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In my presentation this morning I gave you a brief description of not only the successes of the gender politics in Sweden but also the difficulties and the problems we have experienced in changing the traditional gender roles.  I concluded that despite the massive support Swedish parents get from the well fare system, Swedish family life is still marked by traditional gender patterns and patriarchal gender relations.  To deal with this and to understand this paradox I argued for the importance to also focus on the work life and try to improve the family friendliness in relation to working parents.  Because, even if working parents in Sweden have legal rights to take for example parental leave, these rights can be severely restricted by the employers and work life conditions.

Fascinated by this situation a group of researchers in eight different European countries, including my selves, started up a collaborative project with the purpose to study how young parents negotiate the work-family boundary.  The project, which especially focused on the parents experience of support and constrains in work life, was called ”Gender, parenthood and the changing European workplace” and I will tell you here a little bit more of the results from this study. 

The project

In the Swedish part of the project we have interviewed employees and managers on different levels of the organization on two social service agencies.  All interviewed employees were of course working parents with small children and in total we interviewed 11 managers and 15 employees in Sweden.  In total more than 250 managers and employees were interviewed all over Europe in the project.  The result of the study is not, at the moment, totally put together but some interesting patterns can clearly be seen.
All managers’ interviews in Sweden revealed for example a clear discrepancy between intentions and actual practices.  On an official level they all talked in line with the general, prevailing discourse in Sweden on “equality’.  This means they viewed the organization as a caring organization that provided generous possibilities for the personnel and had a great tolerance towards the needs of working parents.

Talking more specifically on the family friendliness all managers claimed to be against a work-culture where people work long hours.  They also said it’s important to get working fathers to take parental leave and to be positive to requests for part-time working. Furthermore they claimed to be tolerant and empathic when employees are absent due to family matters and they tried to be complaisant towards working parents when they scheduling the summer vacation.  In general the managers also underlined the importance of not discriminating working parents but instead treat them as all other personnel.
However in spite of this, the material also shows that the managers’ intentions often are weakened or gets vague practical expressions in the employees’ everyday work. In fact, the practice sometimes even ends up being contrary to their expressed intensions. Most managers hadn’t, for example, any concrete ideas on how to improve the family friendliness in the organization except for ‘being complaisant in individual cases’.

This means that the manager’s interest to work out a more institutionalized and general family friendly policy at the workplace was very low.  And this can be seen as remarkably as the equal opportunities act in Sweden, which I discussed before, imposes the employers to establish an equality plan and in this introduce strategies that under ease the combination of work and family life.
However, both social agencies in our study had an equality plan but they were, as previous research also has showed, vague and lacked of concrete ideas.  This means that the equality plan often, as in our case, turns out to be a watered down document with no impact on everyday working life.  It turned out for example that most unit managers, further down in the organisation weren’t familiar at all with the content of the equal opportunity plan.  Obviously there is still a great discrepancy between words and deeds when it comes to the interest and efforts for increasing gender equality in work life.
Yet another example of the contradictory behaviour on the managerial level was the managers, on one hand very positive attitude to requests for part time working, but on the other hand low interest in helping people to structure their work so it really becomes part time.  Because of the general increasing job intensification in work life, managers most often don’t hire substitutes for part time workers if they only reduce their working time 25%. Instead they count on a higher effectiveness from the part time worker or his/her colleagues.  Several part time working employees have therefore complained over a more stressful work situation where they had to ‘work full time but only get paid for part time’.  According to these experiences it’s easier to work 50% than 75% and the logic behind this is; the less you are there, the more the employer have to reorganize the work and replace your absence.
It was also obvious from the interviews that the managers in practice delegated most of the responsibility for the preconditions and possibilities to combine work and family life down to each separate work group. If someone needed to stay home with a sic child or had to go to the dentist with their child during the workday, they most often negotiated this with their colleagues and use the possibilities within the flexible time arrangement rather than discussed it with their manager.  From the managers point of view this was a way of reducing the bureaucracy and create more flexibility for the individual employees. But from another point of view this could be seen as a way for the managers to get rid of and deny the importance of these questions in the everyday life for the employees.  This way of pushing the responsibility further down in the organizational hierarchy also prevent the establishing of more institutionalized and general local rights around work-family boundaries.

So, even if the working parents in our study underlined the importance of support from the state to balancing work and family life, they also, as a result of the managers’ strategy, have to put a strong emphasis on their colleagues.  This strategy leads to an insecure and unequal situation where all working parents in the organisation risk getting different possibilities to combine work and family life.  A young mother or father who works in a team of elder colleagues might not for example get the same support and understanding from his/her colleagues as a parent working in a team where many colleagues have children.

The interviews also show that in those cases where the manager offer support to individual parents, it’s most often given to the mothers and not the fathers.  The women is still assumed to be the primary parent and the one who take the responsibility for the children while men is supposed to primarily anchor their identity in the work life.  Consequently both men and women feel a growing sense of inequality.  Employed mothers feel that this interpretation may prejudice their careers, while caring fathers feel they have fewer opportunities than mothers to care of their children.
End discussion
To sum up, we can conclude that the working parents in this study are very dependent on the support from the state in their balancing between work and family life.  They claim and use their rights in different situations but at the same time they feel restricted by their managers’ lack of interest and support.  Instead they end up being dependent on their colleagues, and of course their partner, with whom they negotiate their work-family boundaries in everyday working life.

The need for a more institutionalized local family friendly policy was also showed in the parents more detailed wishes for support from the employer.  They advertise for example for
· General rights to get more flexible work time 

· Increasing possibilities to work from home

· A clear policy that help people who temporary reduce their working time to organize their work or 
A general policy prohibiting meetings early in the morning or late in the afternoon/evening as this is the time with potential clashes between work and family life.
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