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The last few decades the number of women entering the labour market increased considerably all over Europe, but men did not take up caring tasks in a proportionate way. In all European countries men take the biggest part in paid work, while women do most of the caring for children and the household. In most European countries women do twice as much caring for children than men. In all European countries women perform more care and household tasks than men, even if they have a full time paid job. The actual division of tasks between the sexes is a problem as far as it hampers people’s freedom of choice. Women more in particular are confronted with the limits of their possibilities and the restrictions in their freedom of choice. If women have to take up more paid work, men will have to be stimulated to take up more care tasks… and do less paid work.

For different reasons European governments and the European Union would like to see an increase in the labour market participation of women.

On macro level following reasons play explicitly or implicitly a role in this:

· Enforce the competitive power of (EU) countries;

· Limit the claims for income substitution;

· Enlarge the (financial) basis for taxes and social security;

· Keeping salary claims within certain limits.

There are also reasons on micro level to put the division of paid work and care tasks between men and women on the agenda. Realising the European countries’ and the EU objective of increasing the labour market participation of women, is only realistic and fair, if this goes along with an increase in the share that men take in the care for children and the household.  If men will not change, women will not increase their labour market participation, or they will have to accept much more work load for realising the increase in labour market participation.

Moreover women have also less freedom of choice as to the household tasks. Somebody has to perform the less agreeable tasks. If men to not take their responsibility, women will have to perform these tasks. At the end it is a matter of fair and just division if men gave a comparable contribution to the care for children and the household.

An important element of the context for these arguments lays in the demographic challenge. To ensure our future, we will need having more children AND more people (men and women) will have to take part longer in both paid work and unpaid care tasks.

There is a clear need therefore for initiatives in three policy directions at the same time:

· Children and family friendly equal opportunity policies

· Policies for alleviating the burden on women

· Increase incentives for men to take up more care tasks

Some of the policies developed during the last decades do not support a combination of these three directions. The development of 7 days, 24 hours child care facilities e.g. does alleviate the burden for women, but is not necessarily child friendly, neither does it stimulate men taking up more care tasks. Sometimes policy options in different sectors could even be conflicting. One example is the option to increase labour market participation of women and the option for counting more on voluntary caring. Policies to be developed should be proofed for their complementary quality as to the three policy directions.

The existing task division between men and women is influenced by three types of conditions on respectively the macro, meso and micro levels. These conditions influence both the degree of male involvement in care tasks (the quantity), and the kind of tasks that men perform in household and family (the quality).

Macro conditions are important

The macro conditions are related to time (flexible working patterns and leave schemes), money (tax systems) and provisions (child care). For a more fair division of all paid work and care tasks good national arrangements are necessary as to child care, parental leave, life cycle arrangements, the right to work part time etceteras. These arrangements are of great importance to make the first steps on the way to a more just division of tasks. Men will perform more tasks in the household. Women will get a more real possibility to take up paid work.

Some of the macro conditions to improve are in the fields of:

· Flexible working patterns

· (Paid) leave schemes on an individual basis

· Tax advantages for dual-income families sharing care responsibilities

· Adapted opening hours

· Accessible and affordable childcare facilities

But more has to be done

Because even if macro conditions are favourable for enabling men to take up care tasks, men have a clear preference for the type of tasks to fulfil (such as shopping and cooking) and for leaving other household tasks (such as cleaning and doing the laundry) for their partner. Also men have a clear preference for the care of the children above household tasks. There seems to be, as far as men are concerned, a clear hierarchy in the tasks to perform.

Research has shown that the difference between men and women in taking up care tasks is culturally determined. This means that this difference is open for change, even if change is not easy to realise. It becomes important not only to influence the amount of time that men and women invest in household and care, but also to change the division of the types of tasks. This could be done on a meso level through a qualitative approach of the conditions under which men and women divide paid work and care tasks. 

On micro level efforts should concentrate on the dissociation of care tasks and gender stereotypes. This includes creating mechanisms to help women and men sharing care tasks, training men to take care of others and of themselves, campaigning for taking up existing facilities, etceteras. Tasks can become “beyond” gender.

The micro level: degendering tasks

We need more knowledge about mechanisms behind the unfair division of household tasks. Tasks have a gender connotation. How to get them beyond gender? In the study by Verwey-Jonker Institute this was done through an analysis of three tasks, i.e. shopping, doing the laundry and visiting the baby clinic. The description of each of these tasks shows that it is possible for a specific household task (e.g. shopping) to loose its female connotation. This will then mean that there is no barrier anymore for men to fulfil this task. A stimulating factor can be that a task is part of a “chain”. When men do the cooking, they will consider it fully normal to do also the shopping. Men who dress their children in the morning will get concerned with the availability of clean cloths. The study also shows that visibility of a task and more tolerance (of women) for making mistakes (by men) are important factors for men to take up household tasks.  In the Netherlands we observe that visiting the baby clinic is an activity in full transition towards changing its gender connotation, while doing the laundry remains to a great deal a women’s business.

Important interlocked mechanisms for (or against) “degendering” are:

· A “chain” approach: if one task from a chain becomes gender neutral, other tasks from the same chain could follow that direction easier;

· Visibility: men will more easily take up visible, public tasks such as shopping and visiting the baby clinic. If more men perform these tasks this will of course stimulate other men. But it could also influence taking up other tasks as far as they are part of a chain; 

· Tolerance: another important element is the fact that men and women perform the same tasks in a different way. If men take up tasks that traditionally belong to the territory of women, tolerance for difference and for making mistakes will play an important role;

· Control and execution: household tasks can be transferred gradually from women to men. This could be first in terms of execution, while women keep control. Step by step men can take up also control over certain tasks. Shopping is a nice example for this. We could observe that older than younger men use shopping lists made by their partner. Younger men are more independent in shopping. We observed similar mechanisms in doing the laundry.

· Home alone: men take up household and child care tasks more easily if they are alone at home with the children. This point refers to meso conditions, namely the organisation of paid work in relation to the care for household and family.

Influence of the conditions: study of exceptional practices

In our study we wanted to investigate to what extend the conditions influence both opinions about task division and the factual behaviour. Therefore we questioned household types that could be seen as having an “exceptional” practice in terms of the conditions for combining paid work and care tasks. In the “standard practice” a household is composed of a man, a women and a child or children; the man has paid work outside the home at regular hours (between 8:00 and 18:00 hours) and the woman (with or without a paid job) is (mostly) responsible for household and care tasks. We consider a practice as “exceptional” if the man works at non-regular hours, or has an unusual work pattern, or is part of a special type of household. We studied 30 exceptional household, consisting of households with shift working men, with men doing tele-work and households with homosexual fathers.

The most important conclusion of studying the exceptional practices was that opinions and preferences of men in relation to the task division between men and women are strongly related to the possibilities of men to combine caring with paid work. In households where a more equal task division already exists, competences of men, their preferences and the traditions of their education seem hardly important. The opinions of men are flexible if they – due to changing conditions – have to perform certain tasks. Even (supposedly poor) competences no longer appear to play a role. Being at home alone with the children appears to be an important stimulus for men to really performing caring tasks. A similar conclusion was drawn from Norwegian research into men on parental leave.

Innovations in European countries

In most European countries it appears that a more fair division of paid work and care tasks between men and women is an urgent issue. But situations and traditions are pretty different. So are the issues at stake, the challenges to overcome and the appropriate answers. As example I give a short image of issues in three countries that stand for three different societal and policy traditions in respect to conciliation of work and family life: Sweden, France and Spain. In our study we looked into good practices (mostly at local level) for stimulating men to take up child care and household tasks.

Sweden has a longstanding tradition of state intervention in relation to the role of fathers. In this field local authorities developed several initiatives influencing the amount of child care tasks that men take up within the household. Most of these initiatives are indeed limited to the care for the children. Putting the division of household tasks between men and women on the (family) agenda appears also in Sweden a difficult issue.

In this respect it is remarkable that the latter is explicitly the case in Spain. On local level as well as in national campaigns, the Spanish public authorities stimulate men to take up more care tasks. Both care for the children and for the household are included in these campaigns. Apparently Spain is catching up for a more traditionalist past. At the same time, social scientists in Spain are warning for the distance between the political and the social moral in these issues.

In France it seems to be difficult putting the subject of men and care on the policy agenda. The cause lays in the fear for public interference with “private” issues. Slowly the societal climate is changing also in France, as to make it possible to intervene in this field, because the limits of what could be achieved with improvements of macro- and meso conditions become more and more clear. France has a strong tradition on these levels. But people do ask themselves whether the wellbeing of children (and their parents) is served with a stay of more than ten hours a day outside the family. Also, more and more (local) policy makers realise that the principle of non intervention in the “private” sphere leads to a systematic overburden on women, which has great influence also on the possibilities for women to participating in public life.

Recommendations

It is certainly necessary to continue promoting the existing and planned measures at different levels for conciliation of work and family life. The effects of these measures on a more fair distribution of care tasks should be carefully monitored. Based on our study I could mention some measures that seem to be crucial for stimulating men to take a fair share in caring.

On macro level it is important to develop individual (paid) leave arrangements (see e.g. Belgium) and specific paternity leave arrangements (home alone). But also more general measures such as the right for temporary part time work as it was introduced in the Netherlands could have a real influence on a more just division of paid work and care work.

On meso level, one should not forget the importance of good provisions, but also a stimulating culture at the level of work organisations.

On micro level I repeat the chain approach and the promotion of tolerance. But also mobilising professionals can be very helpful. This could be done in two ways. One is to stimulate that more men accede to certain professions (health care, baby clinics, child care, home care, household services).  The other is to give attention in the training of these professionals to the role of men in the care for household and family. Young parents are absolutely sensitive for professionals systematically asking for the active presence of the father.

The appeal on men to fully play their role as fathers is an important intermediate step towards a more fair distribution of all tasks between men and women. This is one of the basic ideas also behind European programmes on gender equality. A number of local projects in this field are co-financed by the European Commission. I name one example of a project launched by Eurocities. It is called New Faces. A number of cities organise workshops for young fathers to stimulate them for being more involved in the care for their children. During the workshops they can also exchange ideas about coping with material and cultural problems in this. Furthermore, these workshops are also a means to get information about difficulties that should be solved at meso or macro levels.

But men will not only have to play a more important role in the care for children. They will have to get more involved in all household tasks. To call upon men as fathers because of the importance of that role for their personal development and that of other family members, bears the risk that men will continue to leave the less pleasant household tasks to their partner: “this is not why I took up parental leave!” In the longer run one should publicly reflect about masculinity and femininity in relation to the division of tasks. Diversity and freedom of choice are key in such reflections. The question is no longer IF men will have to take up certain tasks. The question will be about a desirable division of tasks between partners, man and women, within households. Each partner could take part in all tasks: this would be a fair starting point for discussions at the kitchen table.
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