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Increasing the Labour Participation of Women

Summary

Despite having higher education levels, European women participate less in the labour force than men. They
often work part-time, earn lower wages and are underrepresented in leadership positions. This disparity,
rooted in traditional gender ideologies and institutional barriers, limits the economic and social advancement
of European societies, especially amid ageing populations and labour shortages. Women invest more in
housework and childcare, face higher caregiving burdens, and endure psychological strain from balancing
paid and unpaid work. Policy recommendations include redistributing care responsibilities between women,
men, employers and the state and increasing the market value of care work. Furthermore, governments
should combat gender-based segregation in the labour market, ensure pay and promotion transparency,
and appreciate employee-oriented flexible working arrangements. Finally, it is crucial to address women's
health needs throughout their careers. Comprehensive interventions are essential to ensure women’s full
and sustained employment.

Keywords Gender inequalities — Labour market — Care — Employment segregation — Wage gap — Flexible
work — Women'’s health — Policies

Introduction

Although the education levels of European women are higher than those of men, their participation in the
labour force remains lower. Women work part-time more often, earn lower wages and are underrepresented in
managerial positions. Additionally, women often outnumber men in lower-paid occupations. This disparity in
labour market participation poses multiple challenges. Women'’s potential, including their human capital and
creativity, is not fully utilised, which impedes the economic and social advancement of European societies.
This is particularly problematic given the rapid ageing of European populations, which is leading to labour
shortages and fiscal pressures. Furthermore, as a consequence of their lower participation in the labour market,
women receive lower pensions and are at higher risk of poverty when they become older. It is thus crucial
to address gender disparities within the labour market and actively foster women’s employment that can be
sustained in the long run, that is, enabling the reconciliation of paid work with private life and the integration
of diverse professional and life goals. To achieve this, comprehensive policy interventions are needed.

Gender inequalities and gaps in care

Although the gender gap in domestic work has gradually decreased over the past few decades,’ women
continue to invest significantly more hours in housework and childcare than men do.? In the EU, twice as
many women as men spend at least five hours every day caring for children.® The unequal division of unpaid
work, particularly caregiving, limits women’s ability to fully participate in paid employment. It also leads to
women experiencing greater difficulties in combining paid work with care than men. These difficulties, in turn,
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result in adverse mental health outcomes for women who balance extensive paid employment with unpaid
household labour.*

The gender disparities in the division of domestic work are rooted in traditional gender ideologies but are also
perpetuated by institutional arrangements that hinder men’s greater engagement in care in the household. In
contrast to non-transferable rights (i.e. available to fathers only), shareable parental leave, even if well paid,
does not foster a substantially higher use of leave by fathers.®> Meanwhile, in most European countries, men
still have access to much shorter non-transferable paid care-related leave than women.®

Another institutional barrier to women’s engagement in employment is the remaining childcare gaps (understood
as the period between the end of well-paid parental leave and the minimum age for the child’s legal entitlement to
full-time institutional childcare). Only six EU member states do not have a childcare gap,” and the number is even
lower if real opportunities for high-quality childcare are taken into account. Furthermore, many European countries
still do not provide full-time and flexible institutional childcare, which is essential for women’s ability to work full-time.

Finally, gender inequalities and institutional barriers to full-time employment are also faced by women in the
later stages of life when elderly care is involved. In 2023 over 20% of inactive but wanting-to-work women aged
20-64 in the EU, compared to just 3% of inactive men in the same age group, were not in paid work due to
responsibilities linked to caring for children or for adults with disabilities.® But many working women combine
paid work with providing care to their elderly parents, and this has negative effects on their psychological
well-being, particularly in cases of high-intensity care.® These negative consequences, in turn, may impact
women’s productivity at work. Working women are disproportionately involved in caring for elderly people
across Europe, with the highest gender gaps found in southern and eastern member states, where 30% of
women provide care to elderly parents, compared to only 17% of men.™°

Gender-based segregation and inequalities in pay

Apart from gender inequalities in care, gender-based segregation significantly contributes to women’s lower
participation in the labour market and gender disparities in labour market outcomes. Women work in greater
numbers in service jobs, particularly in sales, retail trade, health, social work and education, while men more
often work in manufacturing and construction sectors." Women are also heavily underrepresented in the
well-paid information, communication and technology sector.’? Vertical segregation is even stronger, with
women making up only one-third of the board members in the largest listed companies in the EU and fewer
than 10% holding the highest executive positions."® Additionally, women remain underrepresented among
political leaders and in top governmental roles.™
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Gender-based segregation in employment is driven by different educational choices and strong social norms
associating service work with femininity and technical or managerial work with masculinity.”> Women are less
likely to graduate in science, technology, engineering and mathematics subjects and men in health, welfare,
business, administration and law.'®* Women often leave male-dominated jobs for other fields, partly due to work
cultures that reward long hours and availability beyond standard work hours, which is challenging for women
with care obligations."”” Men avoid female-dominated jobs, likely due, in part, to lower pay. Gender-based
segregation may be further exacerbated by feelings of social isolation or experiences of sexual harassment
which women are more exposed to in male-dominated fields.'®

Gender-based segregation is a major reason for the persistence of gender differences in hourly wages.'
Female-dominated jobs often pay less than male-dominated ones. Other factors contributing to the gender
wage gap include women’s disproportionate involvement in care (e.g. care-related career breaks, reduction
in working hours) and discrimination, which takes place when women and men receive different wages for
similar work.2°

Several reasons explain why female-dominated jobs pay less than male-dominated ones. One is the undervaluation
of typical female tasks due to their association with unpaid household chores, such as care.?' Another is the
overvaluation of typical male traits such as power in hierarchically structured organisations.?? Service work,
often done by women, may also be less well paid because it is considered a vocation driven by altruism
rather than a desire for profit.?

Cumulative gender inequalities later in life

Childbearing often leads to career breaks for women, and the subsequent childcare responsibilities further
reduce their work engagement. These cumulative effects contribute to the disadvantages women face in the
labour market later in life. In many European countries, the gender wage gap tends to increase with age until
retirement.?* This growth in pay inequalities may be attributed to both the lower mobility of women between
companies and their lower chances of being promoted within firms as compared to men. With rapidly ageing
societies, more and more women will face increased care responsibilities later in life, which may contribute
to the further aggravation of their disadvantageous position in the labour market.

Furthermore, women, unlike men, undergo serious health-related changes in later life due to their menopausal
transition. Studies estimate that between 20% and 40% of menopausal women experience adverse health
symptoms that negatively impact the quality of both their personal and work lives.?® These negative effects are
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not only due to menopausal symptoms but also due to embarrassment and concern about the reactions of
others.?8 It has been shown that negative menopausal effects are reported no matter which type of occupation
women perform.?’

Policy recommendations

Care should no longer fall solely to women but be shared equally between women and men. To achieve this goal,
the support of both the state and employers is needed. Society, including employers, must see men as no less
responsible or capable than women for caring. To become more engaged in childcare, fathers need to have access
to well-paid non-transferable childcare-related leave.? Studies show that non-transferable leave quotas for fathers
have positive effects on gender equality in labour market outcomes.?® Fully paid non-transferable leave for fathers,
equal in length to maternity leave, would be an ideal solution, providing not only equality of rights to care for both
parents but also financial sustainability and a strong symbolic message that care is as valuable as paid work.
Policies should not only encourage fathers’ involvement in childcare but also promote men’s participation in care
over the entire life course, including elderly care. Furthermore, following the European Commission’s European
Care Strategy, European states should also ensure access to full-time, affordable and flexible institutional childcare
and elderly care. All European states should close childcare gaps. Institutional flexible and affordable long-term
care services should also be developed along with childcare, as growing demand for these services is expected
as aresult of rapidly ageing societies. Finally, employers should facilitate work-life balance by offering employee-
oriented flexible working arrangements with pay and promotion opportunities equal to standard work arrangements.

Increasing the participation of women in the labour force also requires equal career opportunities for women
and men. To this end, it is pivotal to reduce gender-based segregation in the labour market by both increasing
the presence of women in leadership positions and encouraging women and men to enter sectors and
occupations traditionally dominated by the opposite gender. Like the OECD?* and World Bank,*' we recommend
multidimensional actions implemented from early educational stages. These may include supporting gender-
neutral teaching materials and providing training for teachers on how to avoid perpetuating gender stereotypes.
Encouraging more men to enter the education field (especially to teach at the pre-primary and primary levels)
is also needed to present diverse role models and more effectively meet the different needs of boys and
girls.?2 Furthermore, policies should support workplace environments that accommodate the diverse needs
of women and men and provide them with opportunities to excel. Instead of promoting a culture of excessive
devotion to work, such as long hours and constant availability, workplaces should prioritise work-life balance
and employees’ mental well-being (e.g. through the flexible organisation of work, task sharing and respecting
the need for time off work) and foster employees’ inclusion (e.g. through penalising sexual and other types of
harassment and providing training on gender sensitivity).3® Furthermore, increasing remuneration in female-
dominated professions that require the same or similar skills as male-dominated ones may help attract men

26 M. J. Smith et al., ‘Men and Women'’s Perceptions of Hot Flushes Within Social Situations: Are Menopausal Women'’s Negative Beliefs Valid?’,
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into these occupations and combat gender differences in pay. Such actions should diminish gender differences
in pay gaps in the long run. Last but not least, efforts are needed to ensure equal opportunities for women
and men in equivalent positions. The EU Pay Transparency Directive is a good step in this direction. Next
steps could incorporate promoting transparency in hiring and promotion practices.

Finally, increasing women’s participation in the labour market requires investment in their human capital,
including skills and physical and mental health. Adapting work environments to women’s health needs is
crucial to maintaining higher productivity and preventing workforce withdrawal. Such actions should extend
beyond pregnancy and maternity, encompassing a comprehensive understanding of women’s health needs
at various life stages, including menstruation and menopause. The European Menopause and Andropause
Society guidelines emphasise the need for supportive workplace environments, including flexible working
hours, improved access to health services, and increased awareness among employers to help mitigate the
negative impact of direct and indirect menopausal symptoms on women’s quality of life and work performance.
Workplaces should support employees’ access to medical services and offer periodic high-quality health
evaluations. Finally, skill enhancement programmes are needed that are tailored to women in their mid-career
stages, given women’s susceptibility to skill depreciation due to care-related career breaks and their higher
prevalence in positions at risk of automation.
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Programme 1

Redistributing care
responsibilities between
parents, the welfare state and
employers

Foster men’s involvement in child
and elderly care, for example,

by ensuring access for men

and women to equally paid care
leave and promoting men’s
engagement in care through
social campaigns.

Advance full-time, flexible, high-
quality and affordable child and
elderly care.

Incentivise employers to create
conditions that facilitate work—
family balance and ensure equal
treatment of those working
flexibly with those in standard
working arrangements.
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Programme 2

Fostering gender equality in
professional careers and pay

Reduce gender segregation in
occupations, particularly by
encouraging women’s entry into
science and technology and
men’s uptake of traditionally
female-dominated jobs.

Increase the share of women

in managerial positions by
ensuring both transparent
promotion processes and
working conditions that
encourage a work-life balance in
such positions.

Ensure equal pay for women and
men in equivalent positions by
ensuring transparency of pay
across all EU member states.

Programme 3

Improving the ability of
women to remain active in the
labour market longer

Adapt work conditions to
women’s health needs at various
life stages, extending the focus
beyond periods of pregnancy
and early childbearing to
encompass menstruation and
menopause.

Facilitate access to preventative
healthcare through workplace
environments.

Develop skill enhancement
programmes tailored, in
particular, to women in the
middle stages of their careers,
enabling them to adapt to rapid
technological changes in the
labour market.
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