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Work-life balance has come to the forefront of policy discourse in developing countries in the context of major socio-economic change and in particular government support for increased female labour market participation and a more egalitarian division of labour in the home. In this discourse it is often taken for granted that work-life balance should be formulated in terms of a “win-win” situation where employees’ preferences coincide with employers’ desire for greater flexibility of working practices, particularly working time. This special issue contributes to debates around the motivation behind workplace work-life balance measures (choice/constraint), their content, take-up and impact on employees’ non-work life.

It presents (largely qualitative) empirical data from France, Ireland, Norway and the UK, showing that the work-life balance agenda needs to tackle wider organizational and sector-specific cultures if it is to have a positive impact on employees’ lives and the working environment. Individual choice is circumscribed both by organizational arrangements and practice and by prevailing national gender cultures, expectations and labour market opportunities. A key theme is the way in which organizational change (eg. in high-pressure knowledge and project work) is redrawing the balance between work and non-work lives and generating “boundaryless” work. Another is the continued gendering of organizational cultures and their national embeddedness.  

These constraints lead the editors to question the usefulness of adaptive strategies for achieving work-life balance and to highlight the need for collective rights to back up individual choice. They conclude that framing rights, for example to parental leave and working-time reduction, in a gender-neutral way can represent a way forward for men and for women and help to rebalance the gender division of labour.  

