groups. In 1997, the employment rate of men was 23 
% and that of women 16 % within the people aged 60 to 64 years. By 2005, the rates have significantly 
risen indicating the employment rate of 36 % for men and 31 % for women. (Haataja 2006a; Laine 2004) 
 
The age groups that turned 50 years in the early 2000s (the baby boomers) are closing on the retirement 
age. Most of them have only received education at the primary level. Nevertheless, further education 
among them is more common than in the older age groups. Employment rates are on average the higher 
the better education people have. The employment rate of people with only primary education in the 
whole population of working age fell from 63 % to 46 % between 1989 and 2004, while the employment 
rate of people aged 45 to 64 fell from 59 % to only 54 %. (Haataja 2006a) 
 
Retirement age. Most Finns retire before the age of 65, which is the standard retirement age set up in the 
old-age pension scheme. This is mostly because of parallel pension schemes (e.g. unemployment, disability 
and individual early-retirement pension schemes) that have allowed earlier, more personalised retirements. 
The average age of retirement was 57.2 (men 56.6, women 57.9) in 1996 and the corresponding figure 
almost ten years later, in 2004, was 57.5 (men 58.2, women 57.8) (Suomen työeläkkeensaajat vuonna 
2004). In other words, the average retirement age has risen but extremely slowly. A pioneering Programme 
on Ageing Workers 1998-2002 was executed as a joint effort between Ministry of Labour, Ministry of Social 
Affairs and Health, and Ministry of Education as a part of on-going initiatives to safeguard employment 
among older members of the population. A major pension reform was launched a bit later in the 
beginning of the 21st century. Planning of reform aimed to develop incentives for the aging workers to 
prolong their work careers. One of the main measures was to adopt a flexible retirement age of 63 to 68, 
instead of standard retirement age of 65. Secondly, the pension accrual rate was set to be higher if the 
retirement is drawn after the age of 62, and substantially lower before that.  The main elements of the 
reform became effective in 2005 (OECD 2004; Laine 2004).  
 
Immigrants. Employment immigration has also received growing interest as a partial solution to the up-
coming labour shortage. At the end of 2005, 114 000 foreign nationals lived in Finland, which is only 
about 2.2 % of the population. The unemployment rate amongst immigrants was 28 % in 2005 (Annual 
Report 2005). Difficulties in finding employment affect greatly the welfare of immigrants in work-centred 
Finland and impede their integration into the society. Still, their significance at least in the form of 
seasonal guest workers is growing. (Ritakallio 2001, 428) 
 
% of all (of which women) 1995 2000 2005 

under 15 years 19.0 (48.9) 18.1 (48.9) 17.3 (48.9) 
15-64 years 66.7 (50.2) 66.9 (49.5) 66.7 (49.5) 
65+ years 14.3 (63.3) 15.0 (61.5) 16.0 (60.0) 
employed 55-59 year-olds, proportion of all 48.9 (53.3) 59.3 (51.5) 65.4 (51.6) 
employed 60-64 year-olds, proportion of all 18.5 (44.4) 23.4 (44.3) 33.5 (47.3) 
immigrants % of population 1.3 (47.8) 1.8 (50.0) 2.2 (49.2) 
Table 2: Key Demographic Figures, Finland, 1995-2005 
 
More information and statistics: 
Statistical Yearbook of Pensioners in Finland 2004, Finnish Centre for Pensions and the Social Insurance 
Institution of Finland, Helsinki 2005. 
Aging and Employment Policies, Finland, OECD, 2004 
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Programme on Ageing Workers 1998-2002 
Immigration issues in 2005, Ministry of Labour. 
 

2.6 Aging, health status and work  
Maintenance of working and functional capacity alongside economic incentives are needed to keep the 
aging population at work. Recent studies indicate that high educational level, good health and happiness 
with current employment motivate Finns to postpone their retirement. However, there are some gender 
differences in this respect too. In relative terms, men plan to retire before the age of 59 more often than 
women due to health issues, but they also plan to prolong their careers over the age of 65 more often than 
women do. Women most often plan to retire between the age of 60 and 64. (Forma et al. 2006) In recent 
years, the number of sickness absence days per employee has started to grow. In 1995, the average amount 
of days was 7.7 and ten year later 9.3. 
 
Ageism in the labour market in relation to attempts to prolong careers has not created as much 
conversation, although the awareness of its existence and negative effects are growing (Julkunen & 
Pärnänen 2005). The certainty of the continuity of the employment (59 % of respondents) was the most 
important single factor when Quality of Work Survey inquired from 45+ what would encourage them to 
work as long as possible in 2003. Behind this came health-related factors like rehabilitation, part-time 
retirement and development of occupational health services. Increase in wage-level (35 % of respondents) 
was clearly not among the measures considered the most important. (Lehto 2004; Lehto & Sutela 2004)  
 

2.7 Family formation  
Family types. There were 1.4 million families in Finland at the end of year 2005. More than three 
quarters of the population lives in a family of more than one person. Married couples without (33.7 %) 
and with children (32.8 %) still represent the majority (66.5%) of all the families. In 1995, the same figures 
pointed a remarkably smaller proportion for the married couples without children (28.6%) and a higher 
proportion for those with children (41.9%). On the other hand, the families of non-married couples 
represent a bigger part of all families today than ten years ago, although the increase in percentage points 
has been slow.  Of all families, the families of non-married couples with children formed 7.9 % and those 
without children 12.7 % of all families in 2005. The both figures are a bit higher than in 1995 when the 
former pointed 6.2 % and the latter 9.8 %. In 1995, 33.1 % of children were born outside marriages. By 
2005, the proportion had climbed to 40.4 %. Even though the proportion of children born to unmarried 
women/couples has grown significantly in the past decade, many of these couples turn their relationship 
into a marriage after having a child. Finally, if we only concentrate on  families with children, it turns out 
that proportion of mother-children families has increased a bit in last ten years (15.4% in 1995, 17.5%in 
2005) whereas the proportion of father-children families has almost remain at the same level (2.0% in 
1995, 2.1% in 2005). The proportion of stepfamilies from all families with children, for one, has increased 
from 6.6 % to 8.8 % between 1995 and 2005. The majority of children, however, spend their childhood 
still with the biological parents. (Paajanen 2002; Statistic Finland  2005) 
 
Fertility and reproduction. The fertility rate of Finnish women was 1.8 in 2005 which is very high in 
European comparisons. The rate has remained more or less at the same level for the past 15 years. 
Meanwhile, the ascending trend of the age of first-time mothers has continued. Today the average age of 
first time mothers is 28 years. It is also worth noticing that 10 % of all first-birth givers are aged 35 years 
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or over. Considering the current demographic trend of aging population and diminishing generations, it 
would be beneficial to increase the number of children born and to lower the age of the mothers of first-
born children. However, relatively weak pronatalism has characterised Finnish family policies so far 
(Hiilamo 2002). (Appendix 2: Tables 7 and 8)  
 
 1995 2000 2005 

Number of Families 1 382 970           1  401 963 1 426 000 
Families of married couples % of all families 70.5  67.8 66.7 
Married with children % of all families  41.9 36.7 32.8 
Fertility rate   1.81 1.73 1.80 
Average age of first-time mothers  27.6 27.6 27.9 
Sickness absence (days) 7.7 - 9.3 
Table 3: Key Family Formation and Health Status Figures, 1995-2005 
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3. Employment policies  

 

3.1 Basic ideology and changes in context 
Ideology.  Both men’s and women’s high level of labour market activity and assuring full-time 
employment for all working age adults have formed the thread of employment policy in Finland (Salmi, 
Lammi-Taskula & Karttunen 2000). Employment policy has been closely linked with family policy that 
supports paid work among parents with children. Investments in education have been considered as 
integral to employment policy as well. Furthermore, the recent governments have stressed that 
achievement of employment goals is strongly dependent on the economic performance of the state, not 
solely on the measures of employment and social policy.  
 
Context. In the 1990s, remarkable societal changes took place altering the societal environment where 
employment policy was pursued. A severe economic recession multiplied the number of unemployed in 
the early 1990s. The trade with former states of the Soviet Union that had played a major role in economy 
dried up with the collapsing of the Soviet Union. During the same years, traditionally strong export 
sectors, wood and metal industry, were supplemented with the promising electronics industry and the 
relatively nascent growth of service sector, which infused new hope to the labour market. At the same 
time, the globalisation of economy started to overshadow the domestic labour market. Especially concerns 
over the loss of low-skilled jobs to industrialising countries were addressed. The contradiction between 
the increasing number of less-educated, unemployed people and the need of high-skilled, specialised 
experts began to escalate (Pesonen & Riihinen 2002). The new societal state of affairs appeared 
contradictory in terms of QOL and QOW. On the one hand, job insecurity and stop-go trends in working 
life seemed to undermine the permanent foundation of good QOL and to increase the risk of social 
inequalities. On the other hand, the rise of new electronics cluster, together with brightening of export 
activities, created new jobs and generated prosperity. Whereas the former complicated adhering to the 
goals of employment policy, the latter provided new elements for achieving it.  
  

3.2 Objectives 
The state’s official employment policy objectives are written in the Government Programme. Since 1995, 
there have been altogether three viable governments in power in Finland. In 1995, Mr. Paavo Lipponen’s 
first multi-party government (Government Programme 1995) set an ambitious goal to halve the number 
of unemployed in the period of four years. In the Government’s Action Plan it was stressed that this 
could not be achieved without a rapid economic growth, active export policy, investments in production 
and the diversification of production structure. In addition, it was underlined that the taxation of work 
should be moderately reduced while innovative ways to redistribute work needed to be found. The 
emphases of the programme are more understandable if considered that the state was still recovering from 
the deep economic recession. Lipponen’s second Government (Government Programme 1999) leant 
strongly on the legacy of its predecessor. The employment policy was strongly linked with the economic 
policy of the state, especially with the rapid economic growth and the aim to decrease income taxation. 
International competitiveness was written on the government programme with a greater importance. Mr. 
Matti Vanhanen’s center-leftist government (Government Programme 2003) took over the governmental 
power in 2003. It has pursued similar employment policy to Lipponen’s government considering the 
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reduction of income taxation with purpose to raise the employment rate and to promote 
entrepreneurship. Vanhanen’s government started to pay more attention to the risks of global economy 
regarding the national economy. Mr. Vanhanen’s Government was the first to set an inter-ministerial 
Employment Policy Programme to reduce unemployment and promote enterprises' access to labour. Due 
to the concerns about changes in the population structure, its main goal has been the lifting of the 
employment rate. (Saari 2005) 
 
Today, the Ministry of Labour stresses the inseparability of the labour market and the state’s economic 
performance. The most important objective of labour policy is to increase employment by 100,000 people 
by 2007. The Ministry’s report points out that the objective must be seen as a shared endeavour of the 
state’s economic and employment policies. Other substantial aims are to diminish the regional differences 
in the labour market and to increase the employment rate in every part of the country. In addition to these 
general objectives, the Ministry has outlined a more detailed labour policy strategy for the years 2003-
2006-2010 (two electoral periods). It includes five strategic guidelines that are as follows (Annual Report 
2005).  
 

1. Reducing structural unemployment and preventing marginalisation 
2. Ensuring the availability of skilled labour 
3. Enhancing labour productivity in a way that is sustainable in terms of quality 
4. Creating preconditions for active labour immigration policy 
5. Increasing entrepreneurship and self-employment 

 
It seems that today’s official employment policy in Finland aims principally to two different kinds of 
activities; structural adjustments and balancing of the demand and supply of workforce. When looking at 
all the guidelines together, only the guideline three explicitly tackles the QOW. Interestingly, the 
formulation of it associates the term quality with the economic aspect of the labour market, namely 
productivity, but does not primarily refer to the well-being of employees at the individual level. If we look 
what is written under the guideline three in more detail, it turns out that the QOW is perceived basically in 
two ways; research-assisted and legislative measures are mentioned. The former is discussed by presenting 
how the changes in working life are monitored through a special barometer and how special workplace 
development programmes are implemented. The latter is illustrated with amendments in a range of acts 
that aim to, for instance, increase integration of work and family and to improve the status of employees 
under a threat of dismissal. This indicates that more specialised measures and decisions concerning the 
employees’ prerequisites for the good QOW and work-family balance are agreed elsewhere, mainly in 
tripartite negotiations. It is also worth noticing that neither gender issues nor age factors are mentioned in 
the headings of strategic guidelines. However, the government has adopted the mainstreaming of gender 
perspective in its Action Plan for Gender Equality.  
 
To sum up, Government Programmes indicate that the basis for people’s good QOW has been in flux 
from the 1990s to date. Full employment goal has remained regarding both men and women though the 
operational environment of employment policy has changed remarkably due to the global influences and 
changes in the production structure. The changes have been reasonably reflected in the strategic guidelines 
and focal points of official employment policy. Next, the report shortly discusses the cooperation of 
labour market parties and the state in terms of QOL and QOW. In the Finnish labour market systems, a 
dialogue between the state and the labour market actors holds remarkable potential regarding QOL and 
QOW. 
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More information: The Annual Report 2005, the Ministry of Labour, Finland 
 

3.3 Social dialogue in employment issues  
Tripartite co-operation. A corporative model where the political system is in active dialogue with the 
labour market parties, employer and trade union organizations is a distinctive feature of Finnish labour 
market policies. Whereas first collective labour agreements comprised mainly of wage disputes, their scope 
has little by little broadened and the contents of agreements have become more detailed. Today, this 
means that the labour market parties have a strong influence in the legislation on working life issues. 
Almost all new statutory labour market regulations have their roots in the tripartite negotiations. A great 
part of all regulation is drafted as a tripartite co-operative effort. (Salmi, Lammi-Taskula & Karttunen 
2000; Industrial relations… 2003). 
 
The strong position of the tripartite system in the labour market is premised on two elements. Firstly, 
trade union membership rate has been, and continues to be, very high in Finland. Finnish labour unions 
look after the interests of 78% of wage and salary earners. Secondly, the strong role of tripartite system 
results from the general applicability of collective bargaining agreements. Their coverage is 90-95 % of all 
wage and salary earners (Industrial Relations and Labour Legislation in Finland 2003). Recently, 
membership rates have slowly declined slowly because of the growth of new information technology and 
temporary jobs in services which employ a number of young people. Young employees are not as active as 
older ones to engage in labour union action (Böckerman & Uusitalo 2005). Gender issues are integral part 
to trade union activities too. Gender has especially relevance when dealing with the well-being of 
employees and work-family-balance. In Finland, women join the trade unions more often than men, 
which can be associated with the greater uncertainty experienced by women in the labour market. 
However, women are still under-represented in the governmental bodies of the unions. (Salmi, Lammi-
Taskula & Karttunen 2000; Industrial relations… 2003; SAK Gender Equality Plan … 2003).  
 
Wage policy. Due to the long history of tripartite bargaining, minimum pay rates are agreed in sector 
specific collective agreements. This means that there is no universal statutory minimum wage in Finland 
but the collective contracts are minimum contracts by nature, especially in private sector. In the 1990s, 
collective agreements of different fields resulted in increasing the possibilities to agree locally within the 
enterprise or at a single workplace. Local agreements have dealt mainly with working conditions, especially 
working hours. In some cases, local agreements have meant deviations from the main lines of working 
conditions of the collective agreement.  
 
More information: Industrial Relations and Labour Legislation in Finland, Ministry of Labour, Finland  
 

3.4 Unemployment and self-employment policies  
Unemployment policy.  A low unemployment level has never been a priority in Finnish economic 
policies although economic policy and unemployment policy have been included in government 
programmes as interconnected elements. During the 1990s recession, a right-wing government (1991-
1995) did not consider unemployment as the primary problem of economy. Instead, it aimed to limit the 
growing foreign debt and budget deficits even by cutting domestic demand. Due to these measures the 
unemployment rate kept climbing higher. In the public discussion the unemployment was even considered 
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as a person’s individual choice rather than a consequence of structural problems. Therefore, the cutting-
down of generous social benefits was considered as one means to lower unemployment level. In the latter 
part of the 1990s, the social democratic governments (1995-2003) paid more attention to the level of 
employment but otherwise pursued very similar economic policies. Today’s centre-led government 
continues the same type of employment policy. The government aims to diminish structural 
unemployment and promotes the activation of the unemployed and the long-term unemployed. To sum 
up, several reforms in unemployment policies have moved the focus from paying passive income 
maintenance benefits to supporting active efforts in job seeking and developing job seekers computational 
skills after the early 1990s. (Ervasti 2001). 
 
Self-employment policy. The low rate of self-employment, or entrepreneurship, is often considered 
problematic in Finland. The importance of lifting up the self-employment rate actualised in the beginning 
of the 1990s when the unemployment level was at its highest. The 1990s swelled the proportion of self-
employed in the labour force due to a more rapid unemployment growth among wageworkers (Hyrsky & 
Lipponen 2004). Today, self-employment and entrepreneurship are yet again stressed in policy debates. 
The current Government, for instance, launched an inter-sectoral Entrepreneurship Policy Programme to 
promote self-employment in 2005.  According to our inquiries, the following inter-related topics have 
been in the core of discussion when self-employment has been addressed in the 1990s and 2000s.  
Continuity of family enterprises. Simultaneously with the ageing of the population, also a great number of 
entrepreneurs are ageing fast. The ensuring of the continuity of family enterprises (including farms) has to 
be solved in order to guarantee the prerequisites of QOL in regions with few possibilities for paid-
employment (Hyrsky & Lipponen 2004).  
Self-employment in rural areas. The number of full-time farmers has substantially declined during the last 10-
15 years. Because of structural changes (e.g. decline in agriculture and  ageing) the structure of rural self-
employment must be reconstructed (Tervo & Haapanen 2005; Tervo 2004; Kauhanen & Tervo 1999; 
Niittykangas & Tervo 2002). 
Women’s self-employment. The proportion of women entrepreneurs in Finland is relatively high by European 
standards (33% of all entrepreneurs in 2003, excluding agriculture). However, the self-employed women 
are ageing, being already slightly older in average than elsewhere in Europe. Entrepreneurship in service 
sector, especially in care services, has been conceived as a real possibility for women (Naisyrittäjyys: 
Nykytilanne ja toimenpide-ehdotuksia 2005, Arenius & Kovalainen 2006; Arenius et al. 2005; Kovalainen 
2003). 
 

3.5 Flexibility and safety in employment policies 
Flexibility. The 1990s economic crisis raised discussions about the reduction of unemployment by 
increasing the labour market flexibility. Local bargaining, sharing of work tasks and time, and the 
functional flexibility of work were discussed and pilot projects were launched (Julkunen & Nätti 1999; 
Koistinen & Sengerberger 2002; Julkunen, Nätti & Anttila 2003). In the course of time, the focus of 
flexibility debates has changed. Today flexibility is addressed from the perspective of tightened global 
competition, the ageing of population and the mobility of labour force. However, studies indicate that the 
overall labour market flexibility has increased since the early 1990s. The following list, summarized from 
the study of Moisala et al. (2004, 48-69), presents some distinct features of flexibility of Finnish labour 
market. 
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Fixed-term employment has increased significantly after the first half of the 1990s. Compared to other EU 
countries, fixed-term contracts with duration of less than one year are most common in Finland. Unlike in 
many other countries, fixed-term job contracts are most common in the public sector in Finland. In 
addition, the fixed-term contracts are not generally desired but rather done of necessity. (see also Sutela 
2006).  
Part-time employment has become more common during the last ten-fifteen years although it is still at 
relatively low level in EU comparisons.  
Inflexibility of both nominal and real wages is characteristic of Finnish employment policy. Compared to many 
other OECD countries, both nominal and real wages at individual level are inflexible in Finland. 
Furthermore, the flexibility of wages did not increase in the course of the 1990s.  
Job security varies according to the length of employment contract. In short-term contracts the period of 
notice is relatively short whereas in long-term contracts it is fairly good compared to other industrialised 
countries. Redundancy payments are both uncommon and non-statutory which increases the flexibility of 
the Finnish labour market.  
The regional mobility of workforce, both within and across borders, has increased after the 1990s recession 
contributing to the flexibility of labour market.  
 
The functional flexibility has also increased in the Finnish labour market. A recent study (Mamia & Melin 
(eds.) 2006) states that the new forms of organising work have been already widely adopted in Finland. 
For instance, every fifth work organization make use of some form of team work, and four out of five 
white collar workers and third of all manual workers have flexible working times. The study also brought 
out that already small flexibility in working times is enough to significantly improve the employees 
possibilities to reconcile the work and the private life and it enables engaging in important free time 
activities. Elsewhere, it has been also noticed that the amount of overtime work has slowly started to 
increase in Finland. (e.g. Härmä & Nupponen 2002). 
 
Safety at work.  In terms of QOW, safety has not provoked remarkably discussions in Finland.  In the 
early 1990s, safety-issues were mostly addressed from the perspective of job insecurity and work-related 
stress. Today, discussions focus more on the accelerated pace of work and labour shortages as potential 
sources of insecurity and both physical and mental overloading. In this respect, especially the care 
occupations in the public sector have been addressed. In addition, the increased mobility of labour force 
has been considered to increase the fragility of work security. Along the EU-membership, the borders of 
Finland opened for employees in 1995. After the Baltic countries joined EU, the flow of foreign short-
term workers to Finland has accelerated. Supervising how the safety regulations and work conditions of 
foreign workers are obeyed is considered as a fundamental element in term of safety at work today. The 
balancing between safety and flexibility seems to also actualise in the labour markets since the use of 
foreign labour appears also as a question about the flexibility.   
 
More information: 
Occupational Safety and Health in Finland, Ministry of Social Affairs and Health, 2004  
Work and Health in Finland 2003, Finnish Institute of Occupational Health, (summary in English, p. 365) 
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4. Family policies  

 

4.1 Basic ideology and characteristics  
Ideology. Family policy has aimed to the reconciliation of work and family life by promoting full labour 
marker participation of both women and men and by providing a possibility for parents to choose 
between home, municipal and private day-care (Takala 2005, 12). Until the 1960s, Nordic countries were 
lagging behind many other OECD countries, for instance, in terms of parental benefits. Since the 1970s, 
family issues have been constantly on political agendas, the absolute expenditures on family policy have 
remarkably increased and institutionalisation has proceeded. Despite of the relatively fast expansion of the 
welfare state, it has been often described that Finland was a “step behind” other Nordic countries when 
the foundation of welfare state were built in the 1960-80s (Sipilä et al. 1997; Sipilä & Korpinen 1998; 
Anttonen & Sipilä 2000; Kröger et al. 2003). In the 1990s, the many elements of Finnish family policy 
were subjected to reconsideration. For instance, the responsibility for welfare provision was gradually 
moved from the state to the municipalities. As yet scholars have not reach a complete mutual understating 
on the impacts of the 1990s on the Finnish family policy. Some argue that despite the 1990s recession 
family policy did not go through drastic structural changes but rather experienced “restructuring” and 
“adjusting” (Hiilamo 2002; 2004). Others consider that the changes of the 1990s have led to the increased 
structural disinterest in the status of families and children (Salmi, Bardy & Sauli 2004).  
 
Distinctive features. Many of the features of the Nordic welfare state are also the characteristics of 
Finnish family policy. Pekka Kosonen (1998, 105) has listed four objectives that are common in Nordic 
welfare policies; 1) universal social rights, 2) responsibility of the government in assuring welfare; 3) 
equality in income distribution and between sexes and 4) full employment and a high rate of labour force 
participation. There seems to be an obvious link between these objectives and an ideal type of Nordic 
family policy which, according to Hiilamo (2004, 22-24), has the following traits: 
 

1. universal family benefits; 
2. government responsibility for the economic well-being of families with children; 
3. horizontal distribution of income (e.g. redistributions between families with and without 

children); 
4. vertical distribution of income (e.g. redistribution among families with children); 
5. gender equality; 
6. weak pronatalism  

 
Changes in policy. Heikki Hiilamo (2002, 287-289) draws conclusions that especially universalism but 
also vertical distribution and gender equality were strengthened in Finnish family policy when comparing 
the legislative changes between Finland and Sweden in the 1990s. Improvements in the universalism 
principle stemmed largely from the replacement of family-policy deductions by child allowances in the 
mid-1990s. The vertical distribution of family benefits was also strengthened because of the upgrading in 
child allowances in compensation for the tax deduction. This change was profitable especially for those 
with low income or none. Hiilamo also suggests that the gender equality took small steps forward in 1990s 
and that weak pronatalism became even weaker.  
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In general, it has been argued that the focus of family policy has moved from income transfers to services 
in Finland. In 1994, family tax reductions were almost completely abolished and replaced by increases in 
child allowances. It is said that the abolishment of tax reduction for children and single parents tightened 
the overall taxation of single parents the hardest. The remarkable reforms concerning families with 
children have been: (1) the extension of a subjective right to day care to cover all children under the 
school age (7 years of age) in 1996; (2) the structural changes in day care fees and (3) the reform regarding 
the private care system in 1997; 4) the introduction of right of six year-olds to a free preschool education 
in 2001 (Moisio 2006, 40), and 5) the after school care for seven and eight year-olds pupils in 2004.  
 
Social expenditures. The picture of Finnish family policy may be widened by looking at social 
expenditures that are targeted to families and children. These expenditures include such expense items as 
maternity grant, parents' benefits, and salary during entitlement to parents' benefits, child home care 
allowance, child benefit and maintenance allowance. Also many services, such as child day care, home 
help, child guidance and family counselling,  are included in the expenditures. According to the statistics 
complied by Stakes (National Research and Development Centre for Welfare and Health) the total 
expenditures on families and children has risen from 3 920 to 4 281 million euros between years 1995 and 
2003.  In relative terms, the change has been the reverse. In 1995, the expenditures on families and 
children from all social expenditures were 13.0 % where as the same proportion was only 9.0 % in 2003. 
The picture is similar when looking at the share of family and children expenditures of GDP. In 1995, the 
share was 4.1 % and eight years later 3.0 %. A remarkable part of relative decrease can be understood in 
terms of GDP growth. In addition, the aging of population affects the distribution of available resources. 
This appears as increment in the share of social expenditures per GDP targeted to old age. (Appendix 2: 
Tables 9 and 10)  
 

4.2 Welfare benefits   
Maternity, paternity and parental leaves. In Finland, a majority of social benefits, including central 
family benefits, are funnelled through the Social Insurance Institution of Finland (KELA). Mothers are 
entitled to a maternity allowance (taxed income) for 105 weekdays (including Saturdays). A parental allowance 
(taxed income) replaces the maternity allowance after that and it is normally paid for 158 weekdays. 
Parental allowance can be paid either to the mother or to the father. A father, one for, is eligible to receive 
paternity benefit (taxed income) up to 18 weekdays during the maternity or mother’s parental allowance 
period: 80 % of all fathers take paternity leave. In 2003, the co-called “bonus leave” was introduced to the 
fathers. It provides the father with a possibility to get an extra 12 days leave if he uses at least the last 12 
days of parental leave. (KELA 2005, 13-15; Haataja 2006b).  
 
Child care arrangements. Finnish parents have three alternative, subsidised ways to arrange a child care. 
Firstly, parents can place their child in a day-care centre run by a municipality. Secondly, parents can 
choose to receive a child home care allowance provided that they have a child under 3 years-old. In this 
case, parents can also receive financial support with the childcare costs of any other children under school 
age. Thirdly, parents can choose private day care allowance if they let a private childminder to look after 
their child. Childminder can be a private childcare centre, family childcare provider (i.e. childminder 
employed by local authorities) or caregiver whom parents have hired but who has to be recognized by the 
municipality. A private day care allowances are payable and interchangeable from the end of parental 
allowance period until the year when the child reaches the age of seven. Although the child homecare 
allowance, private day care allowance and municipality-run day care services are alternatives, they are not 
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available at the same time. In addition, child benefit (not taxed) is paid for each child under the age of 17 
in Finland. The amount of allowance increases according to the number of children and single parents 
receive a supplement for each child. (KELA 2005, 17). 
 
Finland has managed to turn childcare from the duty of family into a shared project of the state, 
municipalities and both parents. As a result of this, (1) women’s activity rate in the labour market is 
relatively high, (2) a significant proportion of all children are nurtured at home, and (3) highly-educated 
women at their best fertility age (18-46) seems to be less frequently childless than woman with basic 
education. However, if looked at 50-54 years highly educated women it appears that they seem to be more 
often childless than they less-educates age mates (Leira 2002; Takala 2005; Forssén & Ritakallio 2006; 
Kartovaara 2003). In consequence of Finnish family policy, benefits and services, a remarkable part of all 
children are cared outside the publicly organised childcare. According to statistics, almost no child under 
one, 24.9 % of 1 year-olds, 40.3% of 2 years-olds, 57.4% of 3 years-olds, 63.3% of 4 year-olds, and 68.0 % 
of 5 year-olds were in municipality-organised child care in 2003 (Salmi 2005; Haataja 2006b; Lammi-
Taskula & Salmi 2005; Sauli, Bardy & Salmi 2006). 
 
Adult and elderly care arrangements. All regular residents of Finland are covered by a sickness 
insurance scheme. The amount of sickness insurance depends on what it is being claimed for. It aims to 
securing the basic livelihood in case of sickness. Sickness insurance covers the daily sickness benefit and 
rehabilitation allowance. It also reimburses private medical and dental fees, laboratory and treatment costs, 
pharmaceutical expenses and travel expenses related to treatment. Allowances for maternal, paternal and 
parental leave as well as special maternity leave are included in the sickness insurance system. Sickness 
benefit is a compensation for income lost due to a temporary incapacity for work. Persons between 16 
and 64 years of age, who due to an illness are unable to perform their regular job duties or any other 
similar job, are eligible to it (KELA 2005). 
 
Regarding the elderly people, the main policy aims to guarantee that as many elderly people as possible 
would be able to live in their own homes unaided. This is supported with rapid-access professional social 
welfare and health care services. A variety of forms of institutional care and residential services are 
provided to those who cannot manage to live at home any more. Institutional care is provided either for 
part of the day, or a short-term or long-term basis. As a statutory service, it means care provided in old 
people's homes, in the inpatient wards of municipal health centres and in specialised care units. Long-term 
institutional care is given in various types of nursing homes (public, private or  NGO-based) and homes 
for disabled war veterans. Fees for long-term institutional care are determined according to the client's 
income. The may be at most 80% of the client's net income. The aim of short-term and periodic 
institutional care is to support the elderly people’s staying and coping at home. It also provides support 
for family caregivers. The fees for short-term institutional care are usually fixed. (KELA 2005). 
 
Along with the institutional care, support for informal care is provided by the municipality for a close 
friend or relative – often a spouse, partner or children - how looks after an elderly person. Financial 
support may be completed with services provided by the municipality. Since the municipalities can set 
their own criteria for the allocation of support for informal care, there has been a lot of discussion about 
the equal treatment of informal caregivers. Small municipalities struggle with financial straits, and have not 
been able to provide support for all ready caregivers. On the other hand, wealthy municipalities have been 
able to pay even more than a minimum fee that is 300 euros a month in 2006. Other types of services that 
are offered to the elderly people are: home help and nursing care, rehabilitation, assistive devices and 
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health services, meals, cleaning and other services, service accommodation, services for veterans and 
private family care. Employees may also take use of the job alternation scheme in order to concentrate on 
care work. However, only 4 to 6 % of the job alternators between the 1996 and 2003 announced this as 
the main reason for the job alternation. (Vaarama, Vuotilainen & Manninen 2003; KELA 2005; Nätti, 
Manninen, Väisänen & Anttila 2005). 
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5. Health policy  

 
Basic ideology and characteristics. Finnish health policy aims to promote people’s health and their 
functional ability in the course of life, regardless of socio-economic status and the place of residence. The 
principle of universalism has been integral to health policy since the early days of the welfare state. The 
provision of health services is decentralised to the municipalities, which are responsible for its 
organisation. Previously, the state supported municipalities through specially allocated funding in this duty. 
In the 1990s the state gave up the regulated state subsides and steering, and thereafter municipalities have 
had more liberties with organising and funding the health care services. Though municipalities have a 
taxing right, they have increasingly collected funds also through user fees from the early 1990s onwards. A 
specialised medical care is organised around 21 hospital districts, each municipality being part of one of 
these. (Koivusalo 1998)  
 
In recent years, the question of how municipalities can provide the statutory health care services efficiently 
and without remarkable waiting times has been under vivid discussion. From the perspective of 
municipalities, the question culminates in the state’s insufficient compensation of increased hospital costs, 
increased number of statutory services, and differentiated possibilities of small and large municipalities to 
perform the same duties. OECD (2005) has also noticed these problems and urged Finland to reduce 
regional inequalities in access to general practitioner services. The state has responded to the problem by 
setting waiting-time targets in 2005 that guarantee an access to health care services in reasonable time.  
 
Health 2015. The Ministry of Social Affairs and Health published a “Health 2015” programme in 2001. 
The report, compiled by the Advisory Board for Public Health and set up by the government, set five 
main targets for different age groups and three common targets. While goals set a course for tomorrow’s 
health policy, they also indicate the most concerning family issues of today. According to our 
interpretation, they are: (1) “illbeing” and insecurity of children, (2) smoking, alcohol and drug use among 
young people, (3) accidental and violent death among young adult (men), (4) working and functional 
capacity of people of working age, and early retirement, and (5) functional capacity of people over 75. 
 
More information: 
Health care in Finland, Ministry of Social Affairs and Health, 2004  
Statutory social welfare and health care services, Ministry of Social Affairs and Health 
Government resolution on the Health 2015 - Public Health Programme 
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6. Housing policy and safety  

 
Housing. Finnish government promotes socially and regionally equal housing policy, alleviates 
homelessness and promotes the quality of housing (Government Programme 2003). A characteristic 
feature of housing production is the tendency to combine various forms of tenure in the same residential 
area, which promotes social integration (Huovinen et al. 2005). Net housing costs relative to household 
income are slightly higher in the capital region than in other cities and large towns in Finland. At the same 
time, disposable income available for non-housing purposes is also higher in Helsinki region (Lyytikäinen 
& Lönnqvist 2005).  Living costs are subsidised in three ways; interest reductions; housing allowances and 
production subsidies. The average living costs have recently increased, and the supply of planned building 
land has declined in urban areas contrary to rural areas where supply is still at reasonable level. The ending 
of rent control for private tenements in the 1990s has added to the increase of living costs; the situation is 
especially tricky for tenants in the metropolitan Helsinki area, one of the fastest growing urban areas in 
Europe (Niska & Lönnqvist 2005, Huovinen et al. 2005). During the very last years, the number of 
homeless people has notably decreased. In case of single people, it stayed around 10 000 from the mid-
1990s to 2001. By 2004, the number had dropped to 7 650. The development of the number of homeless 
families has been quite different. Their number rose from 250 to 820 between 1993 and 1998. After that it 
has decreased being around 360 in 2004 (ARA 2004).  
 
Safety. In recent Finnish debates, safety has been addressed from the perspective of work-related threats. 
For instance, the security of social and health care workers has been discussed in public due the shortage 
of personnel and simultaneously increased defiant behaviour among certain customers. On the other 
hand, the studies indicate that the fear of delinquencies in general has decreased in Finland when 
compared to the situation of the 1990s. According to Niemi (2005) the concern of violence has decreased 
from 45% to 36% and fear of burglary from 47% to 39% between 1997 and 2003. In the last 15 years, 
precautions against violence have increased throughout. There has been a downward trend in reported 
homicides, murders, theft and robberies in the 21st century, as against assaults and drunk driving, which 
have slightly increased in number (Statistics Finland 2006). The fear of violence and burglary are still at a 
low level compared to many other western countries.  
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7. Conclusions 

 
So far, the report has presented a snapshot of the main contextual changes in the prerequisites of qood 
QOL and QOW in Finland. It has also pointed out that many demographic changes and policy reforms, 
which tend to transform the basis of QOL and QOW, have taken place in Finland since the early 1990s. 
To conclude the report, the bases on which QOL and QOW can be built in today’s Finland have to be 
summarised.  
 
Firstly, the demographic picture of Finland indicates a growing need for securing the prerequisites of 
QOL. Ensuring the functional capacity of ageing population and fulfilling the rising standards of living 
may easily become a great challenge for the country. New generations of taxpayers are smaller and smaller, 
education periods are still lengthy and early retirements captivate many people. All these trends appear 
harmful in terms of the states’ financial load. To prevent the collapse of the financial prerequisites of good 
QOL, the government has set incentives to prolong working careers. It has also tried to speed up the 
graduation times and advance the transition from schools to work. Nevertheless, the good QOL is also a 
question about individual and family-based choices, preferences and values, which may not always be in 
accordance with the preferences of the government. 
  
Secondly, work-related factors strongly determine the possibilities of building a solid base for good QOL. 
In Finland, the high number of short-term contracts, especially in the female dominated public sector, and 
the fact that most of these contracts are not desired, hinders the establishment of sustainable basis for 
high QOL and QOW at the individual level. A recent alleviation of unemployment is a positive sign in 
this respect though the persistent long-term unemployment and slow conversion of fixed-term contracts 
to permanent ones can be considered as signs of polarisation regarding the prerequisites of QOW. 
Regional differences in the labour market and the slow integration of immigrants into the society 
(including the labour market) indicate the unequal distribution of the prerequisites of good QOL and 
QOW as well.  
 
Thirdly, the report indicates that changes in the family structure challenges the institutional mechanisms 
that aim at safeguarding and enhancing QOL in Finland. Changes in the patterns of family formation, 
heightened age of first-time mothers and the high fertility rate (by European standards) generate new 
types of family relations to be coped with in everyday life. It is also interesting to notice that despite the 
political promotion of dual-earner model and lifting the share of highly educated citizens, pursued family 
policy has extensively allowed parents to take care of their children at home. Certain studies even indicate 
that highly educated (18-45) young women are not especially often childless if compared to their less-
educated age mates. In a changing institutional context, building up a sustainable basis for good QOL like 
is a great challenge for the state in any case. 
 
Lastly, the report pointed out that age, gender and education still make a difference in Finland regardless 
of relatively small gender gaps in the labour markets (in European comparisons) and increased age-
consciousness among the policy makers. The labour market segregation is still at a remarkable level – 
especially regarding the division of men’s and women’s jobs, and temporary employment – and older 
employees are often less educated than young ones. Even though the gender differences in employment 
rates are relatively small and both men and women have access to the labour markets and higher 
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education, the 1990s did not even out the gender differences in the use of temporary contracts, wages, or 
in the distribution of housework. In addition, the report suggests that regional differences in the labour 
market are about to jeopardise the equalities of the Finnish labour market. This is to say that 
(un)employment profiles and the prerequisites of high QOL do not unambiguously relate to any single 
factor. The QOL and unemployment risk rather seem to stem from the complex combinations of age, 
gender, education and regional factors, as well as from individual capacities. 
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Appendix 1 

 

Commentators 
Dr. Teppo Gröger, Dept. of Social Sciences and Philosophy, University of Jyväskylä 
Mr. Jyrki Helin, The Central Organisation of Finnish Trade Unions (SAK) 
Dr. Irja Kandolin, Finnish Institute of Occupational Health 
Ms. Leila Kurki, Senior Advisor, the Finnish Confederation of Salaried Employees (STTK) 
Ms. Pirjo Paajanen, Researcher, the Family Federation (Väestöliitto) 
Dr. Minna Salmi, National Research and Development Center for Welfare and Health (Stakes) 
Mr. Seppo Saukkonen, the Confederation of Finnish Industries (EK) 
Mr. Pentti Takala, Special researcher, The Social Insurance Institution (KELA) 
Ms. Ritva Vaure, Project Co-ordinator, the Union of the Unemployed in Finland  
 

Summary of Expert Comments  
The draft report was sent out to 21 national experts representing ministries, research institutes, interest 
groups, employers' organizations, trade unions and universities. Nine experts responded to our request to 
comment on the draft from the perspective of their expertise. The deadline was set for the end of 
September 2006. Generally speaking, the report was considered informative and accurate in content 
although some specification, additional information and references were desired. 
Regarding the introduction of the report, more information about changes in the division of 
responsibilities/tasks between the government and the municipalities were expected. In the 1990s, 
earmarked subsidies from the government to the municipalities were removed which thereafter 
contributed to the emergence of the new forms of public management. In consequence of this, the public 
sector is not the sole welfare provider any more. The private sector has started to provide welfare services 
as well. 
Family policy section received much attention from the commentators. Firstly, more emphasis was 
expected to be placed on the publicly provided, exceptionally low-cost childminding that is a universal 
benefit in Finland. Secondly, it was expected that the relatively low level of child poverty would have been 
highlighted better in the report. This is an important issue in Finland since the child poverty has recently 
been increasing after 1990. Thirdly, some commentators argued that when the “mature” mothers (50+) 
and those children who are not residing at their childhood home are taken into account, it turns out that 
highly educated mothers are more often childless than others. This is not completely in line with what was 
stated in the draft report.  Fourthly, commentators paid attention to a rapid increase in the number of un-
married couples and single parents. They stressed that many of the unmarried couples get married after 
having their first child. It was also argued that the report paints a bit rough picture of the paternity and 
paternal leaves in Finland. For instance, an extended paternal leave, sometimes called as “fathers’ bonus 
leave”, was not mentioned in the text.  
Employment, health and housing policy sections did not provoke as much discussion. It was suggested 
that the flexibility of labour markets could be elaborated further, more information on (unpaid) overtime 
work, health status and safety issues could be provided. Some suggestion regarding the structure of the 
report and terminology were presented too. 
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Appendix 2 

 
Table 1. Unemployment in Finland 1990-2005. Source: Statistics Finland, Labour Force Survey  
  Unemployed, 1 000 persons  Unemployment rate, %  
  Total Males Females Total Males Females 

1990 82 49 33 3,2 3,6 2,7 
1991 169 106 62 6,6 8,0 5,1 
1992 292 178 114 11,7 13,6 9,6 
1993 405 235 170 16,3 18,1 14,4 
1994 408 235 174 16,6 18,1 14,8 
1995 382 204 178 15,4 15,7 15,1 
1996 363 186 176 14,6 14,3 14,9 
1997 314 160 154 12,7 12,3 13,0 
1998 285 143 142 11,4 10,9 12,0 
1999 261 130 131 10,2 9,8 10,7 
2000 253 122 131 9,8 9,1 10,6 
2001 238 117 121 9,1 8,6 9,7 
2002 237 123 114 9,1 9,1 9,1 
2003 235 124 111 9,0 9,2 8,9 
2004 229 118 111 8,8 8,7 8,9 
2005 220 111 109 8,4 8,2 8,6 
 
Table 2. See the next page. 
 
Table 3. Fixed-term wage-earners by sector and gender 1997-2005. Source: Statistics Finland, Labour Force Survey, 1. 
quarter  
Year Total % State  Municipalities Private Women Men 

1997 16,3 22,1 25,9 11,6 19,6 12,8 
1998 15,5 22,8 23,6 11,3 19,1 11,9 
1999 15,6 23,9 23,2 11,5 18,9 12,2 
2000 14,1 19,7 22,4 10,3 17,8 10,4 
2001 14,5 20,5 23,6 10,4 17,9 10,9 
2002 13,6 23,9 22,5 9,3 17,5 9,7 
2003 14,5 23,8 24,1 10,0 18,7 10,2 
2004 13,7 21,9 22,3 9,6 17,2 10,2 
2005 14,4 23,9 23,1 10,1 18,2 10,4 



Table 2. Population by activity 1990-2005. Source: Statistics Finland, Labour Force Surveys 
1 000 persons 1990 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 

Mean population 4 986 5 108 5 125 5 140 5 153 5 165 5 176 5 188 5 201 5 213 5 228 5 246 
Population aged 15–74 3 737 3 839 3 850 3 862 3 878 3 890 3 901 3 909 3 918 3 926 3 935 3 948 
Labour force 2 586 2 481 2 490 2 484 2 507 2 557 2 589 2 605 2 610 2 600 2 594 2 621 
  Employed 2 504 2 099 2 127 2 169 2 222 2 296 2 335 2 367 2 372 2 365 2 365 2 401 
  Unemployed 82 382 363 314 285 261 253 238 237 235 229 220 
Not in labour force 1 151 1 358 1 360 1 379 1 370 1 333 1 312 1 304 1 308 1 327 1 342 1 327 
Labour force rate, % 69,2 64,6 64,7 64,3 64,7 65,7 66,4 66,6 66,6 66,2 65,9 66,4 
Unemployment rate, % 3,2 15,4 14,6 12,7 11,4 10,2 9,8 9,1 9,1 9,0 8,8 8,4 
Employment rate 
(persons aged 15–64), % 

74,1 61,1 61,9 62,9 64,1 66,0 66,9 67,7 67,7 67,3 67,2 68,0 

Employed 2 504 2 099 2 127 2 169 2 222 2 296 2 335 2 367 2 372 2 365 2 365 2 401 
Part-time work 238 245 245 238 253 277 286 288 302 307 320 330 
Full-time work 2 267 1 853 1 882 1 930 1 968 2 017 2 047 2 078 2 069 2 057 2 044 2 071 
Unknown – – – 2 1 1 2 2 2 1 1 1 
Employer                   
Private 1 793 1 469 1 508 1 547 1 588 1 656 1 692 1 718 1 723 1 709 1 704 1 744 
Local government 482 463 462 475 480 484 486 497 498 507 507 506 
Central government 226 162 152 143 149 149 151 147 146 144 149 147 
Unknown 3 5 5 4 5 7 6 5 5 6 5 3 
Industrial status                   
Self-employed persons and 
assisting family members 

388 325 324 322 317 321 319 307 304 304 301 303 

Wage and salary earners 2 116 1 773 1 803 1 846 1 905 1 975 2 016 2 060 2 068 2 061 2 064 2 098 
Unknown 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Hours worked, million 
hours 

4 415 3 719 3 805 3 861 3 912 4 053 4019 4 009 4 000 3 948 3 992 4 000 

l   line across a time series shows substantial breaks in the homogeneity of a series



 
Table 7. Population Structure in Finland, 1990-2005. Source: Statistics Finland, Demographic statistics 
Population Unit 1990 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 

Total 1 000 4 998 5 160 5 171 5 181 5 195 5 206 5 220 5 237 5 256 
Males 1 000 2 426 2 516 2 523 2 529 2 538 2 545 2 553 2 562 2 572 
Females 1 000 2 572 2 644 2 648 2 652 2 657 2 661 2 667 2 675 2 683 
            
Age           
0–14 years % 19,3 18,4 18,2 18,1 17,9 17,8 17,6 17,5 17,3 
15–64 years % 67,2 66,9 66,9 66,9 66,9 66,9 66,8 66,7 66,7 
65– years % 13,5 14,7 14,8 15,0 15,2 15,3 15,6 15,9 16,0 
           
Marital status           
Single % 45,5 46,9 47,0 47,1 47,2 47,2 47,2 47,2 47,2 
– males % 49,5 50,9 51,0 51,1 51,2 51,2 51,2 51,2 51,2 
– females  % 41,7 43,0 43,2 43,2 43,3 43,3 43,4 43,4 43,4 
Married 1) % 41,6 38,8 38,5 38,3 38,1 38,0 37,9 37,8 37,8 
– males % 42,8 39,7 39,4 39,2 39,0 38,9 38,7 38,6 38,5 
– females  % 40,5 37,9 37,6 37,5 37,3 37,2 37,1 37,1 37,0 
Divorced and 
widowed 1) 

% 12,9 14,3 14,5 14,6 14,7 14,8 14,9 14,9 15,0 

– males % 7,6 9,4 9,5 9,7 9,8 10,0 10,1 10,2 10,3 
– females  % 17,8 19,1 19,2 19,3 19,4 19,4 19,5 19,5 19,6 
1) From 2002 including registered partnerships 

 
Table 8. Vital Statistics 1990-2005. Source: Statistics Finland, Demographic statistics 
 1990 

‰ 1) 

1995 
‰ 1) 

2000 
‰ 1) 

2001 
‰ 1) 

2002 
‰ 1) 

2003 
‰ 1) 

2004  
‰ 1) 

2005  
‰ 1) 

Live births 13,1 12,3 11,0 10,8 10,7 10,9 11,0 11,0 
Deaths 10,0 9,6 9,5 9,4 9,5 9,4 9,1 9,1 
Excess of births 3,1 2,7 1,4 1,5 1,2 1,5 1,9 1,9 
Immigration 2,7 2,4 3,3 3,7 3,5 3,4 3,9 4,1 
Emigration 1,3 1,8 2,8 2,5 2,5 2,3 2,6 2,4 
Net immigration 1,4 0,6 0,5 1,1 1,0 1,1 1,3 1,7 
Population growth 4,8 3,5 1,9 2,7 2,2 2,6 3,2 3,6 
Marriages 5,0 4,6 5,1 4,8 5,2 5,0 5,6 5,6 
Divorces 2,6 2,7 2,7 2,6 2,6 2,6 2,5 2,6 
          
Life expectancy at birth:         
– Males 70,9        
– Females 78,9        
1) Per 1 000 mean population 

 
 
 
 
Table 9. Social expenditure by function, 1980–2003, current prices, € million. Source: Stakes  
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1990 6 075 3 312 6 312 890 2 879 1 299 161 408 765 22 101 
1991 6 499 3 715 6 975 985 3 241 2 140 215 535 749 25 053 
1992 6 257 4 042 7 515 1 067 3 439 3 527 313 606 758 27 525 
1993 5 949 4 210 7 881 1 118 3 378 4 476 320 581 758 28 670 
1994 5 864 4 303 8 099 1 130 3 942 4 523 411 591 837 29 700 
1995 6 144 4 394 8 480 1 144 3 920 4 220 441 615 843 30 200 
1996 6 462 4 447 9 031 1 175 3 775 4 221 387 710 952 31 161 
1997 6 676 4 466 9 096 1 208 3 835 4 061 365 741 834 31 281 
1998 6 943 4 427 9 379 1 217 3 918 3 683 440 671 984 31 662 
1999 7 196 4 448 9 782 1 252 3 980 3 537 497 663 844 32 200 
2000 7 637 4 467 10 233 1 276 4 007 3 372 467 671 1 011 33 142 
2001 8 263 4 621 11 023 1 340 4 088 3 314 401 724 1 057 34 831 
2002 8 880 4 800 11 793 1 388 4 169 3 509 413 785 1 174 36 910 
2003 9 399 4 970 12 448 1 415 4 281 3 707 430 814 1 252 38 716 

 
Table 10. Social expenditure as a share of GDP by function 1980–2003,% , Source Stakes  
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1990 6,9 3,8 7,2 1,0 3,3 1,5 0,2 0,5 0,9 25,1 
1991 7,7 4,4 8,3 1,2 3,9 2,5 0,3 0,6 0,9 29,8 
1992 7,6 4,9 9,2 1,3 4,2 4,3 0,4 0,7 0,9 33,6 
1993 7,2 5,1 9,5 1,3 4,1 5,4 0,4 0,7 0,9 34,5 
1994 6,7 4,9 9,2 1,3 4,5 5,1 0,5 0,7 1,0 33,8 
1995 6,4 4,6 8,9 1,2 4,1 4,4 0,5 0,6 0,9 31,7 
1996 6,6 4,5 9,2 1,2 3,8 4,3 0,4 0,7 1,0 31,6 
1997 6,2 4,2 8,5 1,1 3,6 3,8 0,3 0,7 0,8 29,2 
1998 6,0 3,8 8,1 1,0 3,4 3,2 0,4 0,6 0,8 27,2 
1999 6,0 3,7 8,2 1,0 3,3 2,9 0,4 0,6 0,7 26,8 
2000 5,9 3,4 7,9 1,0 3,1 2,6 0,4 0,5 0,8 25,5 
2001 6,1 3,4 8,1 1,0 3,0 2,4 0,3 0,5 0,8 25,7 
2002 6,3 3,4 8,4 1,0 3,0 2,5 0,3 0,6 0,8 26,3 
2003 6,6 3,5 8,7 1,0 3,0 2,6 0,3 0,6 0,9 27,0 
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Executive Summary 

 
Hungary has undergone vast changes in the past 16 years, as it moved from a planned to a market 
economy, from a single party- system to a multi-party democracy.  Just about every aspect of social, 
economic, and political life has been transformed.  The analysis below starts with a description of 
demographic changes and a renegotiation of the structure of the family, pointing to a sharp drop in birth 
rates and marriage rates, as well as an overall trend to postpone childbirth. The proportion of children 
born out of wedlock has increased drastically, contributing to changes in family formation.  Hungary’s 
population is aging and declining. 
 
Employment rates are overall low in Hungary, with a high proportion of people classified as inactive.  
This is especially problematic for the population over 55, where activity rate is significantly lower than that 
observed in other EU countries.  Younger people’s activity rate is also lower than in the EU, which is due 
to an increase in youth unemployment, as well as the legacy of a lengthy educational system from the state 
socialist era. 
 
Social inequalities have increased sharply over the past 16 years: both along the dimension of class and 
ethnicity.  Poverty has increased, especially relative poverty, and income inequalities increased, especially 
until the mid 1990s.  Poverty rates are particularly high and unemployment rates quite low among the 
Roma ethnic minority in Hungary.  There is strong discrimination against the Roma in almost all walks in 
life. 
 
Social institution building in Hungary has been uneven: parties and parliamentary institutions developed 
relatively fast, and while NGO’s, trade unions, and other associations proliferated, their influence on social 
decision making is limited. 
 
Hungary joined the European Union in 2004, and economic, employment and social policy since this date 
have been shaped by EU requirements and directives.  Most recently, in order to eliminate Hungary’s vast 
budget deficit in a manner and at a pace amenable to EU policy makers, the Hungarian government 
introduced a long series of austerity measures, proposing to raise gas prices, increase taxes and tax related 
subsidies, introduce tuition at universities, co-payments at doctor’s visits, etc. Mass demonstrations 
followed.  Nevertheless, the government will most likely be allowed to introduce the austerity measures, 
which will surely lead to an at least temporary decline in real wages and living standards in Hungary. 
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1. Introduction 

 
Hungarian society has experienced vast changes in all walks of social, political and cultural life since 1989, 
the fall of the last communist government. Change has been radical in some areas, but also slow and 
gradual, i.e. “path-dependent” (Stark 1996) in others. 
 
In the economic sphere the most striking change has been marketization, the liberalization of trade, wages, 
prices and the currency, as well as the adoption of structural adjustment policies dictated by international 
agencies and happily accepted by Hungarian neo-liberal economists. The Hungarian economy fell into a 
deep crisis in the early 1990s, with GDP falling and inflation rates reaching almost 30%. But growth 
picked up in the mid to late 1990s, and per capita GDP at PPP stood at $16,300 in 2005, which is about 
60% of the EU-25 average and is the third highest among former communist societies after Slovenia and 
the Czech Republic. By 2006, GDP growth slowed and Hungary accrued a huge government deficit. The 
Socialist government elected into power for a second term in 2006 is in the process of introducing 
austerity measures to meet the requirements of the introduction of the Euro: restructuring state 
administration and cutting government spending, reforming health spending and raising taxes and other 
contributions, etc. These will lead almost certainly to an at least short-term decline in the value of real 
wages and an increase in unemployment as well as in social inequalities. It is hoped that the economy will 
stabilize by 2008-9. 
 
In the sphere of politics change was similarly radical. In 1990 the communist party lost power and democratic 
elections were held after almost 40 years in Hungary. After an initial period of a proliferation of small 
parties, two major parties emerged and grew to dominate the political scene: a right-wing, conservative 
party (FIDESZ) with a slightly populist, socially conservative and nationalist agenda, and a left-wing party 
(MSZP), which calls itself social democratic, but, ruling in coalition with a small liberal party (SZDSZ), has 
introduced all the major structural adjustment schemes in Hungary. Elections are democratic and peaceful, 
and so far each government managed to finish the term it was elected for. For the past 5 years the 
Socialist party MSZP and their coalition partner, the liberal SZDSZ, have been in power, and they were 
elected for their second term in 2006. An important feature of the Hungarian political field is the 
weakness of non-governmental organizations, trade unions and other agencies, which may be able to 
represent people’s interests in a variety of areas. Hungary joined the European Union in 2004. 
 
Change is harder to summarize in the sphere of society and culture. While there has been an emergence of 
alternative social and cultural forms since the 1990s, the most notable change is the increase in social 
inequalities to a point not seen in Hungary in generations. Class inequalities have become prominent over 
the past 15 years, with poverty on the rise, the middle class losing ground, and a relatively small elite 
enjoying economic success and security. Social and economic insecurity came as a novel experience for 
many people after decades of state socialism. While nowadays class inequalities in Hungary are smaller 
than in most other EU countries according to the GINI coefficient, the change from 1989 is vast and 
people are still adjusting. (Inequalities grew especially fast until the mid 1990s when they slowed and, some 
argue, have decreased slightly since.) In addition, as mentioned above, the government gives preference to 
what they call “economic development” over social justice, and non-governmental organizations are too 
weak to fight effectively for the downtrodden. 
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In addition to class inequalities, ethnic/racial inequalities have also become more prominent. Hungary’s 
Roma minority has always been discriminated against and disadvantaged, but many Roma had reasonable, 
if marginal jobs in heavy industrial plants and thus could make a living. After 1989 these jobs disappeared, 
and lacking useful skills and isolated in remote and impoverished areas of Hungary (all the long-term 
result of state-socialist Roma policy), a large section of the Roma minority fell into dire poverty, coupled 
with little effort on the part of the government to curb discrimination and racial hatred expressed in 
increasingly open and violent forms. 
 
Gender inequality, on the other hand, did not increase perceivably in Hungary – women have lost ground 
in the labour markets but so have men. What did change, however, is attitudes expressed about women’s 
role in society, both at the level of policy making and among the general public. During the communist era 
the government had an ideological commitment to women’s emancipation, to drawing women into the 
labour force and, at least in principle, fighting discrimination. After 1989 this notion was quickly 
eliminated and politicians as well as the Hungarian population would have liked to send women back into 
their kitchens, away from men’s business in the field of paid work and politics. This was unfeasible in 
reality, as men’s wages were not nearly enough to support families in most cases. Nevertheless, 
Hungarians still tend to hold the most conservative views about women’s role in society (according to, for 
example, the European Social Survey), and although the Socialist government in power can hardly ignore 
the EU’s Lisbon targets regarding labour force participation and nursery schools, there is little public 
support for the concept of ‘equal opportunities’ for women and men, and positive action and quotas are 
generally seen as illegitimate remnants of the communist past. 
 
Social changes related to EU accession should also be mentioned. One example is the ongoing 
transformation of the educational system to conform to the Bologna process. This affects both higher and 
secondary education in the not-so-long run: the size, structure and mobility of students and professors. 
The restructuring of the educational system should contribute to a more mobile and flexible society – a 
phenomenon that is new to Hungary but is taking hold in the youngest generations. Another issue which 
dominates public discourse is the distribution of the EU structural adjustment funds, which Hungary will 
receive if it develops a satisfactory National Development Plan. Since EU legislation and priorities must 
be kept in mind, this allows for lobbying for issues, which are not high governmental priority otherwise, 
such as equal opportunity issues, environmental protection, etc. Finally, the importance of the EU in the 
economic sphere has already been mentioned. The fact that Hungary is not doing very well with 
preparations for the introduction of the Euro compared to other state socialist countries, creates political 
tension and serves as a way to legitimate policies, which cut back on social spending and reduce, at least in 
the short run, people’s quality of life (for example, the recent introduction of tuition at universities and co-
payments at doctors’ visits). 
 
In sum, over the past 15 years Hungarian society underwent probably more radical changes than most 
other countries in our study (with the exception of Bulgaria, of course.) The two major political events 
which shaped social and economic life in Hungary in the past two decades have been the transformation 
towards a globalized market economy and the accession to the European Union. These changes are 
ongoing and perceivable in every walk of life. Below we start with discussing demographic changes and 
changes in family structures, then move on to a discussion of the labour market and time use. In part 2-3 
we discuss social policies: employment-related ones, as well as maternity policies and other social security 
reforms. We end with a brief conclusion.  
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2. Employment and demographic trends 

 

Demographic trends, health status and family formation: births and 
population policy 
Like other East European countries, the Hungarian population has reacted sharply to the social 
transformations and economic insecurity that followed the collapse of the communist political system in 
1989. Although the number of live births had been declining since its peak in 1975, a sharp drop is 
observable after the early 1990s, when the consequences of the transition started to hit the population for 
real. By the mid 2000s, Hungary has one of the lowest fertility rates in Europe, well below replacement 
level, as well as the EU-25 average TFR (Total Fertility Rate) of 1.50 (in 2004). The decline stopped in the 
early 2000s and the birth rate, as well as the TFR, stabilized at a low of 1.32 (table 1).  
 
Death rates by the early 2000s are higher than birth rates – the population is shrinking and getting older. 
This is a concern for Hungarian policy makers. On the political right, discussions about the birth rate are 
usually coupled with calls for a renegotiation of Hungary’s currently quite liberal abortion regulations, as 
well as blaming “career women” for selfishly focusing on their careers rather than staying at home and 
producing babies for the nation. The argument is different on the political left. Whenever demographers 
raise the specter of a shrinking population, left-wing policy makers make a half-hearted attempt at 
reforming the system of family benefits in order to compensate families for the cost of raising children. 
Tentatively, and mostly on the level of discourse, the idea that workers should receive help to be able to 
balance work and family is also raised. These discussions, however, remain at the level of political 
discourse; little is translated into actual political action, even less to financial subsidies and assistance. 
Recent research shows that despite the limited political support, in the past few years medium and large 
companies (especially multinational ones) have made attempts to introduce work-life balance measures, 
but these are limited in nature and are aimed exclusively at women (Delphoi 2006). The only pro-natalist 
oriented measure introduced by the left-wing Socialist party in power has been an increase in the 
universally allocated family allowance since 2001, but this sum is still far too low to work as an incentive 
for raising more children, and families in a context of economic insecurity are unwilling to take on 
additional burdens. 
 

Families in transition 
There have been substantial shifts in patterns of marriage formation in Hungary. These trends did not 
start in the early 1990s, but they accelerated and became more pronounced due to the overall insecurity 
and decline in living standards experienced by a lot of people. Marriage rates had been on the decline since 
the mid-1970s, and they stabilized at a relatively low level in the mid-1990s and have not much changed 
since then (table 2). The number of divorces have not changed, but given the smaller number of 
marriages, a higher proportion of marriages entered into today are expected to end in divorce (about 42%) 
than in 1990 (31%). Hungary has, after the Nordic countries, one of the highest divorce rates per 
marriage.  
 
However, the most striking change occurred not in the number of marriages but in the age at which 
people get married: later and later (table 3). There has been a radical increase from a stable 22 years of age 
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for women and 25 years for men, to almost 25 and higher at first marriage for women and 28-29 years for 
men starting in the early 2000s. While this is still lower than women’s average age at first marriage in the 
EU-25 (27.2 years in 2002), this is likely to converge in the very near future. As a result, while in 1980, 
about 17% of women were single over the age of 30, in 2005 almost 60% are. In addition, of women in 
the 30-49 year old age group about 9% of those in relationships lived with their partners without actually 
being married, while about 41% did in 2002. This is a vast change, which has consequences for household 
formation patterns, birth rate, as well as consumer behavior and work patterns. The image of the “Cosmo 
girl”, the single, professional woman enjoying her independence and searching, if not very intensively, for 
a suitable husband, is gaining popularity in Hungary, much to the consternation of right-wing 
conservatives. 
 
As a result, women are postponing childbearing and are increasingly having children outside marriage. By 
the mid 2000s, women’s average age at first birth exceeded 27.8 years, which is only slightly lower than the 
EU average. This represents a sharp increase from the mid-1990s, when women gave birth to their first 
children at the age of 25 on average. 
 
Given the high divorce rates and late marriages, the nuclear family is less and less the typical household 
arrangement in Hungary. As noted above, a growing number of young women live alone. While in 1990 
less than 30% of women between the ages of 15-49 were childless, by 2005 over 40% are. In addition, 
while in 1990, 86.9% of kids were born to married parents, in 2004 only 66% were, that is, 34% of 
children are born out of wedlock. Their parents may or may not marry later, but this represents a novel 
trend in Hungarian family formation.  
 
In sum, since the mid-1990s Hungarians have significantly altered their reproductive behavior; fewer 
people get married and they wait longer to do so. People are more likely to get divorced, and to have 
children out of wedlock. Women tend to have children later and fewer children overall, leading to a 
decline in the size of the population. In addition, changes in child bearing and family formation patterns 
have further diversified the family arrangements people live in, and while the nuclear family is still 
considered ideal for all, most people end up living in a variety of other types of households much of their 
lives. 
 

Health, ill health, death 
The European Social Survey assessing 21 European countries found that Hungarians are more likely than 
anyone else to claim that their health is poor – this is true for both men and women (Nők és férfiak 
Magyarországon, 2004). Indeed, recent studies show that the Hungarian population suffers from a number 
of chronic health problems in increasing numbers. For example, about 30% of people smoke on a daily 
basis and about 13% are treated for depression. 17% of men drink alcohol every day, and the proportion 
of those dying of alcohol-related liver disease increased significantly since 1990 (it peaked in the mid-
1990s, and started a slow decline, still not reaching its pre-1990 level). Maria Kopp has pointed out the 
extremely high death rate among men in the 45-55 year old age group. This is a relatively novel 
phenomenon, which she associates with the stresses placed upon men in the post-communist workplace 
(Kopp 2004), and one which has consequences not just for men, but also for women and children as well. 
Overall, too, life expectancy in Hungary is lower than in the European Union (table 4), although its brief 
decline in the early 1990s stopped and a gradual increase is observable at the turn of the 21st century. 
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Education 
Educational attainment has increased in Hungary, with growing access to educational institutions. This 
trend started in the mid 1980s in Hungary and accelerated in the 1990s. Between the early 1990s and 2000, 
the proportion of students in secondary school has increased from 20-32%, the proportion of students in 
secondary technical schools, providing vocational training increased from 27 to 39%.  In 1990 about 37% 
of students in the relevant age group passed the maturity (high school ending) exam, while in 1999 over 
54% did.  This is due, mostly to an increased need for at least secondary school degrees in the labour 
market.  
 
Along with the expansion of secondary education, the proportion of students enrolled in tertiary level 
institutions also increased significantly since 1990 (Lannert 2000). 
 
Hungary is in the process of reforming its tertiary educational system to harmonize with the Bologna 
process.  This is still in progress, and the outcome might reshape both enrolment numbers in, and the 
quality of university education. In addition, the new system may reshape inherent inequalities in the 
tertiary educational system.  As the first BA’s will only be awarded in 1-2 years and the MA programs are 
being accredited now, it is difficult to make predictions as to the shape the new system or its 
consequences may take. 
 
Simultaneous with the increase in the proportion of students, the level of inequalities both among the 
schools and in the level of schooling attained has stagnated. 80% of children of parents with university 
education attend secondary school, while only 60% of children of secondary school graduate parents and 
20% of those with vocational training only.  These inequalities have not changed significantly over the 
past 10 years (Lannert 2000). 
 
While women are more likely than men to get both secondary and tertiary degrees in Hungary, there are 
major problems with the Roma ethnicity. Roma children often attend low quality, segregated schools, 
drop out of school very early, or receive only elementary education and do not continue for financial or 
other reasons. 
 

Access to Employment 
Hungary has one of the lowest activity rates in the European Union (table 5). To some extent this is due 
to a lengthy education system, which keeps young people in school for a relatively long period of time as 
well as a very low retirement age, which is the legacy of the state socialist era (table 6). Before 1989, 
women could retire at the age of 55, men at 60. Although women’s threshold is being raised slowly, 
currently the legal and especially the actual retirement age still has not reached the European average. 
Women on average retire at 58, while men at 62. Working for pay after retirement is less common, not 
only because of ill health and people’s own choices, but also because employers are reluctant to hire older 
people. In addition, a reduction in the number of workplaces meant that those beyond and even close to 
retirement age were sent into retirement to protect the jobs of those in the active age categories. In the 
early 1990s, “early retirement” options as well as “disability retirement” on very flimsy grounds were 
popular with employers and served as a way to avoid a rise in the official unemployment rate even though 
both these options meant financial difficulties for many in old(er) age. 
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An even more important reason for the low rate of economic activity is the disappearance of roughly a 
third of all jobs in the first few years of the 1990s, as Hungary made a transition from a planned to a 
market economy. Over 75% of women of working age worked in the mid-1980s, and this number 
dropped rapidly to around 50% in the early 1990s and has climbed slowly to 55% since. The size of the 
decline is similar for men, but their activity level is higher and no growth is observable: 68% in 2005 (table 
8). It should be noted that the labour force expanded slightly in the mid-1990s and activity rates increased 
for both genders. The growth is quite small and represents merely an indication of the right direction of 
changes, rather than making a real difference in many people’s lives. 
 
Economic activity rates are particularly low for older women (and to some extent men) over 55 years of 
age (see table 7). This is the legacy of the low retirement age pointed out above and is expected to 
disappear or at least be reduced in the future as subsequent generations reach retirement age. The reason 
why relatively few women in the 25-35 year old age group are engaged in the labour force is childbearing 
and Hungary’s generous maternity leave policies (which will be discussed later). Men between the ages of 
30-34 and women between 40-44 are the most likely to be economically active. For women, this often 
represents a return to the workplace after long years on maternity leave. 
 
If we examine the employment patterns (table 8) over time and the gender differences in particular, we 
find a similar pattern: a relatively low proportion of the population have paid jobs, only 44% of women 
and 58% of men do in 2005. These numbers fall quite short of the Lisbon targets of the European Union 
and do not show much improvement over time either. In fact, Hungary (along with Poland) has the 
lowest employment rate of all post-state socialist societies. Only the Mediterranean countries display 
similar patterns. 
 
Nevertheless, until 2005 women have been less likely to be unemployed than men: their unemployment 
rate never exceeded that of men and ranged between 6-10%, while men’s moved between 7-13% (table 9). 
This is, of course, not because women had particular advantages in the labour market. Rather, women 
without jobs were more likely to classify themselves as inactive – looking after the house or bringing up 
children, or being retired or on disability pensions. This is an ideologically acceptable position for women, 
but not so for men. Youth unemployment and especially unemployment in the rural areas is a particular 
problem in Hungary: around 10% of young people (between 15-29) do not find jobs and about 15% 
among those between 15-24 (table 10). 
 
In sum, due to an early retirement threshold, generous maternity leave policies and the disappearance of 
about a third of all jobs after 1989, activity and employment rates in Hungary dropped sharply in 1990s 
and are currently well below the European average. While small increases have been noted, these are slight 
and do not hold much hope for the fulfilment of the Lisbon targets by 2010. However, it should be noted, 
that even though women’s employment rate in particular is quite low, women who do work, tend to work 
full-time, unlike in most other Western European countries. Less than 6% of people work in part-time 
jobs, and thus work quantity counted in full time equivalent units reaches the European averages in 
Hungary too. Paid work, however, is done by a smaller number of people, and a large segment of the population is excluded 
from the labour force. 
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Quality of Employment 
The structure of employment also changed significantly over the past 15 years: service sector jobs 
increased in numbers (from 53% in 1992 to 61% in 2003) and the agricultural sector as well as 
manufacturing shrank in size (table 11). Nevertheless, there are still more people engaged in 
manufacturing in Hungary (33%) than in the EU-15 (25%), and fewer in the service sector (61% 
compared to 71% in the EU-15). 
 
In terms of the occupational structure, managerial and professional positions, as well as routine service 
positions, have proliferated, while non-routine manual jobs, as well as skilled and unskilled manual 
positions, have declined. This is the typical pattern seen in post-industrial societies (table 12). 
 
One phenomenon should be pointed out: there has been a vast increase in entrepreneurship and private 
businesses in Hungary since 1990. While in 1989 only 2%, by the early 2000s over 10% of men worked as 
private entrepreneurs (table 12). The numbers are smaller for women than for men, but the rate of growth 
is similar.  
 
Another significant change is a reduction in the size of the companies people work for: 40% of all 
employed people in Hungary now work for micro-enterprises (employing fewer than 10 people), and only 
30% work for large companies (employing more than 250 people). This is a significant shift since the late-
1980s when most people worked for large, state-owned enterprises.  
 
Occupational and sectoral segregation by gender has declined somewhat over the years, but Hungary still 
has a relatively high segregation index (59.5%), compared to about 55% in France and 46% in the United 
States. Women tend to work in underpaid sectors and within each sector in less prestigious, lower level 
jobs, leading to lower wages and career opportunities (Bukodi 2006, Pollert and Fodor 2005). 
 
Real wages declined until the late 1990s, but started to increase thereafter and caught up with their pre-
1989 level by the end of the 1990s (table 13). The increase was relatively steady in the private sector, but 
much more variable in the state sector. In the past few years real wages increased by about 6-10% (except 
for the year 2004 when they declined). Nevertheless, Hungary’s real wages are still only a fraction (60%) of 
average wages in the EU-15. 
 
Due to differences in work hours and discrimination in wage setting, women’s wages are lower than those 
of men: women make about 80% of men’s wages in the state sector and 85% of men’s wages in the 
private sector (table 14). Sadly, the wage gap tends to increase at higher levels of education: among 
primary school graduates women make 95% of men’s wages, while among college grads, only 74% (table 
15). This indicates the tendency for professional women to settle for, or to be unable to move from low 
level, underpaid, routine professional jobs into managerial levels (table 12). 
 

Working Time, work arrangements 
Employed Hungarians spend more time doing their paid jobs than people in most Western European 
countries (Bukodi 2006). This is especially true for employed women, who spend more time working for 
pay than in any other EU country (about 1600 hours per year.) Above I pointed out that Hungarians’ 
employment rate is lower than in most EU countries. This means that a lot of work is done by a relatively 
small number of people, unlike elsewhere where a similar amount of work is divided up more evenly in 
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the population. About 5% of the population work overtime on a regular basis, and do an extra 10 hours 
per week on average. A surprising almost 3% is not getting paid for the extra work. Interestingly, women 
are less likely to do overtime work, and once they do it, they are less likely to get paid for their efforts 
(table 16). 
 
Part time work is not popular in Hungary. Typically of former state socialist countries, a small fraction of 
the working population works part time (table 17). While in Germany, for example, over 37% of women 
aged 20-49 work part time, in Hungary only 4% do. This indicates the difficulty of combining work and 
family obligations: women either work and spend long hours at their jobs, or choose to drop out of the 
labour force altogether to be on maternity leave.  Many of these women return to work after their 
(occasionally lengthy) maternity leave, but a significant number stay at home for extended periods either 
because they do not want to go back to work, or because their workplace disappeared in the meantime, or 
because high quality child care is unavailable. 
 
Flexible work arrangements are also meagre (tables 18, 19). Only 2.5% of the employed population have a 
chance to work in a non-standard setting: 3.4% of men, and 1.7% of women. In addition, over 40% of 
men and women do not have the possibility to stay away from work for a day for family reasons. This 
clearly does not contribute much to either men’s or women’s ability to balance work and family 
obligations. 
 
Women spend more time doing unpaid, reproductive work than men: about 300 minutes per week, 
compared to men’s 161 minutes. While men spend more time doing paid activities, overall they end up 
having about 72 hours more leisure time a week than women. Overall, Hungarian women and men, but 
especially women, spend the longest time on unpaid household activities and childcare, compared to all 
other countries in the EU (Bukodi 2006). It is important to note that both men and women in Hungary 
hold quite conservative notions about women’s place in society, the majority of the population claiming 
that women are best fit to be caring for family and hearth. It is not surprising therefore, that women, 
regardless of their occupational status, spend the same amount of time on housework: whether or not 
their job is considered of higher status than that of their husbands does not influence the domestic 
division of labour. Also, for women, it is not only having children that increases the amount of time spent 
on domestic chores: single mothers with children, whether they are employed or not, spend approximately 
the same number of minutes per week on household activities as those with a partner but no children 
(ibid). 
 

Social Inequalities 
As mentioned in the introduction, the rise in social inequalities is one of the most palpable consequences 
of the transformations after 1989. Overall class inequalities in Hungary are smaller than in many other 
countries in the European Union (using the GINI index as a measure), and they started to rise well before 
1989, a trend that continued into the 1990s. In the 20 years between the early 1980s and 2000, the 
difference between the income of the highest and lowest decile of the population has doubled. The Gini 
coefficient for Hungary was 0.32 in 2003. 
 
Poverty also emerged on a scale not seen in the decades of state socialism. Absolute poverty (when people 
do not have their basic needs met) is below 4%, but poverty rate calculated using international measures 
(such as 50% of per capita income), is around 10%. While single mothers are at an especially high risk of 
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poverty in Hungary, the majority of the poor live in large families with a relatively high number of 
children. Almost 80% of families with three or more children received some means tested social benefit. 
In these families, there is usually one wage earner, but his salary is usually insufficient to life the family out 
of poverty (Fodor 2002, Medgyesi et al 2000).  
 
Aside from class differences, ethnic inequalities also emerged on a scale unimaginable under state 
socialism. Until 1989 state policy intended to assimilate Hungary’s impoverished Roma minority. This 
strategy achieved some limited success: educational attainment and labour force participation increased. 
However, a significant section of the Roma population lived in segregated rural areas, and gained skills 
that became useless after the collapse of the heavy industry in Hungary. As a result, many Roma lost their 
jobs and are unlikely to be able to find any employment due to their geographical segregation, extreme 
levels of open discrimination, as well as a lack of skills and training. Poverty rate among the Roma in a 
survey conducted by Ivan Szelenyi in 2000 was almost 25%, three times higher than in the general 
population. While a number of projects are trying to address the issue of increasing educational and 
geographical segregation and discrimination, very little has been achieved over the past decade. There is 
some variation in the well-being of Roma communities, some do better than others, yet most Roma in 
Hungary face high levels of discrimination both open and latent, both individual and institutionalized.  
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3. Policies 

 

Employment policies 
Hungarian employment policy is guided – at least in principle – by EU directives and objectives, which are 
not altogether different from earlier Hungarian tendencies. Hungary has prepared its first National 
Employment Strategy in 2004, which accepts the basic EU principles of full employment, decent work 
and social inclusion. The primary objective for employment policy for Hungary, also endorsed by the 
European Commission, is to increase employment, along with the flexibility of the labour force. As shown 
above, Hungary’s employment rate is well below the EU average, and rates for women and older workers 
are especially low. Part time work and non-standard options are barely available.  
 
The Hungarian government has made some weak efforts to realize the above noble goals. For example, in 
2005 the Parliament passed legislation that made part-time work more affordable for employers (without 
cutting the social security benefits to the workers themselves), and made special provisions for part-time 
arrangements for older workers. A few new active labour market policies, encouraging entrepreneurship 
and training for those returning to work after maternity leave have been introduced, along with tax 
measures intended to reduce the size of the informal economy. However, none of these measures have 
achieved a tangible increase in labour force participation over the past two years, and given the economic 
crisis Hungary has found itself in late 2006, employment and real wages are unlikely to grow in the next 
few years. 
 

Trade Unions 
Trade Unions are weak in Hungary, partly because they are divided along political party lines and are often 
unable to act jointly (Toth 1995).  Another reason for their lack of political and social weight is the fact 
that trade unions lost their legitimacy as representatives of workers’ rights during the state socialist era and 
have not managed to regain this ever since. This, added to an overall decline in unionization in the world, 
make Hungarian trade unions insignificant political actors. Less than 17% of workers are members of 
trade unions, slightly more women than men, which is due to the type of industries men and women tend 
to work in (table 20).  
 
In 1990, after the first democratic elections the Érdekegyezteto Tanács (Interest Reconciliation Council, 
ÉT) was established- this is the major tripartite body of Hungary.  This forum has gained strength over 
the years, and expanded in institutional setup. It has contributed to the resolution of a number of political 
crises, the first already in 1990,  caused by a mass scale demonstration of taxi drivers. The new Labour 
Code of 1992 obliged the government to consult with the ET whenever they are about to send legislation 
concerning labour issues to parliament and the ET has become the forum where social dialogue about 
proposed legislation became possible.  The ET sets the minimum wages and recommends yearly wage 
increases (Toth and Nacsa 2004). 
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Housing situation 
A large fraction of formerly state owned apartments have been privatized in Hungary after 1989 and 
construction began on a large scale, as well. This was partly due to the introduction of mortgages (and 
especially subsidized mortgages) to finance buying apartments, which had not been available. As a result, 
there has been a small increase in the quality of dwellings Hungarians occupy (tables 21, 22). Specifically, 
in the past five years, the per capita room size has increased, people have a little more space than they 
used to. In 2003, the average floor area per person rose to 30 square meters, up from 28 only four years 
previously. Perhaps more importantly, the proportion of dwellings without any amenities has declined 
significantly over the past five years. 
 

Parental leave policies, child care, care for elderly people 
Hungary has generous parental leave policies; some would argue that they are generous to the point where 
they act as a detriment for women’s labour force participation. New mothers who have been working for 
pay before the birth of their child are entitled to 6 months birthing leave and receive 70% of their full 
salary. After this period, they (or the child’s father) are entitled to parental leave (GYED) up to age 2 of 
the child, during which they receive 70% of their salary but no more than 70% of twice the minimum 
wage, which is 87,500 HUF or about 325 Euros. 
 
Between age 2-3 of the child or if a parent did not work for pay for 180 days in the two years prior to the 
birth of the child, either parent is entitled to parental allowance (GYES), which is a leave paid at the level of 
the minimum pension, which is slightly under 100 Euros a month. Yet another type of parental leave 
(GYET) may be utilized by women who have at least three children until the youngest is under 8 years of 
age. 
 
Either parent can take the leaves, and the third and fourth types of leave may be taken by grandparents as 
well. The leave period counts towards retirement and parents are allowed to work part or full time if they 
like, although very few of them do, mostly because of the dearth of nursery school places and the 
unavailability of part time work (Gabos, 2000). 
 
Most young mothers take the leave and many do so for the full three-year period or even longer. As a 
result, about 10% of employed women are on parental leave at each point in time. It is noteworthy that 
this number has increased simultaneously with a decline in the birth rate. This indicates that women use 
this leave as a way to avoid unemployment. Table 24 supports this point: while formally jobs are 
guaranteed during the parental leave period, only about 55% of parents on leave feel confident that they 
will get their jobs back. In a recent survey about 10% of women claimed that their workplace ceased to 
exist, and a similar number do not want to return. About a third of employers do not want to rehire the 
young parent. 
 
It is primarily women who take the leave, men seldom do. Although their numbers are increasing (table 
23), less than 1% of those on parental leave are men. There are further differences in the utilization of the 
leave: better educated, middle-class and professional women tend to take the shorter, better paid leave, 
which, in fact, was designed to increase the birth rate within this group in the mid 1980s and to relieve 
demographers and politicians of their anxiety which resulted from the growing discrepancy between the 
birth rate among the Roma and the non-Roma population. This multi-tier character of the Hungarian 
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parental leave system has been in place since the mid-1980s, and has served the purpose of social 
differentiation, along the lines of both class and ethnicity. 
 
Because women tend to choose to stay out of the labour force until their child is 3 years old, very few 
nursery school places are available. It is unclear what the cause and the effect is in this context: even if 
women do want to go back to work, high quality nursery schools are hard to find, especially outside the 
largest cities. Less than 10% of children between ages 1-3 are in nursery school in Hungary, far from the 
Lisbon targets. In Hungary, currently, it is ideologically almost unacceptable for most Hungarian parents 
to send children under 3 years to public day care: psychologists and fellow mothers extol the virtue in the 
public media of family based care for small children. It is difficult to go against cultural norms, even for 
young professional women who could afford private care for their children and who may lose the most 
when giving up their jobs. Kindergarten, however, is more popular: over 80% of Hungarian children 
between 3-6 years old are in day care. 
 
As a result, women often drop out of the labour force for three to even six or more years. In the 
meantime, very few participate in trainings, or work part time – again, this is due to the unavailability of 
care, as well as public sentiments about the needs of small children, inherited form the state socialist era. 
At the end of their leave women often find it difficult to return: their workplace disappeared and they 
themselves may have lost significant job skills. While a handful of recent training projects have been 
introduced to help women return to work after childbearing, these are clearly insufficient. 
 
In addition, the lengthy maternity leave means that all women of child bearing age pose a potential risk for 
employers, who are reluctant to hire an employee who is likely to disappear in the near future for such a 
long period of time. While it is illegal to ask questions about marital or family status, and even family plans 
at job interviews, employers do it anyway, and hire women after they make an assessment of the possible 
risk they pose. 
 
The lengthy parental leave options obviously hinder women’s labour force participation and making it 
difficult for those in the workforce to gain high quality positions. On the other hand, they serve as 
unemployment and poverty relief for women living in impoverished areas, where they have no chance of 
getting employment anyway: at least they are getting paid for their work of raising children, however 
meager these benefits may be. For this reason, and because of the widely shared conviction that it is best 
for children under three to stay at home with mom, no government has dared to consider reforming these 
measures. 
 
Hungary has some provisions for those who care for permanently disabled, or sick close relatives at home.  
Those people over 18, who are caring for such persons, may take unpaid leave from their workplaces, and 
will receive a state subsidy in the amount of the minimum pension, which is 25,800 HUF in 2006, or 
roughly 95 Euros.  Those who provide special care for people who have special needs may receive 30% 
more.  Mostly women take this kind of leave and receive the subsidy.   
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4. Conclusion 

 
As I am writing this, vast political demonstrations have been taking place in Budapest for a week: tens of 
thousands of people are demanding that the government resign. The crowd’s anger is sustained by the 
new austerity measures introduced after the election victory of the Socialist party in 2006. The new 
measures were designed to achieve financial stability and reduce Hungary’s vast budget deficit, a clearly 
stated requirement from the European Union. The measures include reducing public sector jobs, a 
significant raise in the prices of gas and electricity, an increase in taxes paid by small entrepreneurs, the 
introduction of tuition fee at universities and co-payments for doctor’s visit and hospital care – just to 
name the most contested ones. Most people are expected to suffer a reduction in their quality of life and 
employment. 
 
Economists – both within Hungary and those paid by international economic and political agencies – and 
politicians seem to agree that these measures are absolutely necessary in order to sustain Hungary’s 
economic development in the long run. A significant segment of the population, having to face the 
challenges of a global capitalist economy, seem to think otherwise, although aside from the ultranationalist 
agenda, no real alternatives have emerged. How Hungarians’ quality of life will change in the future will 
depend on the compromise soon to be made between neo-liberal policy-makers and the population who 
seems to be expressing its distaste for the government in more and more explicit ways. 
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Appendix 

 

Year Live births Live births per 1,000 women aged 15-49 Total fertility rate 

1980 148 673 57.6 1.92 
1990 125 679 49.4 1.84 
2001 97 047 38.1 1.31 
2005 97 496 39.8 1.32 
Table 1. Live births and fertility rates. (Source: HCSO, Vital Events, 2005, p. 7) 
 
Year Marriage Divorce Live birth Death 

1980 7.5 2.6 13.9 13.6 
1990 6.4 2.4 12.1 14.0 
2001 4.3 2.4 9.5 13.0 
2005 4.4 2.5 9.7 13.5 
Table 2. Marriage, divorce, live birth and death rates per 1,000 persons. (Source: HCSO, Vital Events, 2005, p. 9) 
 
Year Women Men 

1970 21.6 24.5 
1980 21.8 24.5 
1985 21.8 24.8 
1990 22.0 24.7 
1995 22.7 25.2 
2000 24.7 27.2 
2002 25.7 28.2 
2004 26.5 29.0 
Table 3. Average age at first marriage (Source: HCSO, MYFSAEO, Nők és férfiak Magyarországon, 2004, p. 11.) 
 
Year Men Women Difference 

1900-1901 36.6 38.2 1.6 
1949 59.3 63.4 4.1 
1960 65.9 70.1 4.2 
1970 66.3 72.1 5.8 
1980 65.5 72.7 7.2 
1990 65.1 73.7 8.6 
2000 67.1 75.6 8.5 
Table 4. Life expectancy at birth - changes over time for men and women. (Source: HCSO, MFSA, Nők és férfiak 
Magyarországon, 2001, p. 7) 
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Year Total Men Women 

1993 62.3 69.9 54.9 
1995 58.9 67.9 50.3 
2000 59.9 67.5 52.6 
2005 61.4 67.9 55.1 
Table 5. Activity rates of population aged 15-64. (Source: HCSO, Labour Force Survey 2005, pp. 18-20; Nők és férfiak 
Magyarországon, 2001, pp. 71-72) 
 
Year Men Women 

1996 60 55 
1997 60 56 
2001 61 57 
2004 62 58 
Table 6. average age at retirement for men and women  - changes over time. (Source: Varga, Júlia, 2005.) 
 
Age group Total Men Women 

15-19 5.3 6.5 4.1 
20-24 47.5 52.8 42.1 
25-29 77.4 88.2 66.2 
30-34 79.4 92.7 66.0 
35-39 82.9 90.5 75.2 
40-44 83.0 87.2 79.1 
45-49 79.7 81.0 78.4 
50-54 71.9 73.6 70.4 
55-59 50.8 59.6 43.4 
60-64 14.9 21.2 9.9 
Table 7. Activity rates by age group for different age groups in 2005  (Source: HCSO, Labour Force Survey, Quarter I, 
2006, p. 44.) 
 
Year Total Men Women 

1993 54.8 60.6 49.3 
1995 52.9 60.2 45.9 
2000 49.6 56.8 43.0 
2005 50.5 57.4 44.2 
Table 8.  Employment rates of population aged 15-64. (Source: Source: HCSO, Labour Force Survey 2005, pp. 18-20; 
Nők és férfiak Magyarországon, 2001, pp. 71-72) 
 
Year Total Men Women 

1993 11.9 13.3 10.3 
1995 10.2 11.4 8.7 
2000 6.4 7.0 5.6 
2005 7.2 7.0 7.5 
Table 9.  Unemployment rates of population aged 15-64. (Source: HCSO, Labour Force Survey 2005, pp. 18-20; Nők és 
férfiak Magyarországon, 2001, pp. 71-72)  
 Year Total Men Women 
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Aged 15-24 1998 14.0 15.8 11.6 
 2000 12.7 13.8 11.2 
 2004 15.5 16.2 14.4 
Aged 15-29 1998 11.4 12.3 10.2 
 2000 9.9 10.5 9.1 
 2004 9.7 9.6 9.8 
Table 10. Youth unemployment rate (Source: HCSO, Youth on the Labour Market, 2004, pp. 31-35) 
 
Industry Women 

1992 
Women 
2003 

Men 
1992 

Men 
2003 

Agriculture, hunting, forest management, fishing 7.7 2.7 14.7 7.8 
Mining 0.4 0.1 2.1 0.5 
Processing industry 24.8 21.1 27.3 25.7 
Supply of electricity, gas, steam and water 1.7 1.0 3.5 2.4 
Construction industry 1.7 1.4 8.5 12.9 
Trade, repair  15.0 15.9 9.3 12.6 
Accommodation, catering 3.6 4.4 2.3 2.8 
Shipping, warehousing, postal services, 
telecommunications 

5.5 4.7 11.2 10.3 

Financial services 2.8 2.8 0.8 1.1 
Property transactions, economic services 3.9 6.8 3.2 6.8 
Public administration, defence; mandatory social security 5.5 8.0 6.2 7.1 
Education 12.7 14.3 3.5 3.4 
Health and social care 9.5 11.4 2.7 2.9 
Other community and personal services 5.2 5.4 4.7 3.7 
Table 11. Distribution of employed persons by industries and sex in 1992 and 2003 (%). (Source: Bukodi, 2006, p. 24) 
 

Women Men Occupational classes 
1983 1992 1999 2002 1983 1992 1999 2002 

Higher-level manager, senior 
professional, official 

5.3 5.4 9.0 9.2 9.7 10.4 11.2 11.6 

Lower-level manager, lower-level 
professional, official 

16.2 23.0 24.5 26.8 8.8 10.4 11.9 11.5 

Non-manual routine 19.0 19.2 16.6 14.2 2.4 1.8 2.3 2.6 
Routine - services 6.7 8.3 11.6 12.1 1.8 2.7 3.8 3.9 
Non-agricultural enterpreneur 1.5 3.7 6.6 5.4 2.3 6.4 11.7 10.3 
Agricultural enterpreneur 0.2 0.5 0.8 0.7 1.2 1.6 2.7 2.1 
Skilled manual 12.1 12.4 11.3 9.9 37.5 36.6 31.8 31.9 
Unskilled manual 29.3 23.1 18.0 21.0 27.3 23.4 20.6 22.7 
Agricultural worker 9.7 4.4 1.6 0.9 9.0 6.7 4.0 3.4 
Table 12. Distribution of employed persons by occupational classes and sex, 1983-2002 (%). (Source: Bukodi, 2006, p. 
25) 
 
Year Gross income (average income of full-

time employees) 
Real wages index 
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1995 116.8 87.8 
1996 120.4 95.0 
1997 122.3 104.9 
1998 118.3 103.6 
1999 116.1 102.5 
2000 113.5 101.5 
2001 118.0 106.4 
2002 118.3 113.6 
2003 112.0 109.2 
2004 106.1 99.0 
Table 13. Change in gross and real wages, as % of previous year, 1995-2004. (Source: HCSO, Summary Data of the 
2005 Income of the Population Sample, p. 7.) Previous year = 100 
 
Women’s gross earnings as % of men’s gross earnings in the whole economy 90.4 
Women’s gross earnings as % of men’s gross earnings in the state sector 80.4 
Women’s gross earnings as % of men’s gross earnings in the private sector 85.1 
Table 14. Proportion of gross earnings by women and men (Source: Munkaerőpiaci Tükör 2005, pp. 310-311.) 
 
Educational attainment Women’s gross earnings as % of men’s gross earnings 

Primary school 1-7th year 94.6 
Completed primary school (8 years) 88.6 
Trade school 100.3 
Vocational school 79.8 
Vocational high school 91.5 
Technical school 80.1 
Secondary grammar school 91.8 
Bachelor’s degree 74.2 
Master’s degree 81.0 
Total 90.4 
Table 15. Proportion of gross earnings by women and men by qualification (Source: Munkaerőpiaci Tükör 2005, pp. 310-
311.) 
 
 Total Men Women 

% of persons working overtime 5.5 6.4 4.5 
Number of overtime hours per week per person 10.1 10.6 9.2 
Of which: non-paid overtime hours per week per person 2.6 2.2 3.2 
Table 16. Working overtime by sex, 2004 (Source: HCSO, Working Time Arrangement Organization 2005, p. 35) 
 
 Total Men Women 

Total number of persons working part time 128 111 40 355 87 756 
Persons working part time, as % of all employed persons 4.2 2.6 6.0 
Table 17.  Persons working part time, 2004 (Source: HCSO, Working Time Arrangement Organization 2005, p. 36) 
 
 Total Men Women 

Number of persons working in flexitime 76 855 52 575 24 280 
% of persons working in flexitime 100,0 68.4 31.6 
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Persons working in flexitime, as % of all employed persons 2.5 3.4 1.7 
Table 18. Persons working in fixed and flexible working time, 2004 (Source: HCSO, Working Time Arrangement 
Organization 2005, p. 33) 
 

Has possibility to flexibly change the 
beginning or end of work time due to 
family reasons 

Has possibility to stay away from work 
for a whole day due to family reasons 

Possibility 

Men Women Total Men Women Total 

Usuallly has 
possibility 

37.7 36.5 37.2 33.2 30.3 31.9 

Rarely has 
possibility 

24.3 28.9 26.4 24.9 28.4 26.5 

Has no 
possibility 

38.0 34.6 36.4 41.9 41.3 41.6 

Table 19. Employed aged 15–64 according to possibility to vary start or/and end of working day, or to organise working 
time in order to take days off for family reasons by sex, 2005. (Source: HCSO Reconciliation between Work and Family 
Life 2005, p. 14) 
 
Total Men Women 

16.9 15.3 18.7 
Table 20. Trade Union members, as % of all workers, 2004, (Source: HCSO Reconciliation between Work and Family 
Life 2005, p. 45) 
 
Year Population per 100 

dwellings 
Population per 100 rooms Average floor area per 

person, sqm 

1999 261 104 28 
2003 260 98 30 
Table 21. Population per dwellings and rooms; average floor area of occupied dwellings (Source: HCSO, 2005, Housing 
Conditions at the Turn of the Century, p. 13) 
 

Share of dwellings Type of dwelling 
1999 2003 

Dwellings without basic amenities 18.9 10.9 
Without water supply 8.1 7.3 
Without sewerage 47.7 35.1 
Without bathroom 11.9 7.8 
Without toilet 11.7 9.0 
Built before 1945 27.5 23.0 
Table 22. Quality of dwellings, as % of total housing stock (Source: HCSO, 2005, Housing Conditions at the Turn of the 
Century, p. 23). 
 
 
Year Men Women Proportion of women of employment age 

1990 cc. 1,000-3,000 244,700 8.6 
1995 5,000 280,000 9.5 
2001 cc. 1,000-3,000 296,500 9.7 
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2005 11,000 293,300 9.3 
Table 23. Number of people on childcare leave. (Source: HCSO, 2006, Return to the Labour Market after Childbearing, 
p. 6)  
 
 1995 1999 2005 

Workplace ceased to operate 9.2 10.0 10.4 
Workplace exists but employer does not wish to re-employ the 
parent 

29.8 32.4 26.2 

Employer wishes to re-employ her but she does not wish to return 
to the same workplace 

8.7 11.2 8.1 

Employer wishes to re-employ the parent and she wishes to return 52.3 46.4 55.3 
Table 24. Rates of previously employed childcare beneficiaries in terms of opportunities of returning to the labour market after 
childcare leave (%) (Source: HCSO, 2006, Return to the Labour Market after Childbearing, p. 8) 
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Executive Summary 

 
This report examines the institutional context of the quality of life and work in Bulgaria in the 1990s and 
the beginning of the 21st century which is the period of transition from a totalitarian society with a state-
owned economy to a democratic and market-oriented society.  It focuses on the three main institutions 
providing conditions for people’s well-being: the state, the market and the family. The report consists of 
three sections: the first one is mapping the employment and demographic trends, which influence the 
quality of life and work in Bulgaria; the second one examines the trends in employment policies including 
institutional structures and practices of human resources management; and the third one follows changes 
in family policies and support for a work-life balance. Finally, in the conclusion the report evaluates the 
effect of pursued policies and contextual trends on the quality of life and quality of work in Bulgaria. 
 
The most notable employment trends affecting the quality of life are:  

• Declining economic activity and employment rate. The transition period in Bulgaria since 
1989 has been characterized by a low economic activity due to several major factors: the crisis of 
the economic output in the first years of reforms, the slow and difficult restructuring of the 
Bulgarian economy through the often unsuccessful privatization of the state–owned enterprises 
and the inability of the emerging private sector to compensate fully for the loss of jobs in the 
public sector. Nevertheless, the share of employment in the private sector has been constantly 
rising in the years of reforms. Employment has also changed its branch structure: a shift from 
mainly industrial to mainly service economy has taken place.  

• High levels of unemployment until 2003. Another typical feature of the Bulgarian labour 
market during the transition period has been the exceptionally high levels of unemployment. 
Since 2003 a positive trend towards a decrease in the levels of unemployment has started owing 
to the macroeconomic stabilization and economic growth. Nevertheless, unemployment in the 
country still preserves its unfavourable structural features: high share of the long-term 
unemployed; vulnerability of the young, the lower educated and unqualified persons as well as the 
ethnic minorities and significant regional differences in the unemployment levels.  

• Spread of flexible forms of employment. The liberalization of the labour market in Bulgaria 
has created conditions for the spread of a range of flexible forms of employment as an alternative 
to the high unemployment. Flexibility is greatest among the young generation that is most often 
employed on fixed-term contracts and/or with a flexible working schedule. Self-employment is 
often a matter of economic pressure than of free choice. Employment in the grey economy which 
provides no social and health insurances and legal protection of workers’ rights is also very high.  

• A gradual increase in the retirement age. The reform of the retirement system lifted the 
minimal retirement age (to reach 60 years for women and 63 for men in 2009). Most aggravated is 
the situation of people aged 55+who have lost their jobs but are not able to meet the obligatory 
requirements. Despite their nominal increase pensions are miserable and pensioners feel pressed 
to look for a job and work on their own farms.        

 
The most significant demographic trends are:  

• Negative population growth. For 15 years, the country has lost nearly one million of its 
population due to decreasing birth rates, increasing death rates and intensive emigration 
processes. These negative demographic processes have been triggered by the mass 
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impoverishment of the population, rising costs of life, high unemployment and general insecurity 
of life.  

• Ageing of the population. The ageing of the population is largely due to the decrease in the 
young population. At present the share of the population under 15 is already smaller than the 
share of those aged 65 and over. As a result, the average age of the population in Bulgaria has 
been rising - from 37.5 years in 1990 to 41.2 years in 2005.  

• Deterioration of the health status of the population. The general deterioration of the health 
status of the population has been due to the high levels of poverty and unemployment, insecure 
and intense working conditions, stressful life, unhealthy and scanty nutrition, more difficult access 
to specialized health care after the reforms of the health care system and the wide–spread alcohol, 
tobacco and drug addictions.  

• Changes in family formation. The number of marriages has fallen considerably. Young people 
increasingly prefer to live together without having officially married. The declining number of 
children per woman is due to avoiding the birth of a second child and has led to the 
predominance of the one-child family model. The mean age of the mother at first birth has 
increased, accompanied with a dramatic rise in the share of out of marriage births: from 12% in 
1990 to 49% in 2005.  

• Increasing social inequality. High income inequality is a new social problem in post-
communist Bulgaria. A process of forming the cultural model of poverty among the Roma has 
emerged, which threatens to cause aggravated social and ethnical conflicts. Besides ethnic 
minorities, other groups vulnerable to poverty are elderly women, single parent households and 
households with three and more children. 

 
Reforms in the country’s social policy have tried to respond to the new challenges and offer a better 
quality of life for the citizens while preserving some of the achievements from the previous regime. The 
main characteristics of employment policies are:  

• Liberalisation. Employment policy has undergone a transformation from the centralised 
preparation, allocation and usage of the workforce to a liberalisation in the regulation of the 
recruitment and dismissal of workers. Employment policies have been synchronized with the 
requirements of the Common European Labour Market in the preparation for Bulgaria’s 
accession to the European Union.   

• Protection of specific categories of workers. The Labour Code puts an emphasis on the 
protection of specific categories of workers: youth, pregnant women, disabled persons, by 
providing for conditions under which their labour can be used.  

• Regulation of working time. Since 1993 the normal working time determined by the law has 
been 40 hours a week. However, the employed in the private sector often work overtime without 
being paid or compensated. Less than one in ten employees work part-time. 

• Ensuring safe and healthy working conditions. In the first years of the economic crisis the 
expenses for maintaining the safety of the workplace were reduced, especially in the new small 
private companies. In 1997 the Law for Healthy and Safe Conditions of Work was adopted and in 
1998 a special governmental ‘Working conditions’ fund was created. However, safety rules are 
often not abided by both workers and employers and the control is not very efficient and well-
coordinated.  

• Policies combating unemployment. As a whole, the periods and amounts of unemployment 
benefits have been reduced and the requirements for eligibility have been raised.  Unemployment 
policies in Bulgaria are directed at activating the unemployed by means of two groups of 
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measures: toward the unemployed to encourage their active job seeking, self-employment or re-
qualification and toward the employers and their encouragement to employ new people or restrict 
redundancies. The trend has been toward targeting specific groups of unemployed: disabled 
persons, young people, and ethnic minorities and to a regional approach in developing active 
measures and programs.  

• Failure of the state to guarantee adequate wage levels. As a whole, there is a large lag 
between wages and prices and the phenomenon of working poor is widespread. Low salaries 
mean low insurance payments that in turn mean low pensions and a constant deficit in the health 
insurance system. The incidence of paying insurance on the minimal salary is widespread while in 
reality the employee receives additional payment on which no insurance is paid. In order to 
reduce non-regulated employment, the government introduced the registration of the labour 
contracts and a minimal insurance threshold by sectors and by nine categories of positions.  

• Social dialogue. The social dialogue in the country is based on the principle of tripartite 
representativeness of the employees, employers and the state. However, it is well developed only 
at the national level and between the big employers and big syndicates whereas at the level of the 
enterprise and particularly in small companies the social dialogue is not an established practice. 
Employees are in a weaker position to negotiate their salary, insurance rights or flexible working. 
Due to high unemployment and the lack of real trade union support, employees accept any work 
conditions, offered by the employer, which in turn leads to the growth of the grey economy and 
the erosion of human capital.  

 
The family policy in the country is still mainly pro-natalist being developed in response to the shrinking 
population rather than to support the quality of life of the family and its individual members, neglecting in 
particular young people in their family transitions. The main aspects of the family policy under post-
communism are:  

• State withdrawal from active interference. When faced with rising budget deficits in the first 
half of the 1990s, the country’s governments failed to provide guaranteed income and health 
services to all citizens. The survival of the individual and the family in the grave economic crisis 
was exclusively a concern of their own. Younger families could count mostly on the support of 
their parents.  

• Long but low paid maternity leaves. With the latest changes in the Social Insurance Code 
(August, this year) the maternity leave has become one of the longest in Europe (two years of 
paid and one of unpaid leave). Nevertheless, leaves are still quite low paid to meet the needs of 
young parents. The country has inherited a well developed set of public crèches and kindergartens 
from the previous regime and it is common for parents to use their services as they are not 
expensive owing to municipal subsidies.  

• Support for families with children. Child benefits have a symbolic value – 9 Euro per month 
for first child and 10 for second and consequent. There are no fees in the state-owned schools. 
Parents of the 1st form pupils receive assistance to the amount of 80 BGN (41 Euro). Students 
from low income families receive social stipends (around 10 euro). In January 2006 The Personal 
Income Act introduced a small reduction of the taxable sum for families with children.  

• Health policy. The system of general practitioners was introduced in Bulgaria in 2000. The 
biggest problem is the scarce financing of the health care system. People who have not paid their 
health insurances are deprived of cheap health care. There is a lack of children-focused health 
education. Since 2006 compulsory preventive examinations by the GP have been introduced and 
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the refusal to comply with this requirement is subject to fines. The private medical services are 
not popular as most people cannot afford them.   

• Child protection. The economic crisis and liberalisation of public life have created a new social 
problem in post-communist Bulgaria – the security of children and the spread of juvenile 
delinquency and drug addiction. This made the state introduce measures controlling the conduct 
of the children at school and out of school, as well as the responsibility of their parents. In 2003 
the State Agency for Child Protection was created. The children at risk – without parents, victims 
of family abuse and violence, and during the period of divorce proceedings of the parents now 
receive assistance from qualified experts.   

• Housing policy. The municipalities have at their disposal a certain stock of housing for 
individuals in need. However, the procedure is complicated and clumsy and only families in grave 
need can take advantage of municipal housing. The housing problem is worse in cities because of 
the still intensive migration from villages. Young couples lost the support previously provided by 
the state for low-interest housing loans. The market prices of houses and flats are high and few 
young families can afford them. The main ways to achieve housing independence are through 
inheritance or by purchase owing to parents’ financial support. It is very common for young 
Bulgarians to live with their parents even after they marry. Inherited from the past is the situation 
that the overwhelming majority (92%) of the households own the flat or house in which they live.  

 
In conclusion, we could say that employment and family policies in Bulgaria have reacted to the changes 
in the labour market and demographic developments without having yet created a solid basis for achieving 
a high quality of work and life for the country’s population. The economic environment in the country has 
recently started to improve which has resulted in a decline of unemployment but the greatest challenge of 
reducing poverty remains. Rising of the living standards, as well as making the employment and family 
policies more flexible to meet the differing needs of individuals and families are indispensable institutional 
conditions for attaining a better quality of life in the country.  
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1. Introduction to this national report 

 
The quality of life in Bulgaria in the beginning of the 21st century is influenced by several major 
transformations: the societal transition from an authoritarian society with a state-owned economy to a 
democratic and market-oriented society; the development of a real labour market instead of the system of 
state allocation of school and university graduates; the shift from mainly industrial to mainly service 
economy; the ‘second demographic transition’ toward a lower fertility; and the pluralisation of family 
forms. These economic and political changes have been accompanied by significant cultural 
transformations. Whereas it might be too far fetched in a poor society to claim a shift from materialist to 
post-materialist values (Inglehart, 1994), it can be argued that in the 1990s the Bulgarian society 
experienced a shift from predominantly collective orientation toward a greater individualisation in work 
and wider life (Baychinska, 1998) and from paternalistic to liberal intergenerational relationships within the 
family (Kovacheva and Mitev, 2004). The regime change in 1989 enormously raised people’s aspirations to 
a higher quality of life while at the same time it resulted in a considerable decline in living standards for 
the majority of the population. Whereas economic indicators started to improve in the beginning of the 
21st century, surveys still measure a rise in mass feelings of dissatisfaction and pessimism (Tilkidziev and 
Dimov, 2003; Kolev, 2004) and a drop in subjective wellbeing (Alber and Fahey, 2004; Precupetu, 2006).  
 
Quality of life is not widely discussed in the academic community in Bulgaria. Themes that have attracted 
more research attention are the middle class formation in the country (Tilkidziev, 2002), the new 
entrepreneurship (Manolov, 1998), the informal economy (Chavdarova, 2001), mass unemployment 
(Lekov, 2000; Vladimirov, 1999) and poverty (Raychev et al, 2000; Szelenyi, 2002). An overarching public 
concern is the negative population growth continuing since 1989 which social research has attributed to 
the ‘survival strategies’ of Bulgarian households in difficult economic conditions (Stoilova, 2001; 
Kovacheva, 2002), high emigration abroad (Mitev, 2005) and diverging fertility patterns among different 
ethnic groups in society (Mirchev, 2005; Galabov, 2005). As a concept quality of life is more often used in 
medical publications linking it to satisfaction with health and personal self-confidence (Denkova and 
Jordanova, 2002) and in legal studies where it is interpreted as a resource for sustainable development and 
social harmony (Bachvarova, 2003; Petrova and Grozdanov, 2003). Quality of work has been explored in 
labour market research more often as a quality of employment using the set of indicators developed by the 
International Labour Organisation and the European Commission (Alexandrova, 2002a and b; Atanasova, 
2004). A special focus has been placed on the unequal position of women in the labour market and within 
the domestic division of labour (Michova, 2003; Popova and Shopova, 2003). 
 
This report examines the social context of the quality of life and quality of work in present day Bulgaria. 
The objective is to analyse the institutional framework within which various subjects: individuals, families, 
companies and the population as a whole strive to achieve a higher level of wellbeing. As such, the report 
does not present the set of objective and subjective indicators of the quality of life but the stable 
structures that form the opportunities and barriers for the quality of life in the country. We have accepted 
a wide working definition of the concept (which is to be fully developed in the subsequent workpackages) 
understanding quality of life as the ‘overall well-being of individuals in a multidimensional sense’ 
(EFILWC, 2005:3) which spreads over different life domains: education, employment, family, health, 
leisure, and social relations. The time span is the past ten years, but where necessary, the analysis has been 
extended to 1989 – the starting year of market reforms in the country.  
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The report focuses on the three main institutions providing conditions for people’s well-being: the state, 
the market and the family. The societal changes in the country in the 1990s, together with the influence of 
the processes of European integration (the country’s accession is expected in January 2007) and 
globalisation have meant a significant decline in state intervention and a rise of the roles of the market and 
particularly the family. The report comprises of three sections: the first is mapping the current socio-
economic and demographic trends, which influence the quality of life, and work in Bulgaria; the second 
examines the trends in employment policies including institutional structures and practices of human 
resources management; and the third follows changes in family policies and support for a work-life 
balance. Finally, in the conclusion the report evaluates the effect of pursued policies and contextual trends 
on the quality of life and quality of work in Bulgaria. 
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2. Employment and demographic trends 

 

2.1 Employment and unemployment  
The transition period in Bulgaria since 1989 has been characterized by a low and declining coefficient of 
economic activity: from 64.1% in 1990 to 48.9% in 2006 (See Table 1 in the Appendix). At present the 
coefficient of economic activity of men significantly exceeds that of women (54.1% and 44.1% 
respectively in 2006). The drop in economic activity is due to the decreasing share of the population in 
working age, the considerable emigration abroad, the worsening health status of the population and most 
importantly – the decline in the economic output in the 1990s. Compared to 1989 the number of the 
employed persons has dwindled by more than 1.1 million by 2005. The employment coefficient reached 
its lowest point in 2001 - 40.6%, and then it gradually grew to 44.7% in 2005. In spite of the legally 
guaranteed gender equality, the levels of employment of men are higher than those of women (49.7% and 
40% respectively in 2005). The difference varied within 6.3 – 8.9 points during the 1998–2004 period and 
it was the  biggest in the age groups 25-34 (due to giving birth and bringing up children) and 55-64 (due to 
earlier retirement for women) (Kotseva, 2005: 178-179). Compared to the situation of the EU countries, 
the employment rates for both genders are much lower in Bulgaria - 73% for men and 54.9% for women 
in the EU (EC, 2002) and 41.8% for men and 35.8% for women in Bulgaria. The decline in employment 
was much stronger in the younger age groups while in the older groups (over 55) there was even some 
growth, which is particularly high in the group over 65. Thus, the employment rate in the 55+ age group 
increased by 4.7% while it decreased by 4.5% in the 35 – 54 age group over the 1998 – 2004 period. The 
employment growth in the age group 55-64 was closely linked to the legal changes which raised in the 
upper age limit for retirement and was due mostly to self-employment. Activity rates have declined in all 
groups according to educational level but the hardest hit were those without qualifications.  
 
The employment trends have been caused by several major factors: the crisis of the economic output in 
the first five years of reforms, the slow and difficult restructuring of the Bulgarian economy through often 
unsuccessful privatization of the state–owned enterprises and the inability of the emerging private sector 
to compensate fully for the loss of jobs in the public sector (Beleva, 2005a:  34; Bogdanov, 2005: 60). The 
newly established private companies are very small with almost half of them having no employees while 
companies with more than 50 employees constitute only 4.7% of all registered ones (NSI, 2000: 91). 
Nevertheless, the share of employment in the private sector has been constantly rising in the years of 
reforms. Whereas in 1990 it was only 5.9% of the workforce, it surpassed the 50% barrier in 1999, and in 
2004 it was 77%. This trend was fed by the processes of privatisation of state enterprises and the 
launching of new small and medium size businesses, particularly in the sphere of services. Another trend, 
which gave impetus to the growth of employment in the private sector, is the liquidation of the state 
controlled agricultural co-operatives. By the end of 1999 96.4% of the land had restored its private 
ownership (NSI, 2000: 152). Employment has also changed its branch structure: by 2006 employment in 
the sphere of services has grown to more than half of the employed (about 58%) from 36% in 1990, 
employment in the industrial sector has shrunk to approximately one third (35%) from 45.5% in 1990 and 
employment in agriculture and forestry has decreased to 7% from 18.5% in 1990.   
 
Another typical feature of the Bulgarian labour market during the transition period has been the 
exceptionally high levels of unemployment (Table 1) till 2003. The number of unemployed persons was 
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the highest in 1993 – 814.7 thousands which comprised 21.4% of the workforce. The main reasons for 
this were the loss of foreign markets and the closing down of enterprises in the country (Bogdanov, 2005: 
61). According to NSI (2002:33) in 2001 unemployment in Bulgaria (18.4%) was 2 to 3 times higher than 
in Slovenia (7.1%), Romania (7.7%), the Czech Republic (8.8%) and Hungary (6.6%). Since 2003 a 
positive trend towards a decrease in the levels of unemployment has started owing to the macroeconomic 
stabilization and economic growth. Compared to 1993 the number of redundant workers has decreased by 
2.4 times for men and 2.6 times for women which is an indication that the processes of restructuring of 
the economy are nearing their end (Bogdanov, 2005: 62). The unemployment coefficient reached its 
lowest level at the beginning of 2006: 9.7%. Nevertheless, unemployment in the country still preserves its 
unfavourable structural features: high share of long-term unemployed; extreme vulnerability of the young, 
those who have never had a proper job, the lower educated and unqualified persons as well as the ethnic 
minorities and significant regional differences in the unemployment levels. Thus, the level of long - term 
unemployment (over one year) fluctuated between 55% and 60% (57% in the first quarter of 2006). The 
Roma in Bulgaria were the hardest hit by unemployment: the census in 2001 revealed that only 41 
thousand were employed and 137.2 thousand were unemployed out of their total number of 370.9 
thousands in the country. That is related to their low education: 92.8% of Roma in the age group 25 - 64 
have primary or lower education and 12.7% of the Roma are illiterate (Bogdanov, 2005: 63 - 64). In 
contrast to the general rise in the educational level in Bulgaria, the Roma are the only ethnic group whose 
educational status has deteriorated in the 1990s which places them in a very unfavourable position on the 
labour market (Tomova, 2005: 162).  
 
The differences in the unemployment coefficients by gender are minor and over the years have fluctuated 
from higher levels among women to higher levels among men (Table 1). However, women are more 
vulnerable to long–term unemployment and underemployment (Stoyanova and Kirova, 2005: 25). It is 
more difficult for long-term unemployed women to find a new job and they more frequently accept work 
that is under their qualification (Kotseva, 2005: 180). Both men and women in the age groups 15-24 and 
25-34 are most affected by unemployment.  
 

2.2 Flexible employment 
The liberalization of the labour market in Bulgaria has created conditions for the spread of a range of 
flexible (non-standard, atypical) forms of employment as an alternative to the high unemployment and 
under the pressure of the structural economic reforms. The research results from an international 
comparative study (Kovacheva, 2002; Pancheva and Kovacheva, 2002) reveal that the labour force in 
Bulgaria manifests comparatively high level and potential for flexibility. However, flexibility is great in the 
unofficial labour market while the official labour market remains highly inflexible with less than 5% of the 
employees working with a reduced working schedule and even less working from home. Flexibility is 
greatest among the young generation that is most often employed on a fixed-term contract or without a 
contract and with a flexible working schedule. The comparative analysis shows that in 2002 Bulgaria has 
the smallest share of employed with permanent contracts (57.6%) and the highest share of employed with 
fixed–term contracts (22.1% while the average for all 8 countries covered by the study was 8.7%) and a 
relatively large share of “grey” employment without contract. According to the reasons for fixed-term 
work the employed were distributed in two small groups: period of training and probationary period; and 
one bigger group: unavailability of permanent jobs. In most cases fixed–term contracts were undesired 
and imposed on workers. A factor pushing people away from this employment was the short period of the 
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contracts. Thus 59.2% of the fixed–term contracts provided work for a few months – between 1 and 11, 
which suggests a high degree of instability and uncertainty of this type of employment.  
 
Another less unfavourable but more rarely offered option on the Bulgarian labour market is part–time 
employment. It is much more widespread in the developed countries but has a limited scope in Bulgaria 
(2.5% according to a national representative survey “Working Time, Labour Conditions, Demographic 
Behaviour” carried out in 2003 by the Centre for Population Studies at the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences 
and the Employment Agency in co-operation with the “Gender and Social Relations” laboratory at the 
Institute for Studying Contemporary Societies, Paris, France (Michova and Nikolova, 2005: 150). This can 
be explained with the fact that it is unpopular among employers because of the high social insurance costs 
and undesired by workers since it cannot provide not only a satisfactory level of earnings but even the 
minimal means of livelihood for the employed and their families (Pancheva and Kovacheva, 2002). Other 
forms of flexible work such as jobs ‘on call’ basis and for a temporary work agency and others are very 
rare. They include only 2% of the employed (Pancheva, 2004: 134).  
 
Self-employment is a new, non-standard form of labour in the Bulgarian economy. During the previous 
regime less than one per cent of the workforce were involved in activities not associated with the two 
dominant forms of property - state and co-operative. The large-scale national survey 'The Town and the 
Village' estimated that 0.61% of the economically active population was self-employed and a further 
0.34% belonged to the category 'others', including free-lancers and missing data (Michailov, 1986). By mid 
1990s the self-employed and private employers have over passed 10% (Table 2). In 2006 the self – 
employed were 7.7% and employers – 3.8%, with men significantly outnumbering women. For 
comparison, the average share of the self – employed in the EU for the 1985 – 1998 period is higher: 
18.9% - 18.5% for men and 9.3 – 9.4% for women. (Eurostat, 1999).  The relatively low levels of self–
employment reveal the absence of a favourable economic environment, bureaucratic barriers to 
entrepreneurship and difficult access to financial resources. Sotirova (2006:148–149) explains self-
employment with the conditions of stagnation and crisis on the labour market - self-employment is rather 
a matter of economic pressure than of free choice or preference for entrepreneurship. However, the self-
employed are a very diverse category with some of them able to raise to the highest income groups 
(Pancheva and Kovacheva, 2002:274).  
 
Employment in the informal economy in the country is very high - according to some experts’ estimates 
the employed are between 250 and 500 thousands (See Chavdarova, 2001; Vitosha Research, 2004). The 
main reason for people to agree to work without a contract is the shortage of jobs on the official labour 
market and the high level of unemployment, particularly for the young (Pancheva and Kovacheva, 2002). 
Thus, as an alternative to being jobless, they are forced to reluctantly acquiesce with employment in the 
informal economy which provides no social and health insurances and legal protection of their rights.  
 

2.3 Trends in retirement  
In the transition period there has bee a slow rise in the age at which people leave the labour market. This 
has been stimulated by a reform of the retirement system in Bulgaria, according to which the retirement 
age is to be gradually raised from 55 to 60 years in 2009 for women and from 60 to 63 in 2005 for men. 
Instead of being led by concerns for the quality of life, this legal change was the policy answer to the 
deficits in the pension and social insurance systems attributed to the ageing of the population (Cholakov, 
2005: 68). The opportunity for earlier retirement for workers in heavy and harmful conditions has been 
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practically removed (Vladimirova, 2003: 293).  The length of service needed for acquiring pension rights 
was lifted due to the so called “point system”. Some authors argue that the advantage of the later 
retirement, especially for women, is the possibility to accumulate a longer length of service which could 
result in the growth of the pension size and the reduction in gender differences: at present the average 
women’s pension is 61% of that of men’s (Stoyanova and Kirova, 2005:40-41). This difference is due to a 
number of unfavourable features of women’s work life: longer unemployment, lower salaries (between 71-
76% of men’s average salary) (Kotseva, 2005: 180), type of employment (part – time, unpaid family work, 
and shadow economy), and maternity leave for bringing up little children with payment of the minimal 
working salary. The prevalent public opinion is in favour of the earlier retirement for women recognizing 
their dual ‘burden’ at both work and at home and the resultant negative effects on their physical condition 
(Stoyanova and Kirova, 2005).  
 
The changes in the pension system have considerably aggravated the situation of the 55+ population, 
especially those who have lost their jobs unwillingly and who have not been able to meet the two 
obligatory requirements: to have accumulated the necessary ‘points’ as well as to have reached the minimal 
required retirement age (Parvanov, 2005: 5). The Ministry of Labour and Social Policy (MLSP, 2006) 
defines women aged over 50 as one of the most vulnerable groups in the labour market together with 
young people, the disabled and the ethnic minorities. Due to the low salaries and wages the phenomenon 
of the employed but poor people can also be observed in Bulgaria. It poses another problem: the poverty 
of the employed generates poverty for the forthcoming retirement years (Dimova, 2004: 232). The 
pensions are still miserable although the average real monthly pension in 2004 has increased by 44% and 
its nominal size twice to 124.76 BGN (64 Euro) compared to 1998. In December 2004 46.4% of the 
pensions were below 100 BGN (51 Euro), while only 0.42% were over 420 BGN (215 Euro).That is why 
pensioners, even in bad health, are often forced by their difficult financial situation to look for part–time 
or full-time work (especially in the shadow economy, usually below their qualification), or to work on their 
own subsistence farm to supplement their scanty pensions (Pavlova and Maximova, 2003: 10).  
 

2.4 Trends in natural population growth 
The negative population growth which started in the first year of the market reforms – 1990 has been 
considered the major social cost of the reform (UNDP, 2000). For 15 years the country lost more than 
one million of its population of nearly 9 million due to decreasing birth rates, increasing death rates and 
intensive emigration processes. Whereas the public debate in Bulgaria links the dropping birth rate to the 
mass impoverishment of the population, rising costs of life and childrearing, mass unemployment and 
general insecurity of life, it is also true that the country is experiencing the second demographic transition, 
which it shares with the other countries in Central and Eastern Europe. The natural increase of the 
population reached its lowest value of minus 7.0‰ in 1997 and it was still negative although not so low in 
2005 – minus 5.4‰ (Table 3 and table 5). No official statistics is published for the emigration from 
Bulgaria but according to some expert estimates the number of emigrants was between 500 and 700 000 
for the 1990 – 2000 period (Dimitrova, 2003: 335). Although one of the biggest emigration waves was on 
a political and ethnical basis in 1989 (when 218 000 people, mostly ethnic Turks, migrated to Turkey), later 
on emigration has been determined by conditions and factors of economic nature – in search of better 
paid jobs and better career opportunities (Balev and Tsvetarski, 2005: 19). 
     
The crude birth rate which has been decreasing over the past few decades reached its minimal value of 
7.7‰ in 1997. This was the lowest level registered in the history of the demographic statistics in Bulgaria 
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(Golemanov and Hristov, 2000: 44). During the first five years of the 21st century the crude birth rate has 
stabilized at a level of 8.5‰, reaching 9.2‰ in 2005. The tendency towards a dramatic drop in fertility is 
caused by the constant decrease in the number of fertility contingents in Bulgaria, the reduced fertility of 
women in fertility age, and more particularly the evasion of giving birth to a second child.  
 
In Bulgaria mortality has been steadily on the increase, reaching 14.6 per 1000 persons of the population 
in 2005 (Table 6). During the 1990s the crude death rate was the highest in 1997, namely 14.7‰. Mortality 
remains higher among males (16.2%o) than females (13.2‰) and is higher in villages (20.8‰) than in 
cities (12.0‰). This indicator is strongly influenced by the age structure of the population, yet regardless 
of this fact mortality is much higher than that in the other European countries. Since 1990 the premature 
mortality indicator (29.7%) has been on the decline, reaching its lowest value in 2003 – 24.3%.  Therefore 
the stable high death rate is mainly due to deaths in the older age group, though the decrease in the 
population in the younger age group must also be taken into account. The main causes of deaths are 
diseases of the cardiovascular and circulatory system according to which Bulgaria and Romania rank first 
among the EU countries (Cholakov, 2005: 66), followed by neoplasm; symptoms, signs and ill–defined 
conditions; accidents and poisonings; diseases of the respiratory system and diseases of the digestive 
system (NSI, 2004). 
 
The infant mortality level in Bulgaria is 2–3 times higher than that in the EU countries. After reaching its 
top value of 17.5‰ in 1997 it slowly decreased over the next years, stabilizing at 10.4‰ in 2005 (See 
Table 6). Studies (Golemanov and Hristov, 2000; Chalakova and Tsvetarski, 2000) have found out that 
infant mortality is most widespread among the Roma and Turkish ethnic groups and is related to the very 
young age of many of the mothers and premature pregnancies. Infant mortality is regarded as an indicator 
for evaluating the quality of life in a country since it is highly sensitive to the changes in the socio–
economic status of society, family and the individual person (Chalakova and Tsvetarski, 2000: 23). 
 

2.5 Ageing and health status 
The ageing of the population is the other trend, which Bulgaria shares with the post-communist countries, 
as well as with most Europe as a whole. The ageing of the population is largely due to a decrease of the 
population in the youngest ages. The number and relative share of the population under 15 years of age 
has been constantly decreasing whereas the share of the population over 65 has been on the increase. The 
relative share of young people under 15 years of age has dropped from 20.1% in 1990, to 13.8% of the 
total population at the end of 2004. The relative share of the persons over 65 increased from 13.4% in 
1990 to 17.1% of the total population at the end of 2004, outnumbering the young population by 3.3%. 
At present the share of the population aged 0-14 is already smaller than the share of those aged 65 and 
over. As a result, the average age of the population in Bulgaria has been rising - from 37.5 years in 1990 to 
41.2 years in 2005.  
 
The ageing of the population is reflected in the changes in the population by categories under, at and 
above working age (See Table 5). In 2005 population at working age was considered as those aged from 16 
till 58 for females and 63 for males. The share of the population below employment age has been 
declining while that of the population in retirement age has been growing. The legislative raising of the 
pension age limit led to an increase of the population at working age and a slight decrease in the 
population above working age. Nevertheless, problems in the reproduction of the population at working 
age are likely to persist because of the decreasing number of the population under working age.  
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Among the few positive demographic trends in the country is the rise of the average life expectancy at 
birth. It grew from 70.91 years for the 1992–1994 period to 72.55 years for the 2003-2005 period. In 2003 
life expectancy at birth is approximately 7 years longer among females (75.59 years) than that among males 
(68.68 years). Among the urban population life expectancy at birth is longer - 72.47 years than among the 
rural population - 70.96 years.  
 
Despite its slight increase, however, life expectancy in Bulgaria lags behind the average life expectancy of 
the EU member states with more than 6 years (Cholakov, 2005: 61) and is lower than its highest value 
registered in Bulgaria in 1986/1987 - 74.4 years (Donev, 2002: 83). This fact is inevitably related to the 
health status of the population that was extensively studied in 1996 and 2001 by the NSI (2002) by means 
of the so called Health Interview. The analysis shows an alarming trend towards a general deterioration of 
the health status (self-evaluated by the respondents). As a whole, the share of the population in bad health 
has increased from 33.6% to 40.5%: the share of men in bad health grew from 27.8% in 1996 to 35.9% in 
2001, and among women – from 38.8% to 44.4% respectively. There is a growth in the share of people 
with some kind of physical injury: from 45% of the above 5 years old population in 1996 to 55% in 2001. 
The share of children (0 - 14) and young people (15 -24) in bad health doubled over the same period. In 
2001 8.7% of the children (0 - 14) and 10.5% of the young people (15 -24) declared suffering from a long- 
standing illness or health problem (NSI 2002: 35; Toneva, 2005: 120). Almost half of the respondents in 
each age group evaluated their life standard as poor and very poor (Denkova and Jordanova, 2002: 98).  
The most widespread diseases were those of the respiratory, nervous, cardio–vascular and digestive 
systems (85.6%). The so called “poverty diseases” such as tuberculosis had alarmingly returned, and there 
was an increase in psychic disorders provoked by prolonged stress (Donev, 2002). Researchers (Cholakov, 
2005; Donev, 2002) attributed this subjective evaluation of the worsening of the health status of the 
population the high levels of poverty and unemployment, inadequate, insecure and intense work 
conditions, environment pollution, stressful life, unhealthy and scanty nutrition, more difficult access to 
specialized health care after the reforms of the health care system as well as its scarce financing, the wide–
spread incidence of alcohol, tobacco and drug addictions.  
 

2.6 Family formation 
The societal transformation in the past 10-15 years have been accompanied and often fostered by changes 
in the family patterns in Bulgaria. Among the transformations of family formation are the decline of the 
number of marriages, their postponement later in the life course, the growth of cohabitation, decline in 
the number of children a family has, as well as decreasing divorce rates.  
 
One of the most significant changes lies in the decline of the significance of marriage in the reproductive 
behaviour of young people. Marriage is no longer perceived as a necessary precondition to parenthood 
(Mitev, 2005). Consequently, the number of marriages and the marriage rate has fallen considerably. While 
in 1990 the total number of registered marriages was 60000 and the marriage rate was 6.9 per thousand, in 
2003 there were about 30000 marriages and the respective marriage rate was 3.9 per thousand. There was 
a rise in the share of unmarried persons among the population: from 33.9% in 1992 to 35.8% in 2001, and 
a drop in the share of married persons from 54.9% in 1992 to 50.8% in 2001 (Table 7). This change was 
accompanied with a trend toward a rise of the number of de facto marriages. Young people increasingly 
prefer to live together without having officially married (NSI, 2005). At the same time young couples do 
not refute marriage at all but tend to postpone it. The National Statistical Institute registers a tendency 
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towards an increase of the average age of first marriage. Among men in 1998 this age was 26.6 years and 
in 2004 it reached 28.8 years, while among women the respective years of age were 23.5 and 25.5. 
However, this age is significantly lower for the Roma which are the ethnic community with the earliest 
marriages in the country. Surveys have found out that around 80% of the Roma set up a family before 
they have turned eighteen (Tomova, 2005: 156).  
 
The declining number of children that families would like to have and actually have is another major shift 
in the family patterns in Bulgaria (Sugareva, 2000). Compared to the situation in 1990 – the start of the 
societal transition – the number of live-born children in 2004 fell by 34% (NSI, 2005). The crude birth 
rate (number of live-born children to 1000 persons of the population) was 12.1 in 1990; it reached its 
minimal value of 7.7% in 1997 and rose slightly to 9.0% in 2004. The other statistical indicator – the 
coefficient for total fertility rate showing the number of children whom a mother would give birth to – 
was 1.81 in 1990, it reached its minimum of 1.09 in 1997 and since then it has been slowly rising but still 
remains very low – it was 1.31 in 2005 (Table 5). The decrease of the birth rate is mainly a result of 
avoiding the birth of a second or subsequent child and the transition to the one-child model of the family 
(NSI, 2005). Out of the main ethnic groups in Bulgaria, the Roma have the highest probability of having a 
second child, followed by the Turkish minority, while the Bulgarian women have the lowest probability of 
bearing a second child (Koytcheva, 2002). The ideal number of children is higher than the number 
achieved and it varies between the different ethnic groups was found out by another survey: 2.1 for the 
Bulgarian, 2.3 for the Turkish and 2.6 for the Roma women. The younger and more highly educated 
generations preferred fewer children. (Stefanov and Dimitrov, 2003:13).  
 
The gap between ideal and real number of children in the family has often been linked to abortions among 
women in younger age groups (Golemanov, 1999; Marinova et al., 1998; Stefanov, Dimitrov, 2003). In 
Bulgaria, unlike Romania, the legislation has been quite liberal during the communist regime and abortions 
have been widely used as a method for contraception by Bulgarian women. Abortions have outnumbered 
births for several decades reaching its peak in 1992 (1491 per 1000 births). Since then the number has 
started to decline and it dropped below the number of births in 2000, reaching 707 abortions per 1000 
births in 2003. This still high number of such radical intervention in women’s health is linked to the lack 
of enough information and mostly lagging cultural patterns according to Philipov (1999).  In his study of 
the sexual behaviour of the general population, he found out that modern methods of contraception are 
not widely spread, even among younger women while most common are the interrupted sexual act and 
the use of condoms. Another finding is that the share of women who have not used any method for 
contraception in their first sexual act is very high compared with the other countries. The medium age at 
which for defloration is comparatively low and there is also a tendency for its further drop with each new 
generation (Philipov, 1999). 
 
The tendency towards an increase in the mean age of the mother at first birth has also been observed in 
the past 15 years. In 2005 the mean age of the mother at birth was 26.2 years, and the age at first birth – 
24.8 years. Compared to 1990, the values of these indicators were lower by 2.3 and 2.8 years. In villages 
women give birth to their first child at a younger age – an average of 22.5 years, while in cities the mean 
age is 25.6 years. When analysing these trends we should keep in mind that 94% of births in Bulgaria 
come from young women – between 15 to 34 years of age. Despite the rise women in Bulgaria still give 
birth earlier than in West and North of Europe and seem to have accepted the model typical for Greece, 
Spain and Portugal.  
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The main differentiating axis in the patterns of family formation has been the ethnic minority/majority 
status. Mitev (2006) presents the following data about the marriage and reproductive behaviour of the 
young people from the three main communities in Bulgaria. The trend toward co-habiting is most typical 
for the Roma community and it starts from a lower age than among the Turks and even more so than 
among the Bulgarians. At the age of 18 only 4% of Bulgarian women have a child while already 34% of 
the Roma women do so. At the age of 25 half of the young women in the Bulgarian ethnic group have no 
children yet, while only a quarter of those in the Turkish minority and only one eighth in the Roma 
minority. At the same age two or more children have 11% of the Bulgarian women, 31% of the Turkish 
women and 41% of the Roma women. According to Mitev (2006) these indicators demonstrate the 
continuing gender inequality among the two ethnic minorities with young women clearly disadvantaged. 
While for the young Bulgarians he discerns a trend toward gender homogenization, there is a strong 
paternalism in the Turkish and Roma families where the adherence to the traditional gender roles is still 
dominant. 
 
Parenthood patterns are also linked to young people’s educational level. The analysis shows that women 
with lower education give birth to children earlier. The average difference between first-time mothers with 
elementary and first-time mothers with high (secondary) education, as well as between those with high and 
those with university education is 2 years (Philipov, 1999). Philipov argues that the general tendency of 
rising of educational level among young people will be accompanied by a rise of the age at which women 
have their first child and a decrease of the number of children a woman has.   
 
The comparison of the average age at marriage among women (25.8 years) with that of the mother at first 
birth (24.8 years) reveals a tendency for the birth of the first child to precede the marriage. The National 
Statistical Institute still uses the term ‘illegitimate births’ and measures a dramatic increase – their share 
was 12.4% in 1990 and 49.0% in 2005. Among ‘illegitimate births’ those where the name of the father was 
unknown were 41.4%. The rest come from co-habiting couples, or ‘de facto’ marriages in the terms of the 
Statistical Institute. However, among the group of ‘illegitimate’ children the infant mortality rate is twice 
higher than that of children in registered marriages (Chalakova and Tsvetarski, 2000: 25) and the share of 
most disadvantaged children is very high, as they live in most deprived economic circumstances 
(Golemanov and Hristov, 2000).  
 
The trend in the divorce rate is the only demographic process, which did not register changes in a negative 
direction in the 1990s. The coefficient even dropped from 1.3 per thousand of the population in 1990 to 
1.13 in 1997. This is a manifestation of the tendency to strengthen the family in the difficult economic 
situation and a reflection of the rising price of divorce cases in court. However, the divorce rate surpassed 
the 1990 level at the beginning of the new century after the divorce fees were reduced reaching 1.9‰ in 
2005. Together with the divorced there has been an increase in the share of widowed persons to about 
10% which in turn raises the need for specialized social care for lonely old people (Traikov, 2002). As a 
whole, the number of persons living alone increased by 80 thousand between the two censuses reaching 
663 thousand (22.7% of all households) in 2001 (Balev and Tsvetarski, 2005: 13).  
 

2.7 Trends in social inequality 
Social inequality has been perceived as a newly emerged social problem in post-communist Bulgaria, 
attributed to the high unemployment and low income levels of the majority and the mass feeling of unjust 
accumulation of wealth by a tiny minority (Stoilova, 2001; Tilkidziev, 2001). Before the start of the 
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reforms the centrally planned economies allowed a relatively low income inequality compared to that of 
the advanced economies in Europe (UNDP, 1999). With the liberalisation of the economy social 
inequality in Bulgaria quickly grew reaching the average for the EU countries. The living standards were 
significantly eroded particularly in the 1990-1996 period due to high unemployment and inflation rates 
which “ate up” the savings of the population. Inflation was curbed owing to the introduction of a 
Monetary Board and the stabilizing macroeconomic policy after 1997 but the real incomes had already 
reached a very low level (Beleva, 2005b: 143). The rise in employment since 2003 has also been 
accompanied by an increase in the number of discouraged persons who would like to work but do not 
actively search for work because they do not believe they would find any, at all, or a suitable job, which 
makes them, alongside with the long-term unemployed, a highly risky group of falling into poverty, social 
isolation and marginalization (Beleva, 2005b: 142). The Gini Coefficient measured on the basis of the 
equalized household income after transfers in Bulgaria was 0.217 in 1989 and it rose to 0.327 in 2003 
(www.nsi.bg). The income inequality measured by the S80/S20 quintile share ratio using both incomes in 
cash and in kind for the year 2001 amounted to 3.8 while it was 4.4 for the EU25 (JIM, 2004).  
 
In 2002 the at-risk-of-poverty rate calculated using the Eurostat methodology defined as 60% of the 
median equivalent income, was 13.4%. Much higher is the feeling of impoverishment among the general 
population. The relative shares of those who self – assessed themselves as poor have grown from 2.6% in 
1989 to 32% in 2003 among the Bulgarian ethnic group; from 7% to 70% among the Turkish and from 
8.7% to 77.5% among the Roma (Dimova, 2004: 224). Adding some objective criteria to the self-
evaluations, the ethnical dimensions of social polarization become even more conspicuous: the share of 
the non-poor Bulgarians (56.13%) is 17 times bigger than those of the non–poor Turks (3.28%) and 
Roma (3.29%). Dimova (2004) claims to have established a process of formation of the cultural model of 
poverty which poses serious risks of the reproduction of poverty in the next generations and threatens to 
cause aggravated social and ethnical challenges (Dimova, 2004: 216).   According to social workers’ 
evaluations over 80% of the beneficiaries of the social support system are “chronically” poor, which 
equals approximately to 1 million people, including the children in the poor households (Beleva, 2005b: 
144). Poverty, in its turn, is one of the most significant reasons for falling out of school and failure to get 
an appropriate level of education for the Roma, which dooms them to joblessness and further 
impoverishment, thus closing the vicious circle (Todorova, 2005: 133). Besides ethnic minorities, other 
groups vulnerable to poverty are elderly women, single parent households and households with three and 
more children. Long-term unemployment and informal sector employment are among the main factors 
for impoverishment among the Bulgarian population (JIM, 2004). 
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3. Employment policies  

 

3.1 Policy changes in context 
The labour market in post-communist Bulgaria developed through the transformation of the centrally 
planned and state controlled system for ‘reproduction of the workforce’. During socialism work was both 
a right and an obligation of the socialist citizen and full employment was the official ideology. The 
balancing of labour demand and labour supply was realised through the centralised preparation, allocation 
and usage of the workforce. Throughout the 1990s Bulgarian governments have been introducing 
elements of liberalisation of labour relations. There has been a marked effort to establish the classical 
model of a balancing mechanism of the market forces and minimum state interference. The new pro-
liberal policy was backed by the employers’ organisations formed via the restructuring of the former 
Commercial and Industrial Chambers, which existed before and during the communist regime, and via the 
establishment of new organisations.  A counterbalance to this tendency was the activity of the trade 
unions in the country, both the reformed former ‘profsouzi’ and the newly established associations. Quite 
often the workers themselves took the defence of their interests into their hands, forming spontaneous 
strike committees outside the registered trade unions. 
  
The basic document on which the employment policy of the country is currently based is the 
Employment strategy (2004-2010), adopted by the government in 2003. There are also the yearly action 
plans and the governmental programme ‘More Jobs, Solidarity and Social Justice’. A major impetus for 
development of the employment policy in the country are the recommendations and regulations of the 
European Commission, based on the Joint Assessment of Employment Priorities in Bulgaria (JAP), signed 
in October 2002 in preparation for applying and implementing the European Employment Strategy; the 
First and the Second Reports on the Progress Made by the Republic of Bulgaria on the Joint Assessment 
of Employment Priorities; as well as more generally the European Employment Strategy and the 
European Directives on equal treatment, lifelong learning and professional education and training and 
other spheres linked to employment.  
 
The main objective of the labour market policy in Bulgaria, according to government’ s programme, is to 
ensure a properly functioning labour market, which guarantees a higher rate of employment of the 
working age population. The main challenges facing the employment policies on the eve of the country’s 
accession to the EU as defined in JAP (2002): 

• low activity rate combined with the negative demographic evolution,  
• low employment rate, by 16 percentage points below the EU average; 
• high unemployment rate and substantial long-term unemployment;  
• high youth unemployment and wide regional variations;  
• high level of unregulated employment; 
• inadequate skills level of the labour force and insufficient adaptability of the educational system to 

the changing needs of the economy. 
 
The analysis of the policy efforts in Bulgaria to provide higher rate and quality of employment in this 
report will follow its main aspects: policies in the sphere of recruitment and dismissal of workers; 
regulation of working time; policies toward ensuring safe and healthy working conditions; policies 



 
      
 

D3.1 – National reports          212/263 

combating unemployment; policies encouraging flexibility of work and wage policies. It will end with an 
overview of the social dialogue on employment issues. 
 

3.2 Policies of recruitment and dismissal of workers 
The reforms in this sphere had to face the collapse of the system of full employment, which had been 
maintained during the communist regime by a strict and total state control of the labour supply. The full 
employment was achieved shortly after the Second World War by industrialisation and enlargement of the 
public sector. Industrial relations were regulated in such a way that the behaviour of the employer was 
fully determined by the central planning system while the Labour Law defended the rights of the workers 
against dismissal. Staying at one enterprise for one’s whole working career was strongly encouraged. 
Employers did not have the freedom to reduce the volume of used labour. Rather, they were financially 
interested to increase it even without need coming from the volume of production, and to ensure 
themselves against future needs. Shortages of labour were prevalent in many industries.  
 
Under post-communism there was a liberalisation in the regulation of the recruitment and dismissal of 
workers. The Labour Code from 1986 is still in force, but there were several significant changes within it 
adopted by the new post-communist parliaments in 1990, 1992, 1996, 1999, and 2001. A lot of the post-
communist changes were terminological – dropping out terms overtly coming from the communist 
ideology such as ‘primary workers’ collectives’, ‘socialist ownership of the means of production’, ‘socialist 
attitude toward work’, ‘socialist mode of life’ and so on. More significant was the deserting of the 
paragraphs two and three of the 1986 Code – the right and the obligation to work. While the obligation to 
work was simply dropped out, the citizen’s right to work was transformed into state’s guarantees for ‘the 
freedom and protection of work’. 
 
Currently, the Labour Code regulates the use of specific categories of workers: youth, pregnant women, 
disabled. The minimum age to start work is 16. Those aged 15 can work in circuses, movies and other not 
dangerous jobs not more than 4 hours a day. Young people aged 16-18 years can work for 7 hours a day, 
without night shifts, and have longer yearly holidays. Pregnant women and those breastfeeding their 
children should be moved into easier jobs. The law does not allow night shifts and extra work for 
pregnant women and mothers of children below 6 years of age and those with disabled children. Pregnant 
women and those with children below 3 years of age cannot be sent on business trips in another 
settlement without their agreement. Mothers of children up to the age of 6 also have the right to work at 
home if the job allows such an arrangement. There are no data available as to the real use of this 
opportunity but experts judge it was and is very limited. 
 
Another specific category of workers defended by the employment policy is people with disabilities. The 
Law for the Protection, Rehabilitation and Social Integration of Disabled Persons (1995) removed some 
discrimination measures towards this group, for example toward their income. Under the previous law 
there was a reduction of their pension if the disabled person worked and his/her salary was higher than 
two minimum wages. New financial sanctions were introduced towards employers and public officials 
who refused to employ a disabled person. However, formerly there were state contracts for the co-
operatives of disabled persons that ensured their smooth functioning and these were lost in the course of 
reforms. In 1995 tax reductions were introduced for self-employed disabled persons and specialised firms 
(where disabled persons are over a half of all employed). Different institutions give different number of 
persons with disabilities (Stoyanova, 1996). Besides the registered there are disabled persons who do not 
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register because of a fear of discrimination, because of age limit (below 16), or who do not consider 
themselves as disabled. At present people who have registered can receive a disabled pension and a social 
pension. The first requires some work experience. Besides employment difficulties, the disabled persons in 
Bulgaria face very few opportunities for rehabilitation. There is a lack of adapted vehicles in the public 
transport, adapted entrances in the blocks of flats and public buildings, and special signalling equipment 
has not been established on the whole territory of the country. 
 

3.3 Regulation of working time 
The regulation of working time is another aspect of the employment policy. Its major focus in Bulgaria 
has been the limitation of the maximum length of the working time. Historically, the tendency has been to 
the reduction of working time. Thus the ‘normal’ working time was: 

• in 1917 – 11 hours a day 
• till 1957 – 48 hours a week 
• In 1958 – 46 hours a week 
• In 1973 – 42.30 hours a week, five working days 
• since the beginning of 1993 – 40 hours a week, five working days.  

 
At present, the daily and weekly length of work is settled via the collective bargaining in the collective 
labour contracts, which can reduce the working hours. The Labour Code treats working time dividing it to 
several categories: 

• normal (8 hours daily or 40 hours a week),  
• reduced (only in harmful conditions and for persons younger than 18). In 1994 there was a 

government decree for a reduced working time for those working in dangerous conditions which 
set the length of such work at 6 or 7 hours daily. 

• not full (when there is not enough work load but not less than half the normal time and not 
longer than 3 months in one year),  

• flexible (with changing borders),  
• non-standard (to stay longer when necessary and this is compensated with longer holidays),  
• extra-time (which cannot be more than 150 hours a year, not more than 30 hours a month), 
• part-time which is less than the normal and reduced and is negotiated via the individual labour 

contract between the employer and the employee. 
 
Part-time work in the sense that the labour contract sets the working week for 10, 18 or 32 hours for 
example does not exist in Bulgaria. The Law treats the ‘not full’ time as a temporary decision forced by 
economic reasons (decrease in output) and against the interest of the employee and not as a form of 
desired flexibility on his/her part. Such type of working time is allowed only under limited conditions - 
when there is not enough work load but cannot be for less than half the normal time, cannot last longer 
than 3 months in one year and can be introduced only after negotiations with workers’ representatives. 
 
The Household, Work and Flexibility Study (Wallace, 2003) established that in Bulgaria both men and 
women have similar working hours a week with a difference of one hour more for men, unlike the 
situation in the Netherlands and the UK where there was a big gap of more than 10 hours in the average 
working hours a week between men and women. While the policy in Bulgaria supports the labour force 
participation of women, there is little effort to help parents of small children achieve a quality balance 
between work and childcare (Kovacheva and Matev, 2005).  
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Another problem with the institutional framework of the quality of work in Bulgaria is the fact that the 
regulations of working time set in the Labour Code are often not abided by in the private sector. 
Moreover, extra time is frequently not paid or compensated. According to the national representative 
survey “Working Time, Labour Conditions, Demographic Behaviour” carried out in 2003, the labour 
activity of 62.7% of the employed exceeds the time limits set by the Labour Code. This practice affects 
more than a half of all employees and the percentage is higher for men (71.7%) than for women (54.7%). 
Overtime is of frequent or almost everyday occurrence for 42.5% of men and 25% of women. Overtime 
is paid to only one third of the employed. The prolonged working time is compensated entirely to only 
one third, partly and not always – to one fifth, and never – to 44.4% of the employed. Weekends and 
leaves are also affected by the extended working time. Less than one third of the employed women and 
only 16% of men take their rest on Saturdays and Sundays. Every sixth man and woman is occupied every 
weekend while officially working only during weekdays. All this has a negative effect on the health status 
of the employed and restricts their time for bringing up children, family communication and parenthood 
(Michova and Nikolova, 2005: 149-150).  
 

3.4 Policies ensuring safe and healthy work conditions 
The Constitution of the country declares working in safe and healthy conditions as a basic citizens’ right.  
In the first years of the economic crisis the companies cut the expenses for maintaining the security of 
their workers. Most hard hit were the sectors of electricity production, mining, petrol refining and 
chemical industry. Unemployment also pushes workers to accept jobs in dangerous conditions while the 
employers lack incentives (and often resources) to introduce new technologies and improve the situation. 
Labour control establishes frequent cases of not following the state standards and norms both on the part 
of the employers and the employees. This is particularly true for the new small private companies. In 1995 
a government order required specialised departments to be founded in each company to organise and co-
ordinate the keeping up and improving the safety of work conditions. In 1997 the Law for Healthy and 
Safe Conditions of Work was accepted, which made it imperative for companies with a personnel of over 
2000 to create agencies for labour medicine for health control and prophylactics.  In 1998 a new fund was 
created within the framework of the Ministry of Labour and Social Care named ‘Working conditions’ 
which to finance projects diminishing risks of work accidents, professional diseases, training and 
propaganda. 
 
The problems in the employment policy in this sphere are mostly due to the lack of efficient control over 
the functioning of enterprises, particularly in the small and medium sized companies. Thus, the “Working 
Time, Labour Conditions, Demographic Behaviour” survey found out in 2003 that 31.7% of the 
employed evaluated their working conditions as harmful (40.1% of men and 24.3% of women) (Michova 
and Nikolova, 2005: 151). Besides, very limited is the control over the imported and home produced 
goods and technologies concerning their safety. The regulations are not fully adequate to the new 
economic structures, and to the new types of production. The control is realised by different state 
agencies under the auspices of the Ministry of Labour and Social Care, Ministry of Internal Affairs, the 
Committee of Standardisation and Meteorology between which there is no good co-ordination of 
activities. There are still inconsistencies between Bulgarian norms and standards and those set up by the 
EC, ILO and the World Health Organisation. 
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3.5 Policies combating unemployment 
Unemployment in the 1990s was a new phenomenon in a society where the communist regime had 
secured full employment for four decades. The reforms in social policy quickly had to find adequate 
responses in order to cushion the population against its steeply rising level. Unemployment policies in 
Bulgaria were developed by frequent changes in the legislation. The direction that the reforms took, was 
toward reducing the amounts of benefits and the periods in which they could be claimed and toward 
raising the requirements for eligibility. Till 1997 three types of unemployed received support: first, those 
dismissed from state and private companies and who had made social security payments against the risk of 
unemployment for a certain period, the second group were those who had not made insurance payments, 
but had the right to receive social support, that is young specialists after graduation or coming back from 
military service, and the third group were the long term unemployed who met the requirements for 
poverty support. However, the second group lost rights to benefits with the coming into force of the Law 
for Protection against Unemployment and for Encouraging Employment in 1997. The legal regulations 
were changed substantially again in 2001 by the adoption of the Law for Encouraging Employment. 
 
At present the benefits are given for a limited period from four to twelve months, they fluctuate between 
140% and 90% of the minimum salary, and the long-term unemployed receive benefits only if their 
incomes are below the poverty line and they actively seek jobs. There is an opportunity for the 
unemployed to receive 50% of their benefits if they start work for a salary that is less than the minimum. 
The insurance payment for the unemployment fund is 4.5% of the salary. It is divided in the following 
way: 3.2% is paid by the employer and 0.8% is paid by the employee. Priorities in this sphere as defined by 
JAP are to increase the coverage of the most disadvantaged groups among the unemployed by 
unemployment benefits; and to review the benefit systems, in particular social assistance, and their 
interaction in order to increase incentives for the unemployed and inactive to take-up a job in the formal 
sector and to encourage an active attitude. The Employment Centres started developing individual action 
plans addressing the specific needs of their clients. Thus Bulgaria shares the all-European trend toward 
activation of the unemployed.  
 
The active employment policy comprises of two groups of measures. The first group is directed toward 
the unemployed to encourage their active job seeking, self-employment or re-qualification. The second is 
directed toward the employers and their encouragement to employ new people or restrict redundancies. 
There are also general measures and measures directed toward specific groups. The active measures 
directed toward the unemployed are receiving all benefits at once for a business start, free of charge 
training courses, and temporary employment. There are also schemes directed toward the illiterate 
workers, disabled, long-term unemployed, and motivational courses for the discouraged unemployed. The 
measures targeting employers are subsidised employment, and lower interest rates for business loans when 
they increase production and take on unemployed persons. The proportion active/passive measures has 
been changed several times in the course of reforms. Nevertheless, passive measures have dominated the 
budget of the National Employment Agency.  
 
Not only the amount and proportions of passive and actives measures changed over time. There were 
significant shifts in the structure of active measures in the 1990s. The general trend has been toward 
raising the expenses of programmes and measures targeting specific groups among the unemployed: 
disabled persons, youth, and ethnic minorities. The JAP defined the skills level and structure of the labour 
force as a concern in an immediate and medium-term perspective. It is recognised that among the 
registered unemployed the low-skilled unemployed constitute the largest group by number and relative 
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share. A major objective of the employment policy became not only the training of the unemployed but 
also the lifelong learning of the workforce. Here the policy faces numerous challenges: the outdating of 
the professional qualification and individual disqualification, negative attitudes of employers and majority 
of employees toward additional training. Survey research (NSI, 2005) found out that only a small part 
(around 12 %) of the employers provide the required training to maintain and upgrade the professional 
qualification of the staff hired. Personal investment by the employees is also very low due both to the low 
income and to the underestimation of the importance of lifelong learning. Additionally, major objectives 
of the strategy in this field are policy efforts to address the reasons for the rise for school failure, irregular 
attendance and non-attendance; improvement of the provision of education for the minority groups; 
involvement of the social partners in the development of the vocational education and continuing 
training; enhancement of the provision of higher education, its infrastructure and curricula.  
  
The new focus in the employment policy is the regional approach in developing active measures and 
programmes. The regional programmes came as a result of the requirements of the accession process, as 
well as the recognition of the big disparities in the unemployment rate between the regions. A major 
objective of the active labour market policy is the promotion of labour mobility through regional 
development strategies and more balanced provision of measures and programmes across the territory. 
There was also a strong emphasis on the programmes toward the target groups, those that were seen as 
the hardest hit by unemployment: youth, long-term unemployed, single mothers.   
 
The functioning of the Employment Agency has been improved over the years, as well as its institutional 
structure and financing. In order to improve the implementation of the active policy the Agency and its 
divisions in the country introduced the process model in 2004-5 aiming to bring the services closer to the 
clients. It emphasises the early addressing the needs of the unemployed and the adaptation of the active 
measures to the individual situation of the registered. The process model requires a primary segmentation 
of the unemployed at the stage of registration, by the conduct of an administrative interview, and 
secondary segmentation, by the conduct of a qualifying interview with the persons. Persons with 
inappropriate or insufficient vocational training are directed to training or to an appropriate labour market 
programmes and measures. 
 
The effect of the unemployment policy is not easy to estimate. One of the JAP priorities is to develop a 
monitoring and evaluation culture. The Employment Agency conducts monthly monitoring and ongoing 
supervision during the implementation of the programmes and measures for employment and vocational 
training by administrative statistics. The Agency collects data about the number of persons included, the 
number of persons who have worked, resources spent, effectiveness of conducted vocational training 
(number of placements after training), jobs created, reassignments etc. 
 

3.6 Policies promoting flexibility of work 
Many of the legislative changes and policy programmes in the 1990s were related to the flexibilisation of 
work. In particular, the conditions regulating the process of recruitment and dismissal of the workforce 
were subject to modifications several times, most of which gave greater rights to employers to dismiss 
workers and to a lesser degree to employees to leave their job or start additional work. Much less were the 
steps toward increasing flexibility in terms of working time and there were no changes toward flexible 
arrangements for the working place. The changes in the Labour Law in 1992 and in 2001 gave more 
freedom to the employers to reduce the working time or offer part-time jobs. Since January 2005, the 
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work experience, which is the basis for social security benefits, is calculated not only in days, months and 
years as before but also in hours thus allowing greater flexibility. The time for extra work also started to be 
counted as work experience. According to Dimitrov et al (2006), the Labour Code regulations do not 
significantly limit employers to introduce more flexible forms of human resource management. The basic 
reasons for not using the flexible forms of work are the insufficient knowledge of both employers and 
employees about the legal regulations of this employment and, more importantly, the low remuneration of 
work in comparison with the living expenses. 
 
Many of the measures against unemployment are also directed toward encouraging work flexibility: 

• specialised services for self-employment – the unemployed who wish to start their own business after 
approval of a business plan may receive all monthly benefits as a lump sum. The same is valid if 
they employ an unemployed family member. Among participants in this scheme there are more 
men than women, while young people are involved very rarely.  

• Associations for employment – the Employment Agency pays the minimum salary for every employed 
in such associations dealing with socially useful work. There are 29 such associations active from 
the previous year and 11 new were founded in 2000, 5430 persons work under this programme. 
There are more men than women, and vary rarely youth among the participants in this 
programme. 

• Encouraging employers to employ unemployed persons for part-time work. If the employers take persons for 
at least three months, they receive 50% of the min salary and all security taxes. Three fourths of 
the participants in this scheme are women. 

• International exchange. Such measures provide temporary work in catering and restaurants, 
construction, seasonal work and summer work for students.  

 
There were measures encouraging workforce mobility offered to those who start working for at least six 
months in another dwelling place, which is more than a 100 km far to get up to 3 monthly payments to 
cover the travel expenses for themselves and their families. In addition, those who have found a job at a 
smaller distance could receive 50% compensation for their daily transport for the period of the work 
contract but no longer than 12 months.  
 
The programme for flexible employment introduced in 1999 can be a notorious example for the mismatch 
between goals and results. Under this ambitious name only a tiny proportion of the country’s thousands 
of unemployed were eligible for a minute support. Even fewer were those recruited for this measure. It 
turned out that the programme for flexible employment was highly inflexible in its implementation. A 
report for the International Labour office (Beleva et al., 2006) argues that while there is a still moderate 
protection of the employed (although constantly declining) there is a very weak protection of the 
unemployed and very limited opportunities for work reintegration. The country has still to find the right 
balance between flexibility of the labour market and the security of employment and income. 
 

3.7 Wage and tax policies  
The transition from the centrally planned to a market economy in Bulgaria was also a transition from the 
administrative-directive model and equalising schemes for distribution of incomes to a model of collective 
bargaining of wages. In the course of reforms three basic mechanisms for formation of wages were 
established: 

• decentralised collective bargaining in the state sector,  
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• normative distribution of wages in the budget sphere and  
• free individual bargaining in the private sphere.  

 
The decentralised collective bargaining was introduced in 1991 by a governmental decree. In the state 
sector it involves all the employed, independently of their trade union membership. The interests of the 
state, employers and workers are co-ordinated by a tripartite system, which acts on three levels: national, 
sector and company. On the national level the main issues decided are the basic parameters of work 
remuneration: minimum wage, additional payments, and mechanisms for compensation against inflation. 
The individual bargaining is the dominant mechanism in the private sector (Daskalov, 2001). In the first 
half of the 1990s there was a wide spread fear that the salaries in the private sector would rise 
disproportionately high. It turned to be ungrounded and the salaries in the state sector remained 
somewhat higher than the average in the private sector. The restrictive policy in the state sector has 
influenced the private sector, as well, which results in a large general lag between wages and prices. The 
restrictive state policy is realised through direct control in the budget sphere and indirect control in other 
spheres. The basic control mechanism is based on higher taxes for wage expenses when they rise above a 
certain limit.  
 
What is typical for the wage policy in Bulgaria is still the high degree of state interference.  Factors which 
delay the liberalisation of labour relations in the sphere of wages are the economic decline, high level of 
unemployment, sharp fluctuations of inflation till 1997 and introduction of the monetary board after that. 
It was also hampered by the slow reforms in the social security system and the tax system. There are too 
many legislative documents limiting the freedom of employers to a flexible wage policy. One of the JAP 
priorities in this field is to move from a tri-partite to a bi-partite model of wage negotiations with the 
objective to strengthen the ability of the wage setting system to guide skill formation, mobility, and 
reallocation of labour, and ensure that wage developments are employment-friendly. 
 
During the whole transition period the tax policy in the country had the objective to widen the basis for 
taxing. The sums entering the state budget from taxing of persons (income tax) have fluctuated about 
10%.  The Law for Taxing of Incomes of Physical Persons in 1997 introduced a major change. According 
to it from 1.01.1998 all types of individual incomes are taxed – not only those from labour contracts as 
before but also that from civil contracts (freelancing, sub-contracting, etc.) While this raised the 
contribution into the state budget, this mechanism reduced the motivation of people to work on more 
than one place. This also reduced the motivation of employers to employ persons on a labour contract. In 
this way the informal economy received an impetus while the formal flexibility of labour declined. In the 
second half of 2000 some tax relief was introduced for those working without labour contract and 
receiving less than the minimum salary, as well as for those in vocational training who did not have to 
make insurance payments. The tax burden of the self-employed was reduced in 2001 and equalised to the 
taxes of companies, which form a hierarchical progression. The reduction of the tax burden leads to an 
increase of the share of the salary in household incomes. Daskalov (2001) considers that the still very 
steep rise of the tax scale is not only a high social price for the population but also a limitation for the 
business initiatives and entrepreneurship. The main problem of the system is not that the payments are 
very high proportionally but that they come on a very low-income base. The extremely low price of labour 
in Bulgaria and the very low share of incomes from work might be seen as a strategy for preserving 
employment. However, low incomes mean low insurance payments that in turn mean low pensions and a 
constant deficit in the health insurance system. Besides, this low wage creates incentives for fraud. The 
incidence of paying insurance on the minimum salary is widespread while in reality the employee receives 
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additional payment on which no insurance is paid. Alexandrova (2001) estimates that 46% is the 
difference between the real payment, which the employee gets and the official one upon which insurance 
payments are made. She argues that the system of social insurance is one of the main barriers in front of 
the development of Bulgarian business and one of the main factors for the existence of the grey economy. 
In order to reduce non-regulated employment, the nationally represented employers’ organisations and 
labour unions supported the government on the introduction of an employment contracts register and of 
a minimum insurance threshold by sectors and by nine categories of positions. On a proposal by the 
employers’ organisations, the government consented that the minimum insurance wage per sector should 
be agreed upon between the sectoral organisations of the employers and those of the workers and 
employees.              
 
In 2005 and 2006 tax relief measures were introduced by which the corporate tax was reduced from 20% 
to 17% and additionally it could be further reduced for companies which employ long-term unemployed, 
invest in regions with high unemployment or spend more funds for transport and social expenses of the 
employees. The personal income tax has also been reduced and in 2006 it varies from 20% for the lowest 
incomes to 24% for the highest. 
 

3.8 Social dialogue in employment issues 
The development of the social partnership in Bulgaria is based on the principle of tripartite 
representativeness, and this is imbedded in the Labour Code, the Law for Protection against 
Unemployment and for Encouraging Employment, and the Law on Healthy and Safe Working 
Conditions. The social partners (employees, employers and the state) are involved in the preparation and 
development of the legal acts in the social sphere and in the development and realisation of regional 
programmes for employment. In 2001 a National Council for tripartite co-operation and social dialogue 
was created at the national level, as well as sector, branch and community councils for tripartite co-
operation came into being at the lower level. The general assembly of the employees elects workers’ 
representatives to defend their interests in labour and insurance relations in the enterprise. With the 
changes of the Labour code the functions of the assembly were better defined, and it was clarified that the 
general assembly excludes the employer. The changes in the Labour Code also set up the criteria for the 
‘representativeness’ of the syndicates of workers and employers’ organisations. Before that, political 
decision had greater influence than legal requirements. The need of recognizing the representativeness of 
the workers’ and employers’ organisations comes from their greater rights in the social dialogue. 
 
The collective labour contract was already defined in the Labour Code but its instructions were very 
economical which allowed different interpretations. The changes adopted in March 2001 determine that 
the collective labour contract cannot include clauses, which are less favourable for the employees than 
those in the law and that at the level of the enterprise, the branch and the sector there can be only one 
collective labour contract. Also, employees who are not members of the syndicate can join the signed 
collective labour contract after a written declaration and the collective labour contract is valid for a period 
not longer than two years and in case of a change of the employer, the already signed collective labour 
contract is in force till a new one is signed but not longer than one year after the change. The employers 
are obliged not only to negotiate with the representatives of the workers and employees in order to 
conclude a collective labour agreement, but also to provide timely, reliable and comprehensible 
information about their economic and financial status which is relevant to the signing of the collective 
labour agreement.  
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Experts (Doykin, 2001) consider that the social dialogue in the country is well developed only at the 
national level and between the big employers and big syndicates. However, at the level of the enterprise 
and particularly in small companies the social dialogue is not an established practice. In particular, 
employees are in a weaker position to negotiate their salary and their rights to be insured. Due to the high 
unemployment and lack of real trade union support, employees accept any work conditions, offered by 
the employer, which in turn leads to the growth of the grey economy and the erosion of the human 
capital. 
 
In 2003 a new advisory body, the Economic and Social Council started to operate as a permanent 
institutional form for social dialogue and advisory services on economic and social policy. An example for 
its successful functioning is the adoption of the Coordination and Cooperation Agreement on work safety 
and health, signed by the MLSP, employers’ organisations and trade unions. The Employment Strategy 
and the National Employment Action Plans since 2004 have been drafted entirely on the basis of social 
partnership. The programmes, projects and measures are elaborated and implemented with the 
participation of the social partners – employers’ organisations, trade unions and non-government 
organizations. An objective of the employment policy is to extend the social dialogue to include other 
non-governmental organisations that have a stake in employment and vocational training. 
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4. Family policies 

 

4.1 Policy changes in context 
The family policy in Bulgaria was perhaps the field of social policy that suffered mostly from the state 
withdrawal from active interference in public life that started with the market reforms. In particular, when 
faced with rising budget deficits in the first half of the 1990s, the consecutive governments failed to 
provide guaranteed income and health services to all its citizens. The survival of the individuals and 
respectively of the family in the grave economic crisis after the start of reforms, was exclusively a concern 
of their own. Especially the younger families could count mostly on the support of their parents with their 
pensions, housing and taking charge of their children. 
 
Instead of developing a new strategy adequate to the changing social conditions, the family policy under 
post-communism merely emerged from the legal provisions that had been made during the Communist 
regime: The Family Code of 1985 and The Decree on Stimulating the Birth-rate of 1968. The 
amendments in the Labour Code affected working mothers negatively reducing their social protection. 
The Law on Social Assistance (1998) introduced changes in the provision of social support, with a direct 
bearing on the family as well. Yet even now changes are implemented without a regular concept and 
without a strategy on family support.  
 
The family policy in Bulgaria is still strongly pro-natalist (Fileva, 1998; Keremidchieva, 1998; Yachkova, 
1997), being developed in response to the shrinking population rather than to support the quality of life of 
the family and its individual members, neglecting in particular young people in their family transitions. The 
family policy, as developed during the socialist regime, encouraged the birth rate and family stability but 
ignored individual rights (Keremidchieva, 1994). Yet, it did not commit the woman to the home but 
allowed her full-time employment by a system of maternity, parental and sick leaves, as well as a thick set 
of public childcare centres (crèches and kindergartens).  
 

4.2 Leave policies in support of parenthood 
In 2006 working mothers in Bulgaria are entitled to one 135-day maternity leave at 90% pay of the 
mother’s salary in the past 9 months. With the latest changes in the Code for Social Security (August 
2006), the paid maternity leave will be 200 days since January 2007. Additionally, there is a parental leave 
up to the two years of the child which can be taken by the mother, father or any of the grandparents and 
which is paid at a flat rate (at present 160 BGN which is equal to 82 Euro). There is also a third year of 
unpaid leave which previously could be taken till the child turned three while since 2005 it is flexible and 
can be taken till the child turns 8. This leave was split, so that six months could be taken only by the father 
and six months by the mother. The three years of maternity and parental leave are considered as length of 
service and contribute to the pension insurance of the parent taking the leave. We do not have statistical 
or research data what is the take up of the leave by fathers or grandparents but the incidence is very low. 
Despite the legal provisions, culturally it is accepted that the mother bears the main responsibility for the 
childcare of very young children, so that it is the mother who takes the parental leave (Kovacheva and 
Matev, 2004). Similar provisions regulate the leaves to which mothers studying full time at the university 
are entitled. They have the right to a leave for two years paid at the minimum salary. Women, who have 



 
      
 

D3.1 – National reports          222/263 

no work experience and have not made social security payments for at least 6 months, are also entitled to 
a maternity leave which is paid at 150 BGN (76 Euro) for 45 days prior to the delivery of the child. 
Additionally they receive 100 BGN (51 Euro) per month for one year for raising the child. The father of 
the child is not eligible for this assistance. The benefits for mothers without social insurance were 
introduced in 2002 with the Law on Family Benefits for Children.  
 
The amendment of the Social Insurance Code in August 2006 was declared ’revolutionary’ by Hassan 
Ademov, the chair of the Social Committee of Parliament, in his interview  the 24 Hours Newspaper of 18 
August 2006 (p. 13) who claimed that the measure would result in 15,000 births additionally in 2007. 
There was also criticism of the decision because the amendment would cover only a very small number of 
the employed mothers, those who are insured on the basis of their high wages while those receiving 
minimal wages will not profit from the change. According to the amendment the mother has the options:  
to return to her job after the expiry of the 9th month and receive 50% of the minimal wage until the child 
is 2 years old, in addition to her own work wage, or,  
to hire a nurse, appointed by the state and paid for by the state in the framework of the Support to 
Maternity Programme.  
 
With this amendment the maternity leave duration has become one of the longest in Europe. No 
ordinance on the implementation of the amendment has been issued yet and it is unclear if the father 
would also be eligible to use these benefits. 
 
The country’s policy also aims to involve employers in the protection of the maternity. While the 
maternity and parental leaves are paid from the insurance funds and guaranteed by the state, according to 
the Labour Code the employer should provide appropriate labour conditions and flexible working hours 
for the pregnant women and for working mothers. They have the right to ask for a reduction of their 
working time and for working from home. There is no data on the numbers of mothers using such 
provisions but we could claim that they are very low.  
 
Evaluating these provisions we could say that the leaves are still quite inflexible and low paid to meet the 
needs of young parents in a diversity of situations. What the country’s policy lacks is regulations allowing 
greater flexibility in terms of working time and place in order to allow different combinations of balancing 
work and family responsibilities (Kirova, 1998; Popova, 2002; Kovacheva and Matev, 2005).  
 

4.3 Policies in support of the care for sick/elderly family members 
Unlike the parental leaves, the leaves for caring for sick and/or elderly family members are very limited. 
Family members are allowed to take only 10 days a year of paid leave for such purposes after a doctor 
certifies such need. Families with a chronically ill member or an elderly relative in need of care face grave 
difficulties in the time management of their everyday lives. Another significant difference is that while 
parents of small children can rely on the developed set of public crèches and kindergartens, the situation 
of the centres for care and support of elderly and disabled persons is very bad both in terms of availability 
and quality of services. Besides, culturally it is still normative that old family members are taken care of in 
the family (again unlike the practice for care of small children whose placing in 5days care kindergarten is 
publicly well accepted). However, with the aging of the population the need for support of those who care 
for disabled and elderly relatives is growing. The state slowly turns its policy toward recognising these 
needs.  
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In big cities there are Centres for Home Patronage which offer services to elderly people living in their 
own homes, providing food, cleaning and medical assistance. These are paid from the municipal budget, 
as well as by the own contribution of the elderly, and are available only in large cities.  A newly developed 
support measure is the National Programme ‘Assistants of people with disabilities’. Its rationale is to 
provide employment to unemployed people to care for people with heavy disabilities. Another aim is to 
reduce the number of disabled people who are placed in specialised institutions. There are two types of 
assistants: ‘social’ and ‘personal’. The latter are relatives of the person in need who are not in retirement 
and do not work. The social assistants provide care to people in need who live alone or in families whose 
members work fulltime. The Agency of Social Assistance acts as the employer of the ‘personal’ and ‘social’ 
assistants and grants them a labour contract with all insurance benefits and the minimum salary. The 
programme started in 2002 and since then it has been constantly expanding involving not only big cities 
but also small towns and villages. Three quarters of the employed assistants in 2005 were women 
(Employment Agency, 2006), which is indicative for the highly gendered practice of caring in Bulgaria. 
 

4.4 Welfare services and benefits for families 
The oldest social service provided by the state in Bulgaria is assistance in raising the children. Decrees for 
organising orphanages were among the first acts of state policy in the newly created Bulgarian state at the 
end of the 19th century after the Russian-Turkish War of 1877-78 (Kovacheva, 2000). Since the 
communist regime Bulgaria has a well developed set of public crèches (for children aged 11 months to 3 
years) and kindergartens (for children aged 3-6 years) and it is common for parents to use their services. 
These are usually full-time, five days a week, as the working schedule for most of the parents in the 
country is also full-time with regular working hours (9 am -5.30 pm). Mothers in full time education are 
also entitled to an access to a free of charge public day care (crèche or kindergarten). The parents pay a 
minimal fee in the state owned day care centres and the wages of the teachers are covered by the national 
or municipal budget. While in the rural areas many kindergartens were closed due to decline in demand 
(less children and increasing practice of childcare in the home), in the large cities in the beginning of the 
new decade a shortage of places in state childcare is starting to be felt. Keremidchieva (1998) argues that 
in the 1990s the incidence of taking care of the children by their grandparents has been constantly 
growing, which is preferred as a cheaper option. 
 
There are no fees in the state owned schools. The children are admitted there at the age of 7 and the 
compulsory education is until 16 years of age. The state directly supports the children by providing free 
textbooks for the students form the 1st till the 4th form. In accordance with the provisions of The Law 
on Family Benefits for Children the parents of the 1st form students receive assistance to the amount of 
80 BGN (41 Euro). This is aimed as encouraging the Roma and other socially disadvantaged families to 
provide education to their children.  
 
In addition, The Law provides support for low-income families (up to 200 BGN per family member a 
month) with money for each child: 18 BGN (9 Euro) a month for the first born child, and 20 BGN (10 
Euro) for the second and every other subsequent child. There are no incentives for large families or single 
parents. Previously all families with children up to 16 were eligible to receive child allowances. In 2002 
these benefits were made means tested.  
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In Bulgaria’s family policy the significance of tax alleviation mechanisms is under-valued and only 
inconsistent first steps are made to take into account the family situation of taxpayers and their family 
responsibilities. In January 2006 The Personal Income Act reduced the taxable sum with 360 BGN for 
families with one child, 780 BGN for families with two children and 1140 BGN for families with three 
children. This was the first step to the family income taxation which has proved its efficiency in other 
countries. The families with no income are most favourably treated by the Law. 
 

4.5 Health and security policies 
Following many years of experimenting with health reforms the state decided to cover the health 
insurance for all children until the age of 20 if they continue as students in secondary school from the 
state budget. In this way the access to health services was provided even to the children of the poorest 
families which were practically excluded for some years. The monthly health insurance payment, provided 
by the state for the unemployed, is only 6 BGN, which makes them eligible only to visit their GP and to 
receive hospital aid. However, it should be noted that health insurance payments, GP examination fees 
and the prices of medicines are perceived as a heavy financial burden for some of the lowest income 
groups in Bulgaria (Tomova, 2005: 170). Moreover, people who do not pay their health insurance regularly 
are deprived of cheap health care provided by the Health Insurance Fund, which, combined with their 
insolvency, makes them give up medical services and rely on self-treatment. It is not by chance that 
medical specialists have ascertained a higher than the average morbidity rate among the poorest 
communities in the country: the Roma and Turkish (Tomova, 2005: 173).  
 
In Bulgaria the quality of the medical aid does not depend on the amount of the health insurance, which is 
a percentage of the wage of the employed. This causes discontent among the employed and the people 
with high income. The private medical practice is not as popular as elsewhere in Europe. In Bulgaria 
typically this is valid for dentistry services, ophthalmology, gynaecology and plastic surgery. In reality the 
access to health services in the small villages is very restricted because the GPs and the health centres are a 
long distance away – in the larger population centres. The GP system is new to Bulgaria (since 2000) and 
it has not yet demonstrated its advantages. 
 
The low health culture of the population is another health services problem. There is no children-focused 
health education. This is usually conducted sporadically, mostly by the media and the NGOs, with little 
participation of the parents. Prevention work has been entirely left at the mercy of the day care centres 
and the schools. Labour medicine has obliged the employers to take care of the health of their employees. 
Since 2006 compulsory preventive examinations by the GP have been introduced and the refusal to 
comply with this requirement is subject to penalties. 
 
The economic crisis and liberalisation of public life created a new social problem in post-communist 
Bulgaria – the security of children. Often parents invested their time in income bringing activities with no 
time left for the upbringing and education of their children. They counted for this on the institutions 
which in their turn were in crisis. Juvenile delinquency acquired unprecedented dimensions in the country. 
In 2005 the Children Prevention Centres report 17,390 children registered with them (www. nsi.bg → 
crime). Drug use and addiction spread in schools. Several incidents which resulted in the death of dozens 
of children in Bulgaria forced the state to start controlling the conduct of the children at school and out of 
school, as well as the response of their parents. This control included visits to night establishments after 
10 pm to find there minors without their parents. Security in schools was increased. Fines were introduced 



 
      
 

D3.1 – National reports          225/263 

for parents who neglected their children and parents’ rights were suspended. The state has obliged the 
schools to hire pedagogues and psychologists to work with the problem children. 
  
In 2003 the State Agency for Child Protection was created. The children at risk – without parents, victims 
of family abuse and violence, and during the period of divorce proceedings of the parents now receive 
assistance from qualified experts. The social workers are now authorised to suspend the rights of the 
parents over their children. This measure is implemented with a lot of concern because in the Bulgarian 
society there is not yet public refusal to tolerate parental irresponsibility. Alcohol dependence of parents 
and violence in the family are the cause for many children to desert their parents. 
 

4.6 Housing policy 
The housing policy is a prerogative of the local government. The municipalities have at their disposal a 
certain stock of housing and they consign housing to the individuals in need in accordance with specific 
proceedings. These proceedings are approved by the Municipal Council in accordance with the provisions 
of The Law on Municipal Property. (For example in the city of Plovdiv, this is Decision No. 49 of the 
Municipal Council: Ordinance on the Provisions and the Established Order for Identifying the Need of 
Accommodating Individuals in Municipal Housing and for its Sale). The procedure is complicated and 
clumsy and only families in grave need can take advantage of municipal housing. 
 
During the past 10 years the migration from the villages to the big cities accelerated. An enormous private 
stock of housing in the villages remained unused.  The young people and the families with children move 
to the large cities to seek work and provide better education to their children. In this situation it cannot be 
expected that the state would pledge to resolve the housing problems of the families. 
 
The housing policy in support of young families was the one strait of the country’s family policy that 
suffered the most from cuts after the start of market reforms. With the withdrawal of state interference in 
this sphere, young people have to rely mostly on their own parents when establishing a new home. It is 
traditional for Bulgarian families to support their children with housing and money as long as they need 
and the parents can, often during the parents’ whole lives. We do not have official survey data about the 
average age of leaving the parental home both before and after 1989 but it seems that the tradition 
persists; according to some estimates it is getting even stronger (Kovacheva and Mitev, 2004). On the one 
side, the young couples lost the support previously provided by the state for low-interest housing loans 
from state banks. On the other side, there is a developing private market of houses and flats. Previously 
there were long lists in which people signed up to get a flat. Now flats and houses are freely available but 
the prices are high so that few young families can afford them. The main ways to achieve housing 
independence are through inheritance or by purchase with parents’ financial support. Since the 1980s an 
overwhelming majority – 92% - of the households own the flat or house in which they live. It is very 
common for young Bulgarians to live with their parents even after they marry. This practice is financially 
and culturally grounded in the country’s traditions. 
 

4.7 Policy challenges 
In view of the high political concern with the shrinking of the country’s population, the reforms in family 
policies are widely discussed by the public. Several studies have measured public attitudes to policy 
reforms. 
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The Transitions project (Kovacheva et al, 2005) on the work-life balance in Bulgarian companies found 
high expectations of working parents from the state for a well developed family policy and their lack of a 
sense of entitlement to support from the employers. Both managers and employees had accepted the 
values of business efficiency, commitment to work, long-hours culture and loyalty to the company as 
consistent with the country’s transition to a market economy. The Human Resources Manager of the 
private bank claimed that ‘there is no private employer caring for the employees’ while the Director of the 
Regional Office of the State Agency for Social Assistance considered that ‘we are supposed to care for the 
people in need, not for our employees’ (Kovacheva and Matev, 2005). Young people and their managers 
did not see the employer as responsible for creating better conditions for their wellbeing at the workplace 
and beyond. The state was seen as the main agent for creating family friendly laws and regulations. Parents 
found the leave policy of the state quite generous in terms of length but were highly dissatisfied with the 
financial conditions of the leave as being very low.  
 
The shift to a business ethics had significant gender implications. While childcare, especially for very 
young infants, had always been considered a (mainly) mother’s task, under the new conditions working 
mothers were found not enough committed to the workplace and the long maternity and parental leaves 
(commonly used by young women) reduced their chances of career advancement. Many of the young 
mothers had not taken the whole leaves in the two case study organizations as they could not afford to use 
the low paid or unpaid leaves and most of them thought the legal opportunities for part-time work 
inappropriate due to the insufficient amount of the salary. Young people could not negotiate working 
totally or in part from home as this would undermine the ethics of full commitment to the job. Instead of 
recognizing their informal competences from caring, the company punished mothers coming from a long 
parental leave by demoting them to a lower position temporarily or permanently. The young parents 
managed to create an acceptable work-life balance by relying on a fulltime five days a week public 
childcare, still well developed in the country, as well as on the informal support from the extended family, 
again mainly from grandmothers. In cases of family emergencies they could negotiate informally with their 
line managers to leave work earlier or come later. However in such cases they felt the pressure from their 
colleagues who were burdened with greater workload (Kovacheva and Matev, 2005). 
 
Belcheva (2003) provides survey data about the assessment of the key policy challenges and family policy 
in general. Nearly two thirds of the respondents shared the opinion that the birth-rate in the country 
should be raised. The main arguments were that this was necessary “to preserve the Bulgarian nation and 
state” and “to have more happiness in the family”. Less than a third considered that “in the present 
moment we are having enough children”. Another significant group signed for the opinion that “in the 
present conditions children shouldn’t be born at all.” Among this latter group it was young people who 
were the majority. 
 
The same study (Belcheva, 2003) measured a high dissatisfaction of the population in general and of 
young people in particular from the support for parenthood by the state. Only 1.6% of respondents 
considered that the present measures undertaken by the state were adequate and another 6.6% thought 
“there is no need for measures of any kind, because they just wouldn’t have any effect”. The measures 
most often proposed in the study for the raising of the birth-rate were: providing a home for each young 
family; the child-bearing to be considered as community service and to be paid for; the right for mothers 
to have a smaller working day with the same payment; and bigger family allowances. A substantial part of 
the parents complained from the lack of support in the bringing up and education of their children. 
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People’s opinions were divided between the measures for reconciliation of employment and childcare. 
While a quarter of the parents shared the view that children from their 3rd year until they started school 
had to be brought up at home by a member of the family, the majority – three quarters - were in support 
of the kindergartens and child-care institutions. The greatest challenge for parents was the poor 
economical condition of the families. Nearly 80% of the parents said that their income was insufficient to 
provide quality care to their children and according to almost 20% the family income was extremely 
inadequate. 
 
Policy analysts (Fileva, 1998; Yachkova, 2002; Belcheva, 2003) provide a long list of measures for 
improvement of the family policy in the country: to construct a working mechanism for material support 
of mothers and young families; to update the legal and administrative measures for protection of the child 
and childhood; to propagate the image of the healthy family, responsible parenthood and motherhood – at 
least in the national state media. A lot of these measures are not based on previous research but taken 
from models applied in other countries. It might be true that an adequate and differentiated material 
support for families in the country will meet the high expectations of parents in difficult economic 
circumstances. At the same time a systematic and comprehensive research of the factors influencing the 
transitions to parenthood is necessary before adopting a new strategy of the country’s family policy taking 
into account the subjective needs of people.   
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5. Conclusions 

 
Bulgaria has not been included in the Esping-Andersen’s classification of welfare states and in the 
beginning of the 21st century it presents a mixture of trends from different regimes. Thus the country has 
preserved some universal elements of its policy developed during the communist regime which are also 
characteristic for the socio-democratic regime. Some conservative aspects have been strengthened, in 
particular the greater reliance of young people upon their families. Many of the policy changes have been 
in the direction of liberalisation of the welfare regime. The legal, fiscal, institutional and functional reforms 
in the country’s social policy have been conducted under the contradictory pressures from the 
international economic institutions such as the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund and the 
European institutions dealing with economic and social issues. 
 
Reviewing the trends in employment and demographic development, as well as labour and family policies 
in this report, we have met with the challenge of relating social statistics to institutional structures and 
cultural patterns. Another challenge to defining and interpreting the social context for achieving quality of 
life in post-communist Bulgaria is that it is not a static set of conditions but subject to on-going social 
change. 
 
The comparative analysis of the social situation in the Bulgaria with other European countries shows that 
Bulgaria is among the European countries with the lowest birth rate, the highest death rate and the worst 
negative natural population increase. The natural movement of the population is the framework for all 
demographic processes which are often an important factor for the socio–economic development. The 
depopulation and ageing of the population in a number of settlements and regions in Bulgaria is a 
prerequisite for the further aggravation of the demographic crisis with emerging local stoppage of the 
reproduction processes. The greatly reduced number of births is a serious challenge for the educational 
and health care system and imposes restrictions on the territorial layout of the national economy. The 
demographic processes themselves have changed their character regarding marriage, divorces, informal 
families, family planning, out of marriage births, etc. In this way a vicious circle which causes a persistence 
of the negative tendencies has been formed. The hardships of the economic transition also contributed to 
increasingly negative tendencies of demographic development and the formation of a new kind of 
demographic behaviour of the population – a decrease in fertility and the emigration from Bulgaria of 
significant contingents of the younger generations. As a whole, demographic changes have closely 
intermingled with and followed the radical restructuring of employment patterns in the country.   
 
During the past 5-6 years, under the impetus of the forthcoming accession of Bulgaria to the EU the state 
has increased its efforts to improve the quality of life of the population. Economic investment resulted in 
high economic growth of about 5% each year (July 2006 it was 5.6%) and reducing the unemployment 
rate. However, the social-economic development of Bulgaria is irregular. The excessive regional 
differences transform into status differences. The cities provide better education, better paid jobs, access 
to social services and therefore higher quality of life. In terms of income there is a growing differentiation 
between the genders: the women earn 24% less than the men on the average (www. stat.bg). At the same 
time the number of the single mothers is increasing. The ethnic differences in Bulgaria during the last 10 
years have stabilized as status differences. The Turkish and particularly the Roma ethnic communities 
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have become status groups with multiple disadvantages with a limited access to education, health services 
and the labour market.  
 
The employment policy reforms have been led by the objective to conform to the regulation in the 
common European labour market rather than to provide conditions for more and high quality jobs for all, 
reducing gender, age, and ethnic inequalities. With the amounting problems in the country’s educational 
and vocational training system the goal of a favourable participation in the knowledge economy is far 
from achieved. The inconsistent reforms toward increasing flexibility of work are also raising risks in view 
of the globalisation processes. 
 
With the amendments of the legislation concerning parental leaves in August 2006 Bulgaria has become a 
country with one of the most liberalized measures for access to the social insurance system. The eligibility 
for 2 year maternity is only a 6-month length of employment with no requirement for it to have been 
served immediately prior to the delivery of the child; it could have been served 2, or 5, or 10 years before 
then. The changes in the social legislation are aimed at stimulating the birth-rate, rather than at 
providing better quality of life for all families. They have not been matched with adequate income, 
housing, health and security support for the whole population. 
 
The pursued employment and family policies in Bulgaria have reacted to the changes in the labour market 
and demographic developments, reducing some of the tensions while aggravating other risks and in 
general have not yet created a solid basis for achieving a high quality of life for the country’s population.  
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Appendix 

 
Table 1. Employment and unemployment of population over 15 years of age in Bulgaria (%) 

Unemployment By gender  Year Employment 
Coefficient 

Economic Activity 
Coefficient % 

Unemployment  
Coefficient % Male Female 

1993 43.5 55.4 21.4 20.9 22.0 
1994 42.7 53.8 20.0 20.0 19.9 
1995 44.0 60.2 15.7 15.5 15.8 
1996 45.4 55.4 13.5 13.5 13.4 
1997 43.9 54.3 15.0 14.7 15.3 
1998 42.4 52.7 16.0 16.1 15.9 
1999 43.1 54.5 14.1 14.0 14.1 
2000 41.7 53.5 16.3 16.7 15.9 
2001 40.6 48.1 19.4 20.0 18.4 
2002 41.4 48.4 17.6 18.3 16.9 
2003 43.1 49.2 13.7 14.1 13.2 
2004 43.7 49.7 12.0 12.5 11.5 
2005 44.7 49.7 10.1 10.3 9.8 
2006* 44.2 48.9 9.7 9.5 9.9 
*The data for 2006 are for the first quarter.  
Source: NSI, Employment and Unemployment, last issue for each year, and www.nsi.bg 
 
Table 2. Employed by status in employment (%) 

Employees Years Employers Self – 
employed Total In private 

enterprises
In public 
enterprises 

Unpaid 
family 
workers 

Unknown 

1993         9.8 88.7 11.2 77.4 1.4 0.1 
1994         9.9  88.4 14.6 73.8 1.6 0.1 
1995       10.4  88.2 17.3 70.9 1.2 0.3 
1996  1.8 8.7 87.8 20.5 67.3 1.4 0.3 
1997  1.8 9.7 86.3 22.4 63.9 1.8 0.4 
1998  1.8 10.4 85.7 29.0 56.7 1.9 0.2 
1999 2.1 9.9 86.2 33.7 52.5 1.5 0.4 
2000 2.4 12.3 83.1 37.5 45.6 1.7 0.5 
2001 3.6 10.0 84.3 44.3 40.0 1.6 0.6 
2002 3.4 10.0 84.4 48.0 36.4 1.7 0.5 
2003 3.6 10.2 83.8 49.5 34.3 2.0 0.4 
2004 3.8 9.9 83.9 53.0 30.9 2.2 0.3 
2006* 3.8 7.7 87.3 - - 1.1 - 
*The data for 2006 are for the first quarter.  
Source: NSI 1993 Employment and Unemployment, and www.nsi.bg 
 
Table 3. Annual population by sex  



 
      
 

D3.1 – National reports          231/263 

Year Total Men Women 

1990 8 669 269 4 269 998 4 399 271 
1995 8 384 715 4 103 368 4 281 347 
2000 8 149 468 3 967 423 4 182 045 
2001 7 891 095 3 841 163 4 049 932 
2002 7 845 841 3 816 162 4 029 679 
2003 7 801 273 3 790 840 4 010 433 
2004 7 761 049 3 767 610 3 993 439 
2005 7 718 750 3 743 327 3 975 423 
Source: www.nsi.bg 
 
Table 4. Population under, at and above working age (%) 
Years Total Age groups   
  Under working age at working age above working age  

1990 100 21.6 55.5 22.9 
1995 100 19.1 56.6 24.3 
2000 100 16.8 58.3 24.9 
2001 100 16.3 59.2 24.5 
2002 100 15.9 60.1 24.0 
2003 100 15.5 60.8 23.7 
2004 100 15.1 61.6 23.3 
2005 100 14.8 62.4 22.8 
Source: www.nsi.bg 
 
Table 5. Crude birth rate, natural increase of the population and total fertility rate 
Year Crude birth rate (‰) Natural increase  (‰) Total fertility rate 

1990 12.1 -0.4  1.81 
1995 8.6 -5.0  1.23 
1996 8.6 -5.4  1.24  
1997 7.7 -7.0  1.09  
1998 7.9 -5.4  1.11 
1999 8.8 - 4.8 1.23 
2000 9.0 -5.1 1.27 
2001 8.6 -5.6 1.24 
2002 8.5 -5.8 1.21 
2003 8.6 -5.7 1.23 
2004 9.0 -5.2 1.29 
2005 9.2 -5.4 1.31 
Source: www.nsi.bg 
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Table 6. Crude death rate, infant mortality and premature death rate  
Year Crude death rate (‰) Infant mortality (‰) Premature death rate*

1990 12.5 14.8 29.7 
1995 13.6 14.8 28.3 
2000 14.1 13.3 25.0 
2001 14.2 14.4 25.2 
2002 14.3 13.3 24.5 
2003 14.3 12.3 24.3 
2004 14.2 11.6 24.9 
2005 14.6 10.4 24.6 
*The ratio between deaths of persons under the age of 65 and the total number of deaths. 
Source: www.nsi.bg 
 
Table 7. The population in Bulgaria by family status (%) 
Status Census 1992 Census 2001 

Single (Unmarried) 33.9 35.8 
Married 54.9 50.8 
Widowed 8.1 9.4 
Divorced 3.0 4.0 
Unspecified 0.1 0.0 
Source: Traikov, 2002:26 
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1. Introduction 

 
At the beginning of the 1990’s Sweden experienced an economic crisis that had eased in intensity by 1994 
but whose after-math on the labour market continued until 2000. The crisis precipitated by a financial 
crash of the overheated real estate market coincided with a crisis in the foreign exchange market and a 
decline in the export sector pushed unemployment in Sweden to unprecedented levels. In the first stage 
employment was lost in the private sector but by the mid-1990s redundancies in the public sector were 
becoming apparent. Unemployment continued to rise in spite of governmental efforts to mitigate the 
problem with active labour market programmes. 
 
The deep recession and rapid growth in unemployment rates resulted in a decline in the average 
disposable income for Swedish citizens and a growth albeit small in income inequality. Among full-time 
employed earning inequality increased slowly during the 1990s, the Gini-coefficient went up from 19.5 
percent in 1991 to 26.0 per cent in 2005 (SCB, 2005). The change in disposable income was not equally 
shared by all. At its peak in 2000 inequality reached nearly 29.0 percent. During that period inequality 
increased between those with full-time employment and those who found it difficult to find employment; 
youths, recent immigrants and single parents (Gustafsson & Palmer, 2002). Recent data show that lone 
women over age 75 are most likely to experience falling standards of living (SCB, 2005). 
 
Although the country has experienced continuous growth since the crisis, losses in employment have not 
been fully regained and unemployment remains high by Swedish standards, a fact that made 
unemployment and labour market policies the centre of debate in the general elections in September 2006. 
 
The economic crisis initiated a period of re-evaluation and debate concerning the Swedish welfare model. 
Of primary interest was the question of whether the Swedish model was still viable or was it time to 
consider new approaches to welfare. In response to these debates new trends in social policy have been 
observed. The 1990s saw a decentralisation in education and health opening up the possibility for private 
initiative. The number of private “free” schools, from kindergarten through secondary education increased 
dramatically as schools with alternative pedagogical aims was permitted for the first time. In addition some 
health services and clinics were privatised as entrepreneurs were permitted to bid for opportunity of 
providing services previously organised by the Public Health Service. The costs for these private 
alternatives were voucher based, in order that citizens could choose a private or public alternative for the 
same or comparable price. The period saw cutbacks in some services for the elderly. Simultaneously, caps 
were put on tariffs for others services such as the introduction of a maximum tariff for child care to 
replace the former progressive tariff system. In 1998 tougher social assistance laws were enacted in an 
effort to adapt benefit levels to the new economic reality but also to curb “free riding.” In 1999 a new 
pension system was inaugurated. The period also saw the decline in social dialogue between trade unions, 
employer organisations and the state, a development that had important outcomes for the quality of life 
and work for Swedish citizens because of the manner in which the Swedish labour market is organised. 
 
Although Sweden consistently ranks high in quality of life and well-being surveys and indices, the recent 
changes in social policy will have important repercussions for Swedish citizens. Ongoing research on the 
quality of life in Sweden is attempting to assess the impact of these changes for individual citizens; what 
strategies are they adopting to cope with work, what are the influences of flexible work on their health and 
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well-being, job satisfaction and stress. Of specific interest is the relationship between long-term sickness 
absence, health, gender segregation, work-stress and burnout. 
 
The presentation is divided into four parts followed by a short conclusion. In the first part a discussion of 
the demographic trends facing Sweden in the next twenty years is presented. This is followed by a 
presentation of employment trends including a short overview of the Swedish labour market. Swedish 
family policy is the focus of part three followed by a brief insight into poverty prevention. 
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2. Demographic Trends 

 
The correlation between fertility and gender equality in Sweden was recognised in the early development 
of the Swedish model. In the fight to defend women’s right to work Alva Myrdal went so far as to make 
the radical argument that what was needed was not women’s return to domestic chores but that men 
should take a more active role in family life. In one of her most read debate books concerning family 
policy she wrote; 
“A real renaissance for family life is only possible if men are also given the opportunity to live with their families. It is not 
self-evident that housework will develop as an occupation for women. That development is not finished yet. Perhaps, the 
meaning instead is that housework and the creation of a home is to be a rich, warm, intimate lifestyle for the whole family.” 
(Alva Myrdal, 1944) 
 
The need for increased gender equality; filtered through the improvement of the quality of life and quality 
of work in the Swedish context, is predicated against demographic trends that raise issues for future 
fertility levels and by extension levels of employment, health and safety and social inequality. In the 
modern Sweden of today, where demographic trends as discussed in Table 1 below show declining fertility 
rates albeit for many different reasons, Alva Myrdal’s call for gender equality is as timely today as it was 
for over 50 years ago. 
“There is a need to defend women and particularly married women’s right to earn their daily bread./…/Women’s time-
honoured right to freedom of choice between housework and work in the labour market and population policy’s demand for 
preservation of the family go hand in hand./…/What we must safeguard is not so much “married women’s right to work” 
as “working women’s right to get married and have children” (Alva Myrdal, 1944) 
 

Fertility trends 
If we begin by looking at fertility trends, we find that young Swedish women tend to wait until they are 
finished with their formal education and have secure employment before the birth of their first child. In 
1990 the average age at birth of first child for a woman was 26.3 years of age and in 2004 it was 28.6 years 
of age. The fertility prognosis until the year 2020 is presented in Table 1, below. The table shows that the 
average number of children per woman is expected to increase slightly from 1.7 children in 2005 to 1.8 by 
2020. While the increase in fertility is comforting, the fertility rate is still below the replacement level of 2.1 
and is not expected to compensate for the decline in the wage-earning population (EU memo/06/372). 
Furthermore as shown in Table 1, the prospect is complicated by an expected weak net immigration to 
Sweden. 
 
 Fertility Average life length Immigration Emigration 
Year child/woman Women Men in thousands in thousands 

2001 1,576 82,2 77,5 60 34 
2005 1,726 82,7 78,1 61 43 
2010 1,800 83,4 78,9 68 50 
2015 1,800 83,9 79,6 68 50 
2020 1,800 84,3 80,2 68 50 
Source: Trender och Prognoser, p 21. 

Table 1. Swedish population prognosis year 2001 
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A survey of young people born between 1968 and 1976 showed that two variables were decisive when 
making decisions about starting a family - the relationship to the labour market and to finding a suitable 
partner (Bernhardt, 2000). The dual-earner model, whereby both partners participate in the labour market, 
has increased women’s economic independence. However, even in the dual-earner model women have 
retained primary responsibility for child care and housework and as such are more likely to have longer 
periods of absence from the labour market than her partner. A factor which has proven detrimental for 
women, as the time spent outside the labour market usually results in lost of human capital with 
accompanying curtailed possibilities for careers, lower-incomes as well as lower expected pensions upon 
retirement. 
 
For young women and a growing number of men, the search is not simply for a partner nor is it merely 
for someone who pays for the kids, instead the search is for a partner willing to share all of the costs of 
raising a child; this includes not only economic costs but also social cost associated with caring duties and 
housework (Folbre, 1994). Thus, in the Swedish context, questions of fertility, population growth and 
economic growth are intricately related. 
 

Population trends 
Sweden will continue to experience rapid changes in in the age distribution. Life expectancy is high and a 
newborn boy in 2004 can expect to live to be 78.4 years of age and a newborn girl 82.7 years of age. As 
shown in Table 2, the redistribution among age groups implies that the ratio between the total population 
and the working age population will be nearly unchanged over the next ten years but is expected to decline 
thereafter. 
 
Swedes born in the 1940s will enter retirement in the next few years. This group is expected to be 
healthier than their predecessors as they have had the opportunity to enjoy the benefits of the Swedish 
welfare state, especially health and medical services. The percent of citizens over retirement age, those 65 
years of age and older is expected to be relative stable until 2010 but to increase thereafter. As shown in 
Table 2 after 2010 the share of older and younger people become almost equal in magnitude with a 
resulting lower percentage of population in active labour market age. The redistribution among age groups 
implies that the ratio between the working age population and the total population will become notably 
smaller after 2010. 
 
Year Total 0-19 20-64 65+ 

1980 8318 26.4 57.3 16.3 
1990- 8591 24.6 57.7 17.7 
2000 8883 24.1 58.7 17.2 
2010 9114 22.7 58.5 18.8 
2020 9623 22.4 56.1 21.7 
Source: Trender och Prognoser 2002, p 14. 

Table 2. Population by age groups 1980-2020 Numbers in thousands and age in percent  
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3. Employment Trends 

 
Since the 1990s economic crisis, Sweden has experienced exceptional economic growth. Much of this 
growth has been concentrated in the financial sphere and to new industries clustered around IT and 
services. A general problem for Sweden is that economic growth has not generated more jobs and the 
country is still experiencing the effects of the crisis in the labour market. Hardest hit by the lack of 
employment opportunities are young people aged 16-24, men over age 50 and immigrants of all ages. 
There are also strong regional differences in the incidence of unemployment. The North South divide is 
clearly visible. While southern Sweden rebounded from the recession relatively quickly after 1994, with 
Stockholm region as the poster example with an unemployment rate of about 3.8 percent in 2002 
(Magnusson & Ottosson, 2003), northern Sweden continued to experience high unemployment. Although 
partially mitigated through active labour market programmes, recovery in the northern Sweden remains 
slow and protracted. Magnusson & Ottosson conclude that despite positive developments in the labour 
market since the recession, regional differences have increased resulting in increased numbers of citizens 
outside the labour market for longer periods of time (Magnusson & Ottosson, 2003). 
 
A notable result of the decline in employment opportunities in northern Sweden is the increased internal 
migration of women from the northern to the southern regions. Women are more likely than are men to 
migrate in search of jobs, education and opportunities to enjoy a richer leisure life. The trend is a 
continued decline in population, with fewer families, and children in the north than in the south and an 
increasing number of older people. 
 
In the longer perspective, employment trends reveal that employment in manufacturing industries will 
continue to decline, from about 800000 employed to about 650000 in 2020. However, there will be large 
variations across sectors. A portion of this decline may be attributed to rationalisation processes whereby 
jobs performed previously within industries will be out-sourced to other entrepreneurs.  
 
In the private service sector, the number of employed is projected to increase to nearly 1.7 million in 2020. 
The increase will mainly occur in consultancy services focusing in the business sector. Employment in 
retail trade, banking and financial operations is expected to decline. 
 
In the public sector, child care, education, health and medical care and care of the elderly, will generally 
follow changes in the number of persons in the relevant age groups. Together, employment in the public 
sector is expected to reach 1.54 million by 2020 (Trender och Prognoser, 2002). 
 
Future employment trends are uncertain, but a modest increase in the demand for labour is expected to 
continue. The prognosis for Sweden’s labour reserve is rather bleak. Taken together, the unemployed, 
latent job seekers and people occupied in labour market policy measures amount to about 500 000 people 
(SCB, 2006). It is uncertain as to whether this reserve will provide good matches for the types of 
competencies a future labour market will demand, especially since future demands focuses on highly 
educated labour with uneven regional distribution (Trender och Prognoser, 2002). Furthermore, if labour 
force participation does not increase, the labour market will face even more serious problems of shortages 
in a few years time. 
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Occupational trends 
In terms of occupational sectors it is expected that the number of employees in the health and medical 
care system will increase. As the number of very old pensioners, those 85+ year increase, the number of 
personnel needed to care for the elderly is also expected to rise. There is also an expected shortage of 
teachers at all levels, from kindergarten through grade 12 secondary school, three year university educated 
engineers, qualified IT staff (systems engineers/programmers) and in the service sector particularly, hotel 
restaurant, catering trades and personal services. 
 

Trends in immigration 
During the last few decades Sweden has accepted a relative large number of political refugees. Most of 
these new comers have come from countries outside of Europe. While adding to the cultural diversity of 
Sweden their ethnic and cultural backgrounds have also been a hindrance for their full acceptance in 
Swedish society. Most notable has been the difficulty these groups have had in finding employment. 
 
In 2000, only 54 percent of foreign citizens, i.e. immigrants with working permits but without Swedish 
citizenship were employed. The unemployment rate in this group was 13 percent. For native Swedes, the 
corresponding rates were 75 percent and 4.5 percent respectively (Ekberg & Rooth, 2001, Ekberg & 
Hammarstedt, 2002). A White Paper commissioned by the Swedish Parliament concluded that trends in 
the Swedish labour market towards racialised exclusion of ethnic minorities have become more 
pronounced in the last 15 years (Schierup, 2006). 
 
It is not only the case that individuals born outside of Sweden have found it difficult to find work that 
matches their formal education level. Large numbers – specifically those arriving during/under periods of 
high unemployment have found it difficult to enter employment at all. Furthermore, access to the Swedish 
labour market appears to be correlated to country of birth (Hedin, 2001), a result that suggests that 
immigrants meet forms of discrimination or fear of “differentness” that influence their possibilities to find 
employment (de los Reyes, 2006). 
 
This not withstanding the benefits of immigration for Sweden from a demographic perspective can not be 
overlooked. Research has pointed out three main reasons why immigration in some form will be a part of 
a future scenario: 1) a need to retain an unchanged total population level; 2) the need for a constant 
number of individuals of working age and 3) the need to maintain an adequate dependency ratio (Essén, 
2002). 
 

Labour market policy - Trade unions, Employer organisations and the State 
It is generally accepted that the Swedish labour market policy has it roots in the Rhen-Meidner model was 
first presented at the Swedish Trade Union Confederations congress in 1951 and advocated the use of 
finance policy, active labour market programmes and solidaristic wage policy to reach and maintain full-
employment. 
 
An important contrast between actors in the Swedish labour market and those in other countries is the 
relative lack of legal intervention by the state to regulate relationships between the partners. Instead 
partners in the labour market specifically the primary trade union and employer organisations have taken 
on the responsibility of solving labour market problems together. 
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This unique manner of solving labour market problems is attributed to three factors: well developed, 
clearly defined organizations for both employees and employers, both sides have high membership 
density, most employees in Sweden belong to an employee organization and most employers are members 
of their branch organization (Kjellberg, 1983); and finally both organizations developed before the 
modern labour market and were involved in defining and developing the framework for the model 
(Ruggie, 1987). Thus, on issues of labour relations, such as wages, hiring and promotion, labour market 
partners have opposed legislation and insisted that such matters be settled in collective bargaining. 
 
Entitlements to social benefits are based on citizenship or residence, with benefit levels depending on 
income. The most important benefits accruing to employees are those negotiated through collective 
agreements between labour market partners. These benefits are covered by collective insurances or if 
benefits are paid by employers through collective compensations. 
 
Collective compensation may be divided into four large categories for: 1) state employees, 2) municipal 
and county employees, 3) white-collar workers in the private sector and 4) blue-collar workers in the 
private sector. Most employees are covered by collective compensation agreements. However, many self-
employed in small firms are not covered by these agreements. Other forms of insurance may accrue to 
members through membership in collective insurance schemes organised through trade unions and 
private insurance schemes on the open market available to all who wish to purchase them. 
 
Since the 1980s centralised collective bargaining between the social partners has been called into question 
and gradually centralised negotiations have given way to negotiations at the industrial branch level. In 
1983, employer organisations’ dissatisfaction with certain aspects of the solidaristic wage policy which had 
resulted in extensive wage drift culminated in a break-away from centralised bargaining by the Swedish 
Metal Trades Employers’ Association (VF) and it trade union counterpart, the Swedish Metal Workers’ 
Union (Metall). The process of decentralisation was reinforced by the economic recession of the 1990s. 
That not withstanding, at present, Swedish Industrial Law continues to form the basic framework for 
collective agreements regardless of the level at which they are negotiated. Of particular interest are 
collective agreements determining wages, forms of employment, regulation of work hours, compensation 
for overtime and shift work, job protection, health and safety issues and supplemental insurance and 
pension plans. These conditions are negotiated in collective agreements under the heading of General 
Terms of Employment. 
 

Active labour market programmes 
Swedish labour market policy involves a large number of active labour market programmes offered in 
ordered to improve the employment opportunities of unemployed workers. 
 
The economic crisis of the 1990s was the litmus test for active labour market programmes (ALMP) in 
Sweden. Active labour market programmes are designed to meditate the affects of unemployment. While 
all are aimed at improving the possibilities for the unemployed to re-enter the labour market, some types 
of programmes provide direct incentives to move back into employment by facilitating job search, 
providing wage subsides or fostering the acquisition of work contacts and references. Other measures 
attempt to make work more attractive by providing incentives to improve individual productivity and 
skills via formal education or work experience. 
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A number of studies have evaluated the effectiveness of these programmes for combating problems 
associated with the complexities of unemployment (Sianesi 2002, Calmfors et al 2001, Carling & 
Richardson 2001, Ackum Agell 1995). The results are mixed. In general, measures taken to put the 
unemployed back into work have been more successful than training schemes. Another finding is that 
youth programmes have rarely been effective. The newly elected liberal government has voiced its 
intentions to make major changes in the programmes. That not withstanding the general consensus is that 
also in the future some form of active labour market policy is necessary if regional differences in 
unemployment rates, the continued exclusion of underrepresented groups such as youths, new immigrants 
and older workers from the labour market are to be alleviated. 
 

Unemployment insurance 
The first condition to receive unemployment benefits is that the unemployed individual must have belong 
to a recognized unemployment insurance fund at least 12 months prior to becoming unemployed. An 
employee need not be member of a trade union to join an established unemployment insurance fund. 
 
Unemployment insurance is financed by a combination of taxes and contributions from employees. 
Unemployment funds are administrated by trade unions that are bound by law to follow rules and 
regulations set down by the Swedish Parliament (Lundh, 2002). To qualify, the individual must have been 
employed for 6 months and worked at least 70 hours per month during this period and must be registered 
for work at the Public Employment Service (PES). Unemployed who meet the qualifications receive 
benefits up to 80 percent of their wages. At present, the lowest benefit is about €34.50 per day and the 
highest about €73per day. Benefits are payable 5 days a week up to 52 weeks with the possibility of 
extension under special circumstances. Individuals, who do not meet the requirements for unemployment 
benefits, receive a cash unemployment allowance which is lower than the lowest unemployment insurance 
benefit. 
 
These regulations are expected to change or at least be modified from 1 January 2007 when changes 
initiated by the new liberal government are implemented. 
 

Women in the labour market 
Since the 1850s and the rise of industrial growth and development and the organisation of a formal 
market for labour, Swedish women have had a prominent place in labour market. Labour force 
participation rates were closely correlated to economic class, with women from the working classes 
making up the majority of wage earning women. When World War II began, Swedish women were about 
27 per cent of the labour force. When the war ended the composition of working women had changed, 
expansion in the private service sector and the “new” industries provided job opportunities for working 
class women and women from the middle classes. 
 
In the mid-1960s, as the Swedish welfare state became more service intensive, a general labour shortage 
and limited recruitment of non-Nordic foreign labour combined to provide even greater opportunities for 
employment for women, specifically in public health, education and welfare. Women’s entrance was 
facilitated by an expansion in maternity/parental leave and child care facilities, which in turn provided 
additional jobs for women. An agreement was reached between employers and trade unions in 1960 that 
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abolished separate wage tariffs for women, and in 1971 separate income tax assessment was introduced. 
These policies laid the foundation for a dual-earner individual model of welfare which was consolidated 
with the adoption of a parental insurance in 1974, reforms in the education system to promote equal 
opportunity in education, the adoption of the Equal Opportunity Act in 1977 and the introduction of 
active labour market policies to the needs of working women, which replaced measures that previously 
had primarily encouraged and recruited men (Sainsbury 1999). 
 
In Sweden, there is a relative strong official and public commitment to gender equality as a dual 
breadwinner/dual career relationship between men and women (Oláh 1998). This includes an active 
governmental responsibility to abolish gender discrimination against employees to enable women to 
combine paid work and family duties, and to reduce the conflict between the two commitments. 
 



 
      
 

D3.1 – National reports          249/263 

4. Working Conditions 

 

Minimum wages 
In contrast to most other countries Sweden does not have a minimum wage law; instead, minimum wages 
are negotiated in collective agreements. Minimum wages are negotiated not only for trade union members, 
all employed in the branch covered by the agreement. Labour market partners negotiate a minimum wage 
in each branch for a specified agreement period. Negotiations determine not only the level of minimum 
wage but also how that wage will be differentiated by variables such as occupation, experience, age, region 
or a combination of all factors. 
 
Swedish minimum wages on average tend to be slightly higher than in other countries. The lowest 
minimum wage is about 60-70 percent of the median wage in manufacturing (Skedinger, 2005). 
 

Employment forms 
The question of growth of atypical employment forms has been central in the Swedish debate. However, 
in the Swedish labour market the dominant form of employment continues to be permanent employment; 
about 75 per cent of all employees are permanently employed. However, since 1990 there has been a 
noticeable growth in temporary employment in 2000, about 15 per cent of all employed are temporarily 
employed, and another 10 percent are employed in other forms of non-permanent employment such as 
project employment, seasonal work, and short-term contracts (Håkansson, 2001). 
 
Young people, including immigrants and women are over represented among the temporarily employed. 
In the age category 16-24, over 55 percent of temporary workers were women. The majority of the 16-24 
age category is employed in the hotel and restaurant trades followed by the building trades, retail and the 
public sector. A longitudinal study in 2001 showed that of all in temporary employment, 30 percent of 
women and 47 per cent of men had entered in permanent employment within two years of the temporary 
employment (Wikman, 2002). The study also showed that those in temporary employment had fewer 
possibilities for advancement, fewer opportunities to take responsibility, to influence their work time, and 
were less likely to be included in training and educational programs. 
 

Work time 
According to the Law on Working Time, ordinary work time may not exceed 40 hours per holiday free 
week under a specified period of four weeks or one month. With this as the basis for negotiation, labour 
market partners have negotiated weekly working time ranging from 40 hours, to 34 hours and 20 minutes, 
depending upon the degree to which the work is performed under atypical conditions, shift work, night 
work, or weekends etc. Women are over-represented among employees in both the private and public 
service sectors and tend to work on average about 38 hours per week if employed full-time. 
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Over time 
In the same manner as ordinary work hours, over time is regulated in collective agreements for each 
specific branch. The maximum number of hours is restricted to 150 per calendar year and the total 
number of hours worked may not exceed 48 per week. Collective agreements also regulate over time 
compensation, compensation for atypical work times such as shift work, nights and weekends. 
 
In a period of relative high unemployment, discussions concerning the high levels of overtime work have 
been called into question. The number of employed working more than 45 hours per week has steadily 
increased. In 1976 about 6 percent of all women and about 15 percent of men worked more than 45 hours 
per week by 2003 the corresponding percentages had increased to 15 percent and 30 percent respectively 
(Välfärd, 2004). Women are more likely to work part-time and are therefore less likely than are men to 
work overtime. The trend today is a relative increase in the number of overtime hours worked for age 
category 45-54 years of age and for individuals employed in management positions, both men and women 
(Välfärd, 2004). 
 

Health and safety 
Work-related disorders are caused by: occupational accidents; commuting accidents; and other causes such 
as strenuous working postures, mental stress, harassment, violence, noise, chemical substances etc 
(Lundberg, 2005). Work related disorders caused by occupational accidents and commuting are low 
compared to other causes. Occupational accidents answered for about 3 percent and commuting accidents 
for about 0.5 per cent of all work related disorders between 2000 and 2005. 
Stress and mental strain are the most common cause of work related disorders among women and the 
third most common for men. Among men, the most frequent cause of work-related disorders is strenuous 
working postures, which is the second most frequent for women (Lundberg, 2005). In modern Swedish 
workplaces between 60 percent and 70 percent of men and women use computers in their work, this is 
seen as one explanation of why the proportion of neck-and-shoulder complaints has increased (Skjöld, 
2005). Musculoskeletal disorders are the most common diagnosis behind sickness absence and disability 
pensions followed by mental disorders. In 2005 about 11 percent of all employed women and 7.5 percent 
of all employed men were on sick leave due to work-related disorders. Mentally stressful jobs are most 
common within the public sector, mainly in occupations within the care, nursing and teaching professions 
(Person, 2006). Further, recent research has shown the importance of organisational factors for 
compounding and complicating the incidence of sickness absence from work (Szücs et al, 2003). 
 
Occupations where the risk for work-related disorders are deemed high are teaching at both compulsory 
and upper-secondary levels, social work professions, painters, carpenters and joiners, hairdressers and 
other personal services, the building trades, cooks, IT/computer work and health care workers. 
 

Annual leave (Vacation) 
Swedes are guaranteed vacations amounting to 25 paid work days per year in annual leave if employed the 
full year between April 1 and 31 March the previous year. Collective agreements provide additional days 
based on age up to 35 days per year. Vacation rights exceeding 25 days may be saved for five years. 
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Sickness insurance 
The right to sickness insurance applies from the first day of employment. Compensation levels are 
guaranteed by law and may not be reduced through negotiations. Employers are responsible for paying 
sickness compensation the first 14 days. There is a one-day qualifying period when no compensation is 
paid. Days 2-14 are compensated at 80 percent of wages. After 14 days the responsibility for sickness 
compensation is transferred from the employer to the national insurance service. Sick pay is supplemented 
through collective agreements; levels of compensation depend on the type of collective agreement reached 
between labour market organisations.  
 

Job protection 
Basic job protection is guaranteed by the Security of Employment Act that regulates forms of 
employment and protects the employee against unwarranted dismissal. Further, the Law of Co-
determination (MBL) guarantees the employee’s representation and rights to be informed when jobs are in 
jeopardy. Collective agreements supplement the law by including arrangements for compensation for 
involuntary redeployment or reorganisation of labour, lay-offs and redundancies. 
 

Pensions 
Sweden carried out a reform of its General Pension System (PPM) in 1999. The old system was under 
financed and with an aging population the system was expected to present large problems in the future. 
The “new” General Pension System is closely tied to expected demographic changes, changes in the 
economic and business cycles and when compared to the “old” system, is more financially stable. This is 
important because the primary source of income for Swedish pensioners is from the General Pension 
System. In the “new” pension system, workers and employers make a combined contribution of 18.5 
percent of pension carrying income, of which the insured worker pays 7 percent of gross income up to 
€37 600. 
 
The pension system includes basic protection for all pensioners. Those who for different reasons have not 
contributed enough to the system before reaching pension age – 65 years of age, receive a guarantee 
pension or and old-age support supplement, and if necessary, combined with a supplemental housing 
allowance. Common for all pension forms is that they are paid out first from age 65. 
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5. From the Housewife Contract to the Daddy-Quota 

 
Family policy in Sweden can be divided in five stages (Bäck-Wiklund 2002). The first stage was when the 
state began to take responsibility for the organization of everyday family life to make domestic work more 
efficient and to improve living conditions for children. Some of the objectives came from the vision 
expressed by Alva and Gunnar Myrdal (Myrdal & Myrdal 1935, Myrdal 1944, Myrdal & Klein 1957) as 
part of the family-friendly policy which they launched in the mid-1930s in response to demographic 
change and economic growth that encouraged new categories of women to enter the labour market (Lane, 
2004). The policies were advocated both as a concern for children’s living conditions and as a pro-
natalistic population policy (Kälvemark, 1980). This first stage in Swedish family policy from the 1930s to 
1946 has been labelled “the housewife contract” (Hirdman, 1989, 1990, 1998). Women’s right to work and 
to have a family was recognised by law in 1921. However, only a few of the ideas discussed as part of 
family friendly policy were implemented before World War II. Perhaps the most important of these were 
Marriage Loans and a Mothers allowance which were implemented in the 1930s as a part of Sweden’s pro-
natalistic policy and the implementation of a law in 1939 safeguarding women’s right to work. 
 
The second stage of Swedish family policy was initiated after World War II and was characterised by the 
debate on equal pay for equal work. To improve the possibilities for more women to enter the labour 
market public childcare was introduced. There was also growth in the number of part-time jobs. The aim 
was to ease the situation for women by making it possible for them to combine family and work. There 
were also improvements in social insurance to reduce child poverty. In 1948, a general child allowance, as 
a non-means-tested cash benefit, was introduced for all families with dependent children regardless of 
their economic status (Hirdman, 1998). 
 
The third stage of Swedish family policy was initiated during the 1960s. As more women entered the 
labour market, the quest for childcare became urgent and was accompanied by an intense debate about 
“sex roles” (Dahlström 1992). The ideological goal became symmetrical gender roles, and the 
“symmetrical family” was launched. Economy, work, family, and children now became parts of one 
political discourse about wage labour and care. During the 1960s, family policy improved gradually and 
entitlements were now directly related to women as wage earners. 
 
The fourth stage of Swedish family policy was enacted in 1974 when the Social Democrats introduced a 
“new” family policy, with the dual-earner family as an official goal. Maternal leave was replaced by 
parental leave and also became liable to taxation and new principles for entitlements were introduced as 
both parents became entitled to leave. Several reforms have promoted gender equality and women’s 
autonomy. In 1975, the law on free abortions was enacted. In 1977 an agreement between trade unions 
and employer organisations was reached on the Equal Opportunity Act and in 1980 a law prohibiting sex 
discrimination in the labour market was enacted.. The law had a prehistory stretching back to the 1970s 
and was mainly related to working life and the labour market (Government Proposition 1987/88:105). At 
the beginning of the 1990s, the law was broadened. An important goal of the new law was to encourage 
employers to provide both men and women with the same rights and opportunities to combine work in 
the labour market with domestic responsibilities of housework and childcare. 
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The fifth stage, from 1995 can be labelled “the new fatherhood” (Plantin 2001, Klint 2002, Hobson & 
Morgan 2003). In 1995, a so called “daddy- month” was introduced and was extended to two months in 
2001. From 2000 onward, the right to public child care was introduced, initially only for children with 
working parents but gradually including all children under the age of five. 
 

The family policy model – the dual earner family 
Swedish family policy has passed through several phases and is at present characterized by a dual function 
to allow parents to combine parenthood and work and to provide children with good conditions in which 
to grow up. In the 1990s Esping-Andersen (1999) created the now well known welfare state typology: the 
liberal, the corporatist and the social democratic welfare state regime. Sweden is the role model for the 
Social Democratic welfare state regime, with an extended social insurance scheme. The social insurance is 
based on citizenship and universalistic principles, thus insuring a high level of de-commodification.  
 
The typology has been criticized from a feminist perspective because women and their unpaid work in the 
family were excluded from the analysis as a source of welfare (Sainsbury 1994, Lewis, 1993). Taking the 
critique into account Esping-Andersen (1999) moved on and included families and particularly women’s 
economic contributions into his analysis. He now, among other things, introduces degrees of 
“familialism” versus “de-familialization”. The familialistic regimes lean on the principle of subsidiary and 
the state is only supposed to intervene when the supporting networks around the family have failed, thus, 
it goes hand in hand with an almost non-existing family policy. De-familialization on the other hand, is a 
concept used: 
“to capture policies that lessens the individuals’ reliance on the family; that maximizes individual’s command of economic 
resources independently of familial or conjugal reciprocities … and the Nordic welfare state regimes remain the only ones 
where social policy is explicitly designed to maximize women’s economic independence” (Esping-Andersen 1999, p. 51). 
 
Narrowing the perspective to family policy as such Korpi (2000), Ferrarini (2003, 2005) and Forssén 
(2005) offer a typology based on two dimensions; general family support (high –low) and dual-earner 
support (high –low). Sweden along with the other Nordic countries has: 
[i]mplemented dual-earner models of family policy, characterized not only by policies oriented towards extending mothers’ 
capabilities to combine labour market careers with children, but where fathers also are provided with incentives to engage in 
care work (Ferrarini and Forrsén 2005, p. 120) 
 
Ferrarini and Forrsén have created an index of family policy in order to compare welfare democracies. 
They include child benefits, paid parental leave and public child care take up. Sweden along with the other 
Nordic countries scores high on the index as well as illustrating the benefits from the dual-earner model 
(Ferrarini & Forrsén, 2005). The two most salient pillars in the family policy are parental insurance and 
public day-care. Together those systems help families to reconcile family and work. The next section 
presents a short overview of parental insurance thereafter follows a presentation of childcare. The section 
concludes with a glance at the Swedish education system. 
 

Parental insurance 
The parental insurance comprises child allowance, parental cash benefit, temporary cash benefit, 
pregnancy cash benefit, and contact days for children with special needs. It is also possible to see the cash 
housing allowance as part of the parental insurance as its aim is to create a basic economic security for 
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families with children. Six per cent of children living with single mothers receive cash housing allowance 
in order to provide a secure upbringing to the children (Berggren, 2005). 
 
Paid parental leave was introduced in Sweden in the 1960s and entitlements were directly related to 
women as wage earners. Mothers were entitled to three months of paid leave upon the birth of a child; in 
1962 paid leave was prolonged to six months. After that it has gradually increased up to 480 days allocated 
on a gender quota basis. The compensation level for 390 of these days is 80 per cent of previous salary (up 
to the same income ceiling as for sick leave). For the remaining 90 days parents receive a flat rate of 7 
Euros per day. Parents who were not in employment before the birth or adoption of their child receive a 
flat rate of 20 Euros per day for the first 390 days of the insurance period, then the same 7 Euro rate as 
everyone else. The parental leave is allocated on a quota basis, so that the mother and father each have 60 
earmarked days, while the remaining days guaranteed by statute can be shared between them at will. 
 
A distinguishing feature of the Swedish parental insurance system is its flexibility. Parents may combine 
parental leave with work, choosing to work a shorter number of days per week, a shorter number of hours 
per day or a combination of both until the child’s sixth birthday. Recent studies show that some parents 
use cash benefits for a short period with high replacement level or extend their leave for as long as 
possible. Others take shorter leave with high replacement and save the cash benefit until later (FRV 2004). 
 
Temporary cash benefit is paid 120 days per child and year according to the same scheme as the sickness 
benefit. Compensation at the same rate can be transferred from the parents to any other person who stays 
home from work to care for the sick child.  
 
Pregnancy cash benefit compensates loss of income when working conditions involve risks to the foetus. 
It is worth noticing that when the new family policy was launched 1974, the maternity leave was abolished, 
and the fathers was eligible to use the insurance. While there still is the possibility for women to have, 
pregnancy cash benefit, as explained above, this shall not be equalised with maternity leave. In 
international comparisons based on OECD countries plus the US, Sweden stands out as the only country 
that does not have a maternity leave (Ferrarini and Forrsén, 2005). 
 
When the maternity insurance in 1974 was transformed into the parental insurance it was a landmark for 
the dual earner policy model. The new parental insurance gave equal opportunity for parenting to both 
parents replacing the older maternity benefits insurance that focused primarily on women. At that time 
less then three percent of fathers used their right to have parental leave. In 1995, when the first “daddy-
month” was introduced, 28 percent of fathers used parental leave. In total, fathers used only about 9 
percent of all available days, taking on average of 36 leave days. In 2002, 43 percent of fathers took 
advantage of the possibility to take parental leave, using 16 percent of all days available, and an average of 
28 days leave. (Mamma, pappa – tid och pengar, 2003). The development presents a paradox, the number 
of fathers involved in care is steadily increasing, but the number of days taken by each individual father is 
lagging behind. 
 
The propensity to become parents in Sweden is related to the situation on the labour market. The benefits 
in the parental insurance are direct linked to status on the labour market as well as the salary. It seems as 
whatever strategy the family uses, the outcome tends to give mothers primary responsibility for home and 
children, with persisting traditional gender roles, inequality, these results challenge the official goal the 
“symmetrical family”. 
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Childcare 
Swedish public child care is organized according to the following scheme. Public child care expanded 
rapidly in Sweden during the 1970s, and continued to expand in the 1990s. In 2002, 729, 650 children age 
0-12 were enrolled in some form of childcare. These children comprise about 57.3 percent or 6 of 10 
children of the total number of children in this age category. 
 
Source: Descriptive data on 
childcare, schools and adult 
education in Sweden in 
2003. National Agency 
for Education. Report 
no.236. Diagram2, p.15. 
 
The situation for 
school aged child care 
is presented below. 
For school children are 
Public child care covers over 80 percent of all children between 1 to 5 years of age and three quarters of 
all schoolchildren between 6 to 9 years of age. All parents have by law, the right to place their children in 
the public day care system. It is also designed with a maximum fee. There is a ceiling for the amount 
parents are required to pay for each child placed in public day care. At pre-school facilities, the fee is about 
135 Euro per month for the family’s first child, 90 Euro for the second child, and 45 Euro for the third 
child. In the school-age childcare system (leisure-time centres and family day care units), the fee charged is 
about 90 Euro per month for the family’s first child and 45 Euro for the second and third child (Early 
Childhood Education and Care Policy in Sweden 1999). 
  

Source: Descriptive data on childcare, schools and adult education in Sweden in 2003. National Agency for Education. 
Report no. 236. Table2, p. 17. 
 

Education system 
The educational system provides the basic fundament upon which occupations, both academic and 
vocational are built. In Sweden, nine years of schooling is compulsory for all children domiciled in 
Sweden. This means that all children between the ages of 7 and 15 are both entitled and obliged to school 
in a public or private sector school. The next step, the upper secondary school is 3 years and prepares the 
pupil for university, college and vocational school. About 98% of compulsory school leavers go on to 
upper secondary school. Almost 50 percent of young people continue to higher education within five 
years of completing their upper secondary schooling. The number of people continuing to higher 
education has increased during the last decade, between 1993 and 2003 the number of people starting 
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higher education increased by 35 percent. An explanation for the increase was the increasing difficulties 
for young people to find employment. Furthermore, concurrent with the rationalisation in the labour 
market was a rise in the demand for personnel with academic qualifications. Women comprised the 
majority of the new university students. In general, women tend to have slightly higher education level 
than do men. 
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6. Poverty Prevention through Housing Allowances 

 
Housing allowances dated back to the middle of the 1930s. However, the goals have shifted over the 
decades both in response to changes in family policy and to housing policy as such. At present, both of 
these fields of policy are addressed. One main objective included is to give economically weak households 
resources to ascertain good housing conditions. The housing allowance is made up of two parts, one 
general means-tested component and one component targeting families with children. It is based on the 
annual income and adjusted accordingly. Single parent, female headed family is the most frequent recipient 
of housing allowances, followed by pensioners living on guarantee pensions. Housing allowances are one 
of the main measures used to reduce poverty (Bostadsbidrag 2004 – för barnfamiljer med flera). Seen in 
an international comparison, the Swedish welfare state is one of the most effective states in reducing 
poverty (Palme & Kangas 2005). 
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7. Conclusions 

 
We began this presentation by pointing out some of the changes we expect to occur in Sweden in the next 
10 to 15 years. Given the experiences of the 1990s, the future for Swedish citizens is not easy to discern, 
much depends on how well the future adheres to the prognoses concerning demographic changes and 
fertility. The vision is made more complex by projected trends in employment that raise questions about 
how well the labour market will function in the future. 
 
Sweden was one of few countries that did not close its labour market to labour or request special 
exemptions regarding labour from new EU members in 2004, Sweden’s experience of relative high levels 
of unemployment with the present labour reserve in spite of exceptional rates of economic growth has 
raised skepticism towards open immigration. As a result Swedish citizens have reassessed their views on 
free immigration of low-paid labour from the newly admitted EU countries and on immigration in 
general. At present, Swedish citizens tend to also be wary of globalisation in the labour markets. 
Globalisation and immigration are both issues of particular interest since they put pressure on labour 
market partners. This implies that the roles for labour market partners will change considerably over the 
next few years, in future; perhaps both trade unions and employer organisations must accept more 
intervention in the labour market by the state. 
 
The resilience of the Swedish model during the economic recession of the 1990s has lain to rest some of 
the gloomy tales of the demise of the model. However, the failure of the economic boom to produce jobs, 
the rise in the number of individuals not working due to work-related injuries or illness are still causes for 
concern. Active labour market policies will be of central importance in the future as demands for new 
competences, regional differences in labour demand, and demand for rehabilitation to prepare those 
suffering from work related injuries for new job opportunities become the key to finding new 
employment. 
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