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Abstract 
This thesis focuses on work-life balance policy; one of the key field of EU gender equality 

policies. The purpose of this study was to analyze most recently proposed policy on work-life 

balance ‘An initiative to support work-life balance for working parents and carers’ that aims 

to upgrade existing policy and legal frameworks. The main objective of the study is to 

identify problem representation(s) of gender equality in the stated policy. The study 

objectives comprises of problematizing identified problem representation(s) by drawing 

attention to silences and underplayed issues including its far-reaching implications on various 

groups. Analysis presented in this thesis is guided by theoretical framework of poststuructural 

feminism chiefly through discourse analysis methodology. In that endeavor, Carol Bacchi’s 

‘What’s the problem represented to be?’ (WPR) approach has been applied for discourse 

analysis of the policy by employing 3 out 6 postulated questions. The study identifies several 

problem representations of gender equality in the stated EU reconciliation policy. Among 

others, childcare responsibility is identified as the most dominant problem representation. 

Likewise, the study points out silenced issues in the policy. This includes structural 

challenges affecting accessibility and advancement of women in labour market, the type of 

work, division of unpaid work besides caring responsibilities, inequalities engendered by 

intersectional factors, well-being of individuals, family, children, elderly care and 

commitment from employing organizations. The study finally notes ensuing lived effects on 

women due to added responsibilities. The study analysis concludes some still present pitfalls 

in the modernized work-life balance policy.            

 
Keywords: gender equality, policy analysis, problem representation, work-life reconciliation, 
work-life balance, childcare, paid work, unpaid responsibilities 
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1. INTRODUCTION    
Fervently interested on issues concerning equality between women and men as an academic 

pursuit and a personal quest, I was drawn to Sweden; reputed as one of the pioneering 

countries in promoting women’s rights and equality between women and men. If one is to 

begin with Sweden (2019) considered to be the country’s official webpage, the Swedish 

approach to gender equality is stated as ‘The overarching Swedish principle for gender 

equality is that everyone, regardless of gender, has the right to work and support themselves, 

to balance career and family life…’. Furthermore, Swedish Gender Equality Agency (2018); 

responsible for implementing government’s gender equality policy attributes gender equality 

as a transcendental matter and as ameliorating widespread societal attitudes, norms and values 

that often leads to the state of inequality to begin with.  

Last autumn, I ventured to Sweden in pursuit of higher study. However, little was I cognizant 

about the notion of gender equality paradox. At this point, I was in complete agreement with 

internationally famous late Swedish professor Hans Rosling’s argument about how the vast 

amount of ignorance about contemporary world rife among public is a result of preconceived 

notions held by individual people (TED, 2014). This was applicable to my own predetermined 

idea of Sweden’s gender equality depiction and the naivety in my attempt to presume the 

issue of gender equality to be similar across all contexts. I recognized this during initial days 

of autumn semester as I observed my Swedish classmates and professors discuss about gender 

equality issues as one of the social problem. This stirred up inquisitiveness in me as to 

question what is actually attributed to be the problem of gender equality in context of Sweden. 

Thus, I astutely started following the context-specific conception of gender equality which 

left me with patchy ideas of the contextual gender equality issues as underrepresentation of 

women in leadership positions, gender pay gap, unequal use of parental leaves between 

women and men and poverty among women after retirement.   

The first silver lining to the cloud of my somewhat disconcerting curiosity occurred during a 

lecture on Gender Mainstreaming by Professor Liisa Husu. In her lecture she presented the 

promising image of global gender parity in health and education as opposed to the global 

gender gap at labour market as depicted by findings of Global Gender Gap Report 2018. This 

brought a conscientious realization in me to pursue the issue as a topic for independent project 

for spring semester. World Economic Forum (2018) in their ‘The Global Gender Report 

2018’ have found that after political empowerment, there is a huge gender disparity in 

economic participation and opportunity gap (41.9%) in the global case scenario. Meanwhile, 
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in respect of time spent on unpaid tasks, women on average, still spend their time on unpaid 

work including housework two times more than that of men. In so far as gender inequality is a 

global phenomenon, from the report it might be plausible to understand it as still a harsh 

reality stretching over private and public sphere as well.     

Additionally, there was a clear-cut distinction in the gender equality rhetorics in European 

context. More often than not I observed linguistic use of ‘promoting’ (not achieving) gender 

equality in academic literatures inferring that equality between women and men has been 

achieved to some extent but needs furthering or advancing in European context. This led me 

questioning further in what sense is then gender equality still a social problem in European 

context.   

Despite being an independent project, I am equally aware of the fact that thesis study is not to 

be limited as a personal endeavor. Conducting qualitative research on certain topic requires 

not only the curiosity about what one wants to know but also demands to answer the question 

‘What needs to be known?’, that is finding the knowledge gap. Being mindful of this ethical 

aspect of qualitative research as well as paying heed to my supervisor’s suggestion on the 

practical problem of language barrier given my minimal competency in reading and 

comprehending Swedish language, I decided to take into consideration the scope of issue at 

boarder level and turn my attention from Swedish to the European Union as a whole. In that 

respect, I intended to study the EU’s most recent policy on work-life reconciliation which, it 

is regarded as key policy intervention in promoting equality between women and men. From 

an impromptu skimming of available literatures on the reconciliation policy, it came to my 

attention that substantial amount of studies have been conducted on preceding reconciliation 

policies (Stratigaki, 2004; Lewis 2006; Graziano, Jacquot & Palier, 2011). However, same is 

not the case in the modernized reconciliation policy, that is, work-life balance. This generated 

a prospect of interface between my interest and knowledge gap regarding EU’s contemporary 

reconciliation policy, that is, work-life balance. For the purpose of this thesis, I will be using 

‘work-life reconciliation’ and ‘work-life balance’ interchangeably        

To elucidate on European Union and my interest on the selected policy as far from being 

hasty, I would like to draw readers’ attention to the core EU values one of which is 

reinforcing equality between women and men as an underlying foundation for all European 

policies (European Union, 2019). From available studies on EU policies it can be interpreted 

that gender equality is one of the key as well as most contested policy area. The agenda of 
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gender equality has been through a continuous ebb and flow and as a result, a shifting concept 

within EU (Tomlinson, 2011). 

Several literatures have also maintained the discrepancies in framing of gender equality issues 

as labour market issue for meeting the economic growth needs through female’s employment 

against the normative human rights issue of  providing same rights and equal opportunities to 

women in all areas of life (Stratigaki, 2004; Lewis, 2006; Lombardo & Forest, 2012). Amidst 

the changing policy agendas, the history of work-life reconciliation policy has been long-

standing among several EU policies that have firmly developed as one of the core policy 

agendas in the EU member states (Lewis, 2006). By the same token, policy instruments 

including leave provisions for parents and carers, flexible working arrangements and 

availability of affordable and quality child care services are key features of reconciliation 

policy with an aim to promote gender equality. Notwithstanding reconciliation as a piece of 

the EU’s gender equality puzzle, it is a decisive policy given it’s far-reaching implications 

encompassing economy, state’s welfare system, organizations and gender equality (Lewis, 

2006).  

These state of affairs entails policy problems in EU alike other public policies not to be 

considered as given. Rather they are often constructed as specific policy problems and 

politically contested in both synchronous and simultaneous order (Lombardo & Forest, 2012, 

pp. 2-3). Correspondingly, Bacchi (2009) purports policy as a creative process rendering 

shape and meaning to the problem with a proposition that problem often exist implicitly 

within the policies. Thus, she argues on refraining from deeming policy as problem solving 

and rather contend discursive constructions of problems within the policy which is what this 

study intends to carry out. Furthermore, she argues that the way a problem is represented in 

the policy develops far-reaching implications as it determines how the problem is thought 

about at the detriment of silencing some aspects. What’s more is that the ensued impression of 

problem determines how people are treated and how this affects their daily lives. It is the 

intent of this study to examine the policy by contending the problem representation, the 

silences and the effects ensued.     

1.1 Purpose and Research Questions 
On the whole, the purpose of this thesis is to identify what is signified to be the problem of 

gender equality in EU by delving into the latest work-life reconciliation policy. In this regard, 

this thesis takes up three distinct yet inter-related objectives. The opening objective is to 

examine what is corresponded as gender equality problem or in other words, how has the 
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problem of gender equality been represented as a particular kind of problem in the policy. The 

second objective includes drawing attention to the silences and underplayed issues of this 

representation(s). The third objective of this thesis is to uncover the subsequent effects of the 

very problem representation(s) on the targeted group(s). These study objectives are translated 

in the form of research questions as:  

1. What has the problem of gender equality been represented to be in the most 

recent EU policy on work-life balance? Which is the most dominant problem 

representation?  

2. What are the silences of this identified dominant representation of the problem?  

3. What kinds of resultant effects does the identified dominant problem 

representation create?  

1.2Study Disposition  
This thesis follows an orderly and logical progression of several chapters and sections. The 

following segment (chapter 2) presents literature review of previous policy analysis studies on 

EU’s work-life reconciliation, the review results and conclusion of research review. In next 

chapters, the main theoretical framework (chapter 3) guiding the study analysis and 

methodology, method and empirical material (chapter 4) are elaborated. Chapter 5 provides a 

general background of EU’s gender equality policy and the historical background of EU 

reconciliation policy. In chapter 6, I have outlined key concepts operating in the reconciliation 

policy and subsequently carried out analysis of the selected policy by applying Carol Bacchi’s 

WPR approach. The final summarized version of my study findings are presented in 

conclusion chapter. Lastly, chapter 8 deals with the theoretical, empirical and practical 

implications of my study findings.   
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW  
In this section, I present the review of relevant literatures sought and retrieved through mixed 

approach of systematic review and less systematic traditional review. For this purpose, I have 

used two different databases, International Bibliography of Social Sciences (IBSS) and 

Google scholar. In the initial stage, I conducted systematic review by selecting IBSS database. 

On account of being unable to retrieve most recent literatures from IBSS, I utilized Google 

scholar database with a deliberate intention of selecting literatures on contemporary EU 

reconciliation policy. In sum, eleven literatures have been included for the review, 3 of which 

were retrieved from Google scholar through citation and reference lists chiefly to cover the 

contemporary articles on updated reconciliation policy. Additionally, I have also included a 

literature from a book.  

This review aims to develop an overview of the landscape of European Union’s (EU) one of 

the key and contended policies; reconciliation policy and summarize some conclusions based 

on the reviewed literatures. The review is presented by dividing into three sections. In section 

one; descriptive synthesis of all reviewed literatures is presented in chronological order. The 

discussion is focused on core debates and arguments put forward and conclusions drawn by 

previous researchers on work-life balance policy. It also alludes briefly on their study aim. In 

the second section, a condensed version of salient and dominant themes of reviewed 

literatures is enumerated followed by conclusion in third section. Given the host of literatures 

under the rubric of work and family life reconciliation policies in EU, this review however, is 

not by any means exhaustive.  

2.1Synopsis  
As a first point of departure in the discussion of work and family life reconciliation policy, 

Stratigaki (2004) had long since provided a critical insight on the cooptation of gender 

equality objectives to the political and economic objectives of EU while investigating the 

framing of gender equality policies in EU against the backdrop of 1990’s European 

Employment Strategy (EES). In similar vein, Lewis (2006) contended the narrowing focus of 

reconciliation policy on childcare services as a rationale for women’s employment and drew 

parallel conclusion that the issue of gender equality in reconciliation policy has been 

subsumed into the hegemonic agenda of employment and growth. In similar manner, in a 

comparative analysis of two salient policy instruments, childcare provision and parental leave, 

Leon (2009) as well draws our attention to the unequal amount of priority attributed to 

childcare provision being presented as relatively instrumental for female employment 
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participation and gender equality, by and large as opposed to lesser priority attributed to 

parental leave mechanisms. The author’s argument corresponds with that of Lewis as she 

gauges reconciliation policy to be skewed claiming its foremost concern in encouraging 

women, particularly, young mothers for participating in labour market as opposed to 

balancing paid and unpaid works and the unequal division of caring responsibilities. In similar 

line of thought, Radulova (2009) focused on childcare policy but presented analysis on a 

different light by examining the construction of reconciliation policy framing in EU preceding 

and succeeding EES. In her analysis, she explicated three chief childcare policy framings, 

namely, gender inequality, economic competitiveness and demographic crisis. She also 

examined the content of numerous childcare policy documents and generalized her analysis of 

EES as changing the policy discourse of reconciliation policies on the whole where economic 

competitiveness has remarkably dislodged the initial feminist objective of gender equality 

which once again concur the argument of prior authors.  

A critical insight on work-life balance policies points the policy as gendered on two specific 

grounds; mothers taking up more flexible working arrangements than fathers and the 

concentration of policy on paid work related issues while steering clear of the issue of unpaid 

domestic work (Burnett et al., 2010). Some commonalities and oppositionalities against the 

previous literatures could be found in both studies (Johns, 2013; Torella, 2015). The authors 

are in congruence as they highlight the imperative role of father in parenting and the pitfall of 

legislation and reconciliation policy chiefly, Parental Leave Directive, in incorporating this 

widely recognized father’s role in the reconciliation discourse. From the outset the framing of 

work-life reconciliation has been constructed as a key means of fulfilling the wider objective 

of full employment and economic growth and never as ‘…a core policy goal in its own right’ 

(Busby and James, 2015, italics in original).    

The second point of departure in reconciliation policy discussion could be traced to the 

contemporary development of reconciliation policy. This is marked with the introduction of 

Juncker Commission’s ‘Roadmap for a new start to address the challenges of work-life 

balance faced by working families’ 2015 as a modernization of reconciliation policy. On that 

regard, Foubert (2017) presents a critical overview of the legal frameworks, that is to say, 

Maternal Leave Directives, Parental Leave Directives and Recast Directives and provides 

suggestions for new legal framework. Notwithstanding both aspects, this review attends 

exclusively to the critique of work-life balance policy as it is relatively relevant to what the 

study intends to do that is, problematization thereof. The author problematizes the legislative 
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frameworks in two aspects. Firstly, he contends the underlying assumption of nuclear and 

traditional heteronormative family. Secondly, the inclusion of traditional care model in the 

framework leaving aside the gendered division of care activities has been problematized. One 

unique and important insight that the author provides here is a debate that caters the children’s 

care needs as their rights.  

Carrying on with the contemporary policy debates, Torella (2017) inaugurates a disparate 

argument than that of previous literatures in her assessment of the latest EU initiative the 

‘New Start to Support Work-Life Balance for Parents and Carers’ (European Commission, 

2017). The most recent proposal of European Commission on modernizing the existing work 

and family life reconciliation policies which, it is assumed in her analysis as ‘…although not 

flawless, is ground-breaking’.  

Contradictory to Torella, Busby (2018) once again sets off to the lane of criticism and 

analyses the sustainability and transposition of New Start Initiative vis-à-vis gender equality 

as attainable yet implausible taking into account the existential crisis of EU and the looming 

Brexit as its symbolic representation. He goes further and purports work-life reconciliation 

policy in EU as inconsistent, patchy and auxiliary to extensive social and economic objectives 

rather than being an overarching single policy.  

Furthermore, referring to literature from a book edited by Lombardo and Forest (2012), they 

have divided the development of EU reconciliation policy into three different phases. The first 

phase extends between 1970s-1980s where reconciliation policy is held to be a resulting 

effect of economic integration activity. In the second phase, which it is mentioned as during 

1990s, the reconciliation objective is deemed as a means of furthering gender equality. 

Simultaneously, the third phase is marked since the start of 21st century where reconciliation 

policy objective has been merged into economic policy as an instrument to promote 

employment. Despite the subordination of reconciliation policy to employment, the authors 

maintain it as still linked with both employment and gender equality.  

2.2Review Results  
Ten of the eleven reviewed literatures put forward their assessment of the work-life 

reconciliation policy in a critical way except one literature by Torella (2017) which portrays a 

prospective and positive picture of the contemporary EU’s policy on work-life reconciliation 

in promoting gender equality. Torella’s dissent in argument in favor of the newly introduced 

reconciliation policy might not come as far-fetched if presented the complete picture of the 
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source where the article was published. This literature was retrieved from the ERA Forum, a 

legal journal which principally aims to develop understanding of the European Law (Springer 

Link). Based on the analysis of the reviewed literature, I summarize following three salient 

themes as the review results.  

1. Foregrounding of economic issues  

EU priorities are contingent from social to economic objectives (Busby, 2018) and the 

issue of gender inequality is in a state of flux. More often than not, gender equality agenda 

is attuned in tandem to the hegemonic discourses of growth and full employment and 

economic circumstances (Stratigaki, 2004; Lewis, 2006). In work and family life 

reconciliation policies, gender equality has been presented as a market-oriented discourse 

and subsumed as a means to achieve wider economic objectives rather than an 

independent normative agenda of promoting equality between men and women 

(Stratigaki, 2004; Lewis, 2006; Leon, 2009; Radulova, 2009; Busby and James, 2015; 

Busby, 2018). Through the integration of reconciliation policy in the European 

Employment Strategy (EES) 1997, Stratigaki (2004) and Radulova (2009) have signified 

how the reconciliation concept has become a far cry from gender equality as it is morphed 

from the initial objective of promoting equality between women and men through shared 

domestic responsibilities to a means of fulfilling economic objectives through growth and 

women’s increased labour market participation. From the literatures reviewed it may not 

be far-fetched to conclude that given the backdrop of EU formation which solely was 

economic growth through unison and resource pooling from member states, gender 

equality has been deliberately slipped into the economic agenda of macro-economic 

benefit as a means to achieve full employment and growth.   

2. Reconciliation policies as gendering  

The tenet of reconciliation policy is widely perceived and understood to be harmonization 

between paid employment (work) and unpaid domestic and care responsibilities (family 

life) (Leon, 2009). Nevertheless, studies (Burnett et al., 2010; Johns, 2013; Torella, 2015; 

Foubert, 2017) depict the reconciliation policy as otherwise. The authors are in unison in 

their argument that the disproportionate focus of reconciliation on the paid work at the 

detriment of unpaid caring responsibilities has ensued reaffirmation of a gendered division 

of unpaid work. With its uneven focus on facilitating women’s participation in paid work, 

the reconciliation policy in a way diverts its attention singly to labour market issues while 
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steering clear of the other section which is equal division of unpaid household work 

between women and men (Burnett et al., 2010; Foubert, 2017). What is more is the 

increased integration of work-family reconciliation into employment policies has 

demarcated gender equality vis-à-vis labour market participation engendering receded 

attention to promoting gender equality in equal sharing of unpaid work ensued by changed 

behavior of men (Lewis, 2006).  

3. Latency of modern reconciliation policy 

 

Swimming against the tide, Torella (2017) takes a position on the other side of the debate 

and solely draws a promising and optimistic image of modern reconciliation policy 

entitled “New Start to Support Work-Life Balance for Parents and Carers” (26 April 

2017).  Contrary to previous authors, she portrays the proposed initiative as being dormant 

yet with full of possibilities to contribute in reconceptualising the caring responsibilities 

and work-life balance. Additionally, she deems the modernization of the policy as 

comparatively progressive on account of the acknowledgement of men in the policy being 

pronounced in contrast to the preceding policy measures.        

2.3 Conclusion  
From the review of retrieved scientific articles for this research review, it can be said that the 

issues and framing of gender equality in EU policy for reconciling work and family life has 

been shaped in several different ways. Gender equality has been a contingent concept in the 

reconciliation policy; a polemical agenda framed in general as economic issue (through use of 

untapped female workforce for increased economic growth), as labour market issue 

(achieving EU 2020 target of 75% full employment rate) and as social issue (harmonizing 

family and work life). Notwithstanding the host of literatures and plethora of variations in the 

disposition of reconciliation policy vis-à-vis gender equality, the study on the latest 

modernized version of reconciliation policy proposal is scanty. This renders the plausibility 

and suitability of examining the most recent reconciliation policy as it is still in proposed state 

by investigating how gender equality has been particularly represented in the proposed policy, 

unraveling the gaps in the identified problem representation and its implications on certain 

targeted groups.  
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3. THEORY 
This section is dedicated to the delineation of theory and theoretical concepts applied in the 

thesis. For the purpose of analyzing this study, I am applying the theory of poststructuralist 

feminism. In that endeavour, I will also allude briefly on the particular concept of policy that I 

adhere to in the study and the theoretical concepts that guide interpretation of empirical 

material and study analysis in subsequent segment.     

Poststructuralist feminist theory concentrates on the formation of gendered subjectivities of 

individuals within the hegemonic discourses (Davies and Gannon, 2015). The authors 

maintain that this theoretical perspective primarily aims to problematize truth about gender 

otherwise, regarded as normal, given and fixed. This problematization incorporates analysis 

of the linguistic practices in texts and talk. On further elucidation, Davies and Gannon (2015) 

points out construction of power relations in binaries and how it grants normalcy to dominant 

while othering the subordinated group within the binaries. In the same vein, poststructuralist 

feminism examine how discourse and power traverse, constitute the taken for granted 

subjectivity of women and in equal measure shapes their everyday experience and reality 

(Mills, Durepos and Wiebe, 2010). They offer that the theoretical interest lies in 

deconstructing hegemonic discourse and opening up avenues for alternative worldviews since 

poststructuralist feminism do not categorize women as one singular group but rather argue 

about the constantly changing and variant identity, background and position of women. The 

opportunity for opening up avenues for alternative viewpoints and acknowledgement of 

women as diverse and pluralistic group is the main motivation for applying this theoretical 

framework in this study.    

3.1 Conceptualization of Policy  
On conceptualizing of policy, to wit, social policy Coffey (2004) draws a far-reaching 

definition of social policy as both the state and non-state social actions and practices with a 

social dimension. In this thesis, by policy I will be referring to this particular policy concept 

since my interest lies in working with European Union’s policy for balancing work and family 

life which falls under the domain of EU social policy.  

3.2 Policy analysis 
According to Colebatch (2009), there are three approaches in studying and analysing policy; 

(i) Authoritative choice which describes policymaking as based on rational and objective 

decision of the authority concerned with problem identification, (ii) Structured interaction 

which is yet another rationalist approach whereby policymaking is viewed as more collective 
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problem-solving process through interaction of several relevant actors besides government 

and (iii) social construction approach that dissents from the preceding traditional rationalist 

tenet of perceiving problems as given out there, awaiting to be identified and fixed. Rather, 

the constructionist approach sees actors involved in policy making as actively involved in 

creating policy problems and this social construction of policy problem often as a competed 

and contested process. It is this constructionist tenet of policy analysis, which is, undertaken 

in this study.         

In line with the aforementioned theory of poststructuralist feminism and conceptualization of 

policy, the two chief theoretical concepts that guide my analysis are explained below.    

3.3 Policy as discourse    
For the purpose of this study, discourse analysis in policy is drawn mostly from Foucault’s 

theory which describes discourse as socially produced knowledge and distinguish it from 

language in its ability to provide frames to view at certain issues (Potter, 1996, pp. 101-102). 

This could be also interpreted as limit posing potential of policy as discourse on what can be 

said about the very issues. The discursive nature of policy and the contest between framing 

and reframing of policy problems determines what we see and how we make sense of the 

dominantly framed policy issues in a particular way thus, presenting one social problem as 

worthy of attention while overshadowing the other (Colebatch, 2009). In that vein, the 

discursive nature of policy as a discourse is taken into consideration while interpreting the 

study results.   

 

3.4 Policy as constitutive process    

According to Dunn (2014), ‘There are not problems but problem situations’ (italics in 

original). Policy is therefore a proposal for change implying a need to act for addressing these 

problem situations and in that inference it defines and presents problems in particular ways 

giving them shape and meaning (Bacchi, 1999, p. 111). She maintains it to be a productive 

process leading to discursive construction of policy problems. Adhering to this line of 

thought, policy can be viewed as a struggle to define what is socially significant as a problem. 

It can be defined as an articulation and interpretation of problems depending on one’s 

conceptual framework and value judgment. It is this constitutive nature of policy that is 

considered as the second theoretical concept in this study.   
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4. METHODOLOGY, METHOD AND EMPIRICAL MATERIAL 
By considering policy as discourse, this study concerns with the way discourse creates 

account or narrative which seem real and straightforward (Potter, 1996, p.101). In that vein, 

the study chooses discourse analysis as the methodology. Given the multiple strands of 

discourse analysis, it is the discursive nature of policy in representing problems in particular 

ways that brings certain perspectives to the fore while taking others to the shade (Bacchi, 

2009, p.16) that concerns this study. To elucidate on the chosen method and how it helps 

answer my research questions, in this thesis I am applying Carol Bacchi’s “What’s the 

problem represented to be?” (WPR) approach. In her book, “Analysing Policy: What’s the 

problem represented to be?” Bacchi (2009) has formulated this policy analysis framework 

approach comprising of six interrelated questions mentioned below that provide systematic 

access to problem representations in policy and for analysing policy as discourse (Goodwin, 

2012).   

1. What’s the ‘problem’ represented to be in a specific policy? 

2. What presuppositions or assumptions underlie this representation of the ‘problem’? 

3. How has this representation of the ‘problem’ come about? 

4. What is left unproblematic in this problem representation? Where are the silences? 

Can the ‘problem’ be thought about differently? 

5. What effects are produced by this representation of the ‘problem’? 

6. How/where has this representation of the ‘problem’ been produced, disseminated and 

defended? How could it be questioned, disrupted and replaced?  

 
To reason WPR as my choice of method for the study, is because of its focus on policy 

analysis through problem representation since the way problems are represented through 

discursive practices affects the shared understanding of people about the issues (Bacchi, 1999, 

p. 21). In addition, Bacchi (2009) offers this analytical approach as digging deeper to explore 

what has been regarded as problematic in the policy and what has been left aside. It is this 

normative agenda intrinsic to WPR approach, specifically questioning zero-sum facet of some 

problem representation that corresponds with the kind of policy analysis I intend to carry out 

in this thesis. Simply put, examining the contested framing of gender equality issue in EU’s 

work-life balance policy, finding out how the problem has been considered and represented to 

be particular kind of problem, pinpointing the limitations of the identified problem 

representation by bringing forth the aspects of the issues that have been dismissed and 
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examining the ensuing deleterious effect of particular problem representation on certain 

groups. On application of WPR approach, I am in accord with Bacchi’s following explication. 

What’s the Problem? is intended to provide a tool for uncovering the frames that 

construct policy problems. Sometime these are apparent in general public or political 

debate. Where more precision is required, students are directed to the specifics of policy 

proposals. The logic here is that these proposals will reveal what is represented to be 

the problem because what we propose to do will suggest what we believe needs to 

change. The task then is to open up the problem representations contained in policy 

proposals to critical analysis, ...and speculating upon the implications of particular 

discursive constructions of the problem. Most importantly, there is a need to consider 

what goes unproblematized in particular discursive constructions. (Bacchi, 1999, p. 207, 

italics in original).  

In this extract I concur with her reasoning that a policy proposal can be an appropriate 

practical document to begin investigating implicit problem representations, the effects ensued 

by such problem representations and exploring the silences. Thus, out of the six core 

questions developed in WPR approach, I will be implementing three chosen questions 

expanded with sub-questions that in my best judgment, appropriately attend to my research 

questions.   

1. What is the problem of gender equality represented to be in the most recent EU policy 

on work-life balance? Of the identified problem representations, which one appears to 

be the most dominant problem representation in the policy vis-à-vis gender equality?   

2. What are the limitations of the identified dominant representation of problem? What 

issues and perspectives have been silenced in this representation of the problem?   

3. What effects are produced by this dominant problem representation? Who is likely to 

be harmed by this problem representation and the subsequent changes or stagnancy?  

4.1 Clarifying Philosophical and Theoretical grounds  
Alluding to the question of knowledge production in qualitative research, I am in unanimity 

with widely realized proposition that interpretations are always perspectival since knowledge 

can barely be separated from knower (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009). Correspondingly, the 

notion of situated knowledge is held as criticism to the idea of value-free researcher (Swedish 

Secretariat for Gender Research, 2018). In that order, I would like to make it explicit that it is 

my situated knowledge of having my roots to Nepal; a South Asian country gripped by gender 
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inequality issues like gender disparities at tertiary level education, wage discrimination, 

domestic violence, physical and sexual abuse, discrimination against women and girls and 

prevalence of social malpractices like child and forced marriage, witchcraft etc (NPC, 2015). 

Moreover, Nepal as a nation, still has long way to go in ‘achieving’ gender equality. Thus, I 

warily admit the social background as having shaped my subjective understanding and my 

research interest in the field of gender studies.   

Furthermore, analysis presented in this thesis can be regarded as an attempt to open up 

opportunities for pluralistic and alternative picture of work-life balance rather than a claim to 

establishing all-encompassing ‘truth’. Given that my interpretation was guided by 

poststructural feminist theory, I am quite certain about the possibility for interpretations from 

multiple perspectives such as human rights, children, elderly and overall quality of life 

concerning the presented issue of work-life balance. The reason being that interpretation in 

qualitative research should rather be regarded as efforts to make a case for one way of 

understanding the continual debate on representations of social reality, in contrary to 

providing an authentic insight (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009). 

4.2 Empirical Material  
For the study, I am using European Commission’s communication document entitled 

“Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the 

European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the regions; An initiative to 

support work-life balance for working parents and carers”, COM (2017) 0252 final as an 

empirical material to examine the problem representation of gender equality in the policy, 

investigate the silences and demonstrate possible resulting effects of the particular type of 

representations. Communication documents abbreviated as COM documents are one of the 

important documents published by European Commission besides green papers, white papers 

and legislative papers with a purpose of explaining policies of EU to public (European 

Commission). In that regard, significance of COM documents lies in the fact that it holds 

official views of Commission.   

Given my methodological approach where I have chosen discourse analysis to analyse 

problem representation in the policy rather than the problem itself, the chosen empirical 

material is apt as it is a policy document communicating a proposal for modernizing EU’s 

existing work-life reconciliation policy to public audiences. To add further, policy is a 

prescriptive text which can be a starting point for examining problem representations (Bacchi, 

2012). On text selection, WPR approach is possible to be applied to institutional policies 
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given the approach take on extensive focus on governance (Bacchi, 2009, p. 20). In a way, it 

is a deduction method engaged with questioning the problem itself and digging deeper into 

the changes proposed by the policy in order to explore how the problem has been produced 

while having both pragmatic and dogmatic interest on the harmed, the marginalized or the 

eclipsed group (Bacchi, 2009, pp. 40-43). This very engagement virtually encapsulates the 

appropriateness of selected empirical material to meet the study aim.   

4.3 Validity and reliability of empirical material 
Contrary to the quantitative research approach, in qualitative research the concept of validity 

concerns with ‘…generating understanding of a social phenomenon’ (Stenbacka, 2001). The 

author further challenges the concept of reliability in qualitative research as misleading since 

reliability concerns the ability to consistently produce the same result. Hence, in this study I 

will limit myself in being transparent and explaining my research process scrupulously which, 

is held to be an indication of good qualitative research (see, Stenbacka, 2001).  Since, what I 

have in mind for this study is to examine the issue of gender equality in the context of EU, I 

have retrieved my empirical material from the primary source, that is, European Union’s 

policy database EUR-Lex from EU’s official website and provided logical explanations for 

rendering it well-grounded from the research questions, theoretical perspective as well as 

methodological approach.    

4.4 Ethical Considerations  
Research ethics in essence pertain to the ethical treatment of research participants and 

informants’ secrecy, professional secrecy, anonymity and confidentiality as well as those of 

the obtained empirical materials from them (Swedish Research Council, 2017). As my study 

includes no research subjects or participants and informants, there arises no concern of 

considering foregoing chief ethical questions. Given the disposition of this study, I have 

however, taken into consideration the internal aspect of research ethics by being as 

transparent as possible about my theoretical approach, method choice and soundness of 

selected empirical material.    
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5. BRIEF HISTORY OF EU’S GENDER EQUALITY POLICY 
Before entering into the analysis section of the thesis, I am presenting a brief background of 

gender equality policy in EU in general and subsequently, the historical development of work-

life reconciliation policy. This is carried out as a prelude for better understanding of the 

pertinent and contingent gender equality issues, agendas and debates in the context of EU. 

Gender equality has been one of the key principles of EU since the Treaty of Rome, 1957 

took landmark step of introducing principle of equal treatment for women and men (Rees, 

1998, p. 2). Following the introduction of equal treatment principle in Rome Treaty, several 

other policies have been introduced and put in place to deal with the issues pertaining to 

gender equalities (Lewis, 2006). This include equal opportunities at employment as the point 

of departure to work-life reconciliation policies, gender pay gap in the labour market, 

women’s underrepresentation at managerial and decision making level, sexual and domestic 

violence, and recently equality in research and innovation. Amidst the shifting policy 

agendas, the author points out that reconciliation of work and family life has steadily bubbled 

up to surface and firmly developed as policy agenda in several member states. This includes, 

for instance, care leave provisions, flexible working arrangements and the improvement and 

increment in child care services. While reconciliation policy is only one piece of the EU’s 

gender equality puzzle, it is a crucial one as ‘Reconciliation measures are at the interaction of 

welfare systems, policies and organizations’ practice’ (EIGE, 2015, p. 10). The development 

of reconciliation policy in EU will be discussed shortly along with a historical overview.  

Similarly, there have been variations in understanding of gender equality in EU owing to 

several forces and factors at play (Verloo, 2007, pp. 22-24). According to Lombardo and 

Forest (2012), until mid 1970s, gender equality was initially defined as equal treatment of 

women and men in the workplace. They purport that by late 1980s, the definition extended in 

recognizing equality also as considering the difference in positions of women and men which 

permitted the rhetoric of positive action and later positive discrimination to benefit women 

during early and mid 1990s. The meaning further shifted with the concept of mainstreaming 

following United Nations Women’s Conference in 1995 (Lewis, 2006). This definition 

allowed gender equality policy to be expanded across all fields rather than being territorially 

confined to equal opportunities sphere. Thus, understanding of gender equality in EU has 

evolved and taken various shapes and forms as a means to tackle the persistent gender 

equality issues in member states.  
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5.1 Historical background of EU reconciliation policy  
According to Lombardo and Forest (2012, p. 103) the outset of work life reconciliation policy 

in EU can be traced back to the 20th century when European Commission released a 

communication on Family policies in 1989, COM (89) 363 final and addressed the issue of 

reconciliation for the first time. The policy was then framed as a means of reconciling family 

life (inferring to having children) and occupation. They conclude childcare seemingly as the 

main sphere associated with the initial concept of reconciliation. During 1990s, the domains 

of reconciliation policy were broadened to equal opportunities between women and men with 

new commitment of promoting gender equality (Lombardo & Forest, 2012). This according to 

them incorporated policies such as 1992 Council Recommendation on childcare-work/life 

balance for men and women, Pregnant Workers Directive (PWD)/ Maternity Leave Directive, 

Parental Leave Directive (PLD), 1996 and Council Directive Framework Agreement on part-

time work, 1997. Based on the author’s outline, all of these aforesaid policies made 

provisions for leave arrangements and flexible working arrangements. They further delineated 

that the end of 1990s marked extensive changes in the field of work family life reconciliation 

with the introduction of equal opportunities and social policy. Particularly, they have 

recognized year 1997 to be a juncture for two specific factors, they are, European 

Employment Strategy (EES) and The Treaty of Amsterdam 1997. The reason being widened 

definition of equality in the Amsterdam Treaty from equal treatment to addressing 

discrimination based on race, ethnicity, religion, age, sexuality and disability. Additionally, 

the treaty legitimized EES and gave employment a separate title along with other autonomous 

polices, namely, economic, monetary and social policy. This according to the authors 

propelled the work/family reconciliation to be strongly integrated into employment policies.  

The most recent policy on reconciling work and family life has been presented in the 

Communication document from the Commission entitled ‘An Initiative to support Work-Life 

Balance for Working Parents and Carers’, COM (2017) 252 final (European Commission, 

2017). As mentioned in the COM document itself, it is claimed to be the most modernized 

and enhanced version of reconciliation policies till date. In the following table, I present an 

overview of the historical development of legislations of work-life reconciliation policy in EU 

since advent till date. With this table I endeavor to simplify the whole host of legal provisions 

of EU’s work-life reconciliation policy introduced during different time period and at the 

same time highlight the shift in each policy’s main objective and provisions, which I surmise 

are the significant aspects in comprehending how problems are represented and what it is that 

the policy aims to achieve.  
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Table 2: Overview of EU’s legal provisions on work-life reconciliation  

Date and Legal 
Framework  

Type Main objective  Provisions Amendments 

1989 Communication 
from the Commission 
on family policies 
COM (89) 363 

Soft 
Law 

Reconciliation of family life 
and occupation with chief 
focus on family’s socio-
cultural, demographic and 
economic role. 

Provision of adequate and quality 
childcare facilities for children.  

 

1992 
(92/241)Council 
Recommendation on 
childcare-work/life 
balance for men and 
women (CEC, 1992b)  
 

Soft law 
 

Promoting equal 
opportunities for women 
and men by helping parents 
manage childcare 
responsibilities to balance 
work and family life. 

Recommendations for  
-provisions of childcare services for 
working, studying, training or job-
seeking parents.  
-special leave for parents with childcare 
responsibilities. 
-making work environment friendly for 
workers with children.  
-sharing care responsibilities between 
women and men.  

 

1992 
Pregnant Workers 
Directive (PWD)/ 
Maternity Leave 
Directive 
(92/85) 

Hard 
law 

Protect health and safety of 
pregnant and new mothers 
at workplace. 

-14 weeks maternity leave beginning 
from 2 weeks before birth.  
-No dismissal from work owing to 
pregnancy and maternity. 

Not amended 
since 

1996 
Parental Leave 
Directive (PLD)  
(96/34/EC) 

Hard 
Law 

Help parents reconcile work 
with family life and share 
family responsibilities 
equally through leave 
arrangements. 

-3 months non-transferable parental 
leave to both women and men during 
birth or adoption of a child until 8 years 
of age.   

Partially 
amended in 
2010 
Repealed on 
8/03/2012 

1997 
Council Directive 
(97/81)  
Framework 
Agreement on part-
time work 

Hard 
Law 

To eliminate discrimination 
against part-time worker. 
Contribute to the flexible 
working arrangement 
meeting needs of both 
employers and workers.   

-General principles of non-
discrimination 
- pro rata temporis 
-Opportunities for part-time work 

 

2006  
Directive 2006/54/EC  
Implementation of 
the principle of equal 
opportunities and 
equal treatment of 
men and women in 
matters of 
employment and 
occupation (recast)  

 

Hard 
Law 

Combine several gender 
equality directives by 
simplifying, modernizing 
and improving EU 
legislation in the area of 
equal treatment for women 
and men at work.   

-Equal pay for work or equal value. 
-Equal treatment in occupational social 
security schemes, access to 
employment, vocational training and 
promotion and working conditions.  

 

2008  
Commission proposal 
for revision of 
Directive 92/85 
(PWD) 

- - - Withdrawn 

2010 
Revised Framework 
Agreement on 

Hard 
Law 

-Better reconciliation of 
professional and parental 
responsibilities of workers. 

-4 months of non-transferable parental 
leave for individual parents on the birth 
or adoption of a child until the child 
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Parental Leave  
(2010/18/EU) 

-Promotion of equal 
treatment between women 
and men.  

reaches age of 8.  
 

2017  
1.Communication 
from the Commission 
‘An initiative to 
support work-life 
balance for working 
parents and cares’ 
COM (2017) 0252 
final  
2.Proposal for a 
‘Directive on work-
life balance for 
parents and carers 
and repealing Council 
Directive 
2010/18/EU’  
COM (2017) 0253 
final 

Soft 
Law 

-To increase women’s 
labour market participation.  
-Better access to work-life 
balance through 
modernization of existing 
leaves and flexible working 
arrangements. 
 

1.Leave arrangements during birth or 
adoption of child at sick pay level. 
-10 days Paternity leave (birth of child) 
and 4 months of individual Parental 
Leave (piecemeal or part-timebasis) 
until the child reaches 12 years old.   

2. 5 days Carer’s leave to take care of 
serisouly ill or dependent relatives at 
sick pay level.  

3. Flexible working arrangements for 
parents until children reaches the age of 
12 and workers with caring 
responsibilities.   
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6. ANALYSIS  
This section presents the analysis of the empirical material Commission’s Communication 

document entitled “An initiative to support work-life balance for working parents and carers”, 

COM (2017) 052 final (European Commission, 2017) obtained from primary source, that is, 

European Union’s database EUR-Lex. COM documents are one of the significant policy 

documents published by European Commission. To allude briefly on the Commission and 

their role in EU, it is the executive body responsible for proposing as well as enforcing EU 

laws and representing EU’s interests as a whole at international level (European Union, 2014, 

pp. 19-21). Broadly, the COM documents are categorized as law proposals, reports on 

Commission’s work and policy communication documents (European Commission). In that 

sense, in this study I have used the policy Communication document of Commission.  

Before diving into the main analysis of the study, I will outline and delineate some of the key 

concepts of work-life reconciliation policy. This sub-section is a blend of results based on 

prior literature on reconciliation policy as well as my independent analysis. Thus, this section 

can be regarded as a prelude to the main study analysis.  

6.1 Key concepts in EU reconciliation policy  

6.1.1 Work 
Work in EU reconciliation policy is present as the core concept which appears to be 

understood in two terms. First, it denotes paid employment performed by individuals outside 

their domestic sphere. This concept directly departs from the duties and commitments 

performed that are unpaid (Verloo, 2007, p.111). Thus, the concept of work here excludes 

non-paid works like household chores and caring responsibilities. Since the later third of 

twentieth century, the world of work has witnessed tremendous changes such as flexible 

institutions, waning hierarchies and rapid development of information technology (Calhoun, 

Rojek and Turner, 2005, ch. 7). The second meaning of work in the policy has resonances 

with this changing phenomenon from rigid working hours, hierarchy and regular attendance 

in workplace to flexible schedules, growing autonomy, rising entrepreneurship and self-

employment to possibility of remote working due to revolutionized information and digital 

technology in the labour market. Therefore, the concept of work as used in reconciliation 

policy can be interpreted as demonstrating an engagement of the individual in the public 

sphere, usually paid, and independent of caring responsibilities at the same time considering 

the rapidly changing working patterns such as flexitime, self-employment, teleworking and 

remote working.    
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6.1.2 Life 
In the policy, life appears as being presented to be the other spectrum standing alone from 

work. While doing so, life has been loosely implied as the private sphere of family life which 

is further inferred to having children and caring responsibilities. It has been equated to 

predominantly perceived women’s non-paid care work. ‘The loose use of definitions can 

narrow down usage within discourses and results in ‘work’ meaning ‘paid work’ and ‘life’ 

meaning ‘care work’ (Ransome 2007,  quoted in Niemistö, 2011).   

6.1.3 From Work-Family life to Work-Life 
The trajectory of EU’s reconciliation policy development reveals a shift in the policy 

discourse from work-family life to work-life. This is because in the outset, reconciliation 

policy was introduced as family policy with an aim of harmonizing family life and occupation 

mostly focusing on women (Lombardo and Forest, 2012, p. 103). This bears resonances with 

the initial aim of reconciliation policy, which is, gender equality. Although often used 

interchangeably, the discourse has shifted ‘…towards seemingly more gender-neutral 

concepts ‘work-life’ and ‘work-life balance’ focusing on both genders and also including 

people without children’ (Niemistö, 2011). Recently, there have been further modifications in 

the concept since the most recent EU policy document explicitly addresses the ‘work-life 

balance’ of individuals with children and caring responsibilities.    

6.1.4 From Work-Life Reconciliation to Work-Life Balance 
The other discernible shift in policy rhetoric of EU can be viewed as change in the discourse 

from work-life ‘reconciliation’ to work-life ‘balance’. The policy approach has distinguished 

work and life into two spectrums. Through the linguistic use of reconciliation there is an 

underlying assumption of viewing work and life through a conflict model. This model largely 

presumes higher demands of work responsibilities negatively affecting family life of 

individuals. Latterly, there has been a modification in the rhetoric to balancing work and life. 

In this expression the notion of work and life is somewhat replaced by the notion of balancing 

maternal responsibility and work (see, Lombardo and Forest, 2012 p. 85). This can be further 

supported by the transformation of reconciliation policy as focusing on working people 

with/without family (children) to working parents and carers (with children). In that instance, 

foregrounding of women’s low participation in labour market due to their caring 

responsibilities substantiates the concept of balancing women’s caring responsibilities with 

work.  
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6.2 Main study analysis 
On analyzing the selected policy document, I am taking into account discursive factors 

characterized by the theoretical lens of viewing policy as discourse and as a constitutive 

process. In pursuit of applying these theoretical perspectives, my analysis is guided by 

poststructural feminism.    

In policy debates, gender equality has been discursively constructed and contested field of 

policy. The issues of gender equality has been presented in a range of ways, for instance, 

reconciliation of work and family life (during the outset of reconciliation policy in EU), 

reconciliation of professional and private life and most recently as work-life balance (see 

COM (2017) 052). Apparently, this shift in framing and representation of gender equality 

issue makes the recurrent discursive formation of hegemonic discourses about gender equality 

evident. These representations by themselves give rise to need for analysis from a 

poststructuralist feminist approach by asking questions such as ‘What is then the actual 

problem of gender equality? How is the problem of gender equality represented to be in the 

reconciliation policy?’  

In the following segment, I am applying the three interrelated questions from Bacchi’s WPR 

approach to analyse the discursive formation and representation of gender equality issue in 

the most recent EU’s policy document on work-life reconciliation, COM (2017)052. These 

questions have been selected owing to their significance and pertinence to answering the 

questions of problem representation, the silences and effects which are my core study interests 

in this thesis. Each of these questions will be discussed one at a time in the following 

subsections.           

6.2.1 What is the problem of gender equality represented to be in the most recent EU 
policy work-life balance? Of the identified problem representations, which one appears 
to be the most dominant problem representation in the policy vis-à-vis gender equality?   
 

To begin my analysis with the first question, I present the opening paragraph of COM 

document (2017) 052 which read: 

Across the European Union, women remain underrepresented in the labour 

market. The economic loss due to the gender employment gap amounts to €370 

billion per year. Women are increasingly well qualified and more women than 

men graduate from universities in Europe but many disappear from the labour 

market due to their responsibilities as parents or as carer of family relatives. 
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Existing policies have not brought equal opportunities that allow fathers and 

mothers to work and care together for the welfare of children and society at large 

(European Commission, 2017).  

From this statement some of the representations of the problem of gender equality in EU 

reconciliation policy can be construed as:  

1. Labour market issue 

The emphasis of communication document on the worrying labour market situation of 

women beset by low female participation in paid employment and relatively low 

employment rates presents the problem of gender equality for the most part as a labour 

market issue (Verloo, 2007, p. 291). This problem representation has been explicitly 

manifested in several parts of the Communication document which has particularly 

presented the issue of gender equality in concern with European labour market. Some 

instances of this representation are, ‘While women across the European Union are 

increasingly well qualified… their participation in the labour market, and hence their 

economic independence, remains considerably lower than that of men’ (European 

Commission, 2017) and ‘Only EU level action will address differences between 

existing national legal provisions… and foster equality between men and women 

regarding labour market opportunities’ (European Commission, 2017).   

2. Need for economic sustainability and growth  

 

The problem representation of labour market is nested on the problem of EU’s 

ubiquitous economic growth needs. This is because a large amount of both arguments 

and rationale for gender equality in labour market revolve around the issue of fiscal 

sustainability of the member states and overall growth and productivity of EU region 

at large (Stratigaki, 2004; Lewis, 2006; Leon, 2009; Radulova, 2009; Busby and 

James, 2015; Elomäki, 2015; Busby, 2018). In that line of thought, problem of gender 

equality is presented as EU’s economic sustainability and growth concern. In this 

instance, country’s financial sustainability and regional growth and competitiveness 

are suggested to be achieved through women’s full employment with a presupposition 

of counterbalancing the economic loss ensued by employment gap between women 

and men.   
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3. A problem of caring responsibilities 

  

The aforestated introduction paragraph of Communication document demonstrates 

caring responsibilities of children and dependent family members as unequally shared 

between women and men as it is implied in the document to be undertaken largely by 

women (Radulova, 2009). Secondly, preponderance of caring duties on women is 

understood as major impediment to their accessibility and participation in labour 

market (Verloo, 2007, p. 118). Thus, the problem of gender equality can be inferred as 

being represented to be the problem of caring responsibilities largely perceived to be 

the primary responsibilities and thus, problematic to women with more emphasis on 

childcare which is clearly evident in the document’s focus on provision of childcare 

services, leave and flexible working arrangements that is concentrated in assisting and 

smoothing the caring duties.     

 

4. State welfare problem  

 

In addition, by arguing the need of policy intervention such as better designed leave 

arrangements and incentives to better reconcile work and caring responsibilities, 

gender equality in the reconciliation policy can be implied to be represented as the 

member state’s welfare problem.  

  

5. Struggle between work (paid responsibilities) and care (unpaid responsibilities)   

 

The use of expression ‘…many [women]disappear from the labour market due to their 

responsibilities as parents or as carer of family relatives’ (European Commission, 

2017) suggests that even if women are able to access the labour market, they opt out 

due to the conflicting situation of harmonizing between their work duties and caring 

responsibilities. In that vein, the problem of gender equality can be inferred to be 

presented as a struggle to harmonize paid employment with unpaid caring 

responsibilities primarily concerning women.  

 

6. Social issue  

 

Likewise, the succeeding paragraph in Communication document reads:  
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In parallel, the workforce in the European Union is shrinking, the population is 

ageing and the demographic curve remains a challenge. Lower participation of 

women in the labour market is linked to a persisting gender pay gap and an 

increasing pension gap which often leads to social exclusion and an increased risk 

of poverty. (European Commission, 2017)  

 

From this statement the problem of gender equality can be interpreted as being represented in 

the policy as a social issue such as demographic crisis due to rising ageing population and 

crunch in active labour force participation followed by poverty and social exclusion among 

women because of unemployment. Although not mentioned overtly, within the policy there 

also lies an agenda of improving fertility rates to address the pressing problem of worrying 

demographic curve (Radulova, 2009).    

Nonetheless, on a deeper analysis of Commission’s COM document, the problem of caring 

responsibility, predominantly childcare, emerges to be the most dominant problem 

representation. This dominant problem identification can be maintained further by other 

problem representations. These consist of labour market issue, problem of economic growth, 

need for designing more balanced leave and flexible working arrangements and modernizing 

welfare system. All these problem representations have one common denominator that is, 

achieving overall employment rates of 75 percent as stated by EU 2020 target. The best 

possible and permissible way of meeting the targeted employment rates in European labour 

market, as it seems, has been widely accepted to be facilitating women’s participation in 

labour market by addressing the problem of childcare responsibilities.  

On elucidating the factors behind caring responsibilities as an impediment to women’s 

employment in the Commission’s COM document some of the examples of these inferences 

are:  

One of the main drivers for the employment gap is the unequal distribution of 

caring responsibilities between women and men. The gender employment gap 

widens substantially once families have children, reflecting the difficulty for 

women to reconcile child-raising and care responsibilities with their work. 

(European Commission, 2017) 
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This evidence on current economic and societal challenges points at the need to 

better-designed work-life balance policies that facilitate more equal sharing of 

care responsibilities within couples and remove barriers to women’s labour 

market participation and career advancement. (European Commission, 2017)  

Childcare and long-term care, are important tools to remove obstacles to 

employment, especially for women. (European Commission, 2017)  

From this example, childcare being predominantly focused in the policy can be understood as 

constituting two key concerns of reconciliation policy, that is to say, increasing female 

employment rates for meeting economic growth needs as well as improving fertility rates to 

tackle demographic crisis.  

6.2.2 What is problematic about the identified dominant representation of the problem? 
What issues and perspectives have been silenced in this representation of the problem?  
 

In the COM document of the Commission, by constituting the problem of gender equality as a 

problem of caring responsibilities of women, this dominant representation of policy problem 

reinforces the hegemonic gendered concept of caring (unpaid) responsibilities as belonging 

primarily to the domain of women’s core responsibility. Another problematic aspect of the 

identified dominant problem representation is provided by the document thereof stating 

‘…many men discouraged from taking up family-related leaves and flexible working 

arrangements and many women pushed to leave the labour market or to reduce their working 

hours’ (European Commission, 2017). This implies the predetermined notion of public or 

work sphere as men’s primary domain since they are presented to be ‘discouraged to leave’ 

work in order to take caring responsibilities. While private or domestic sphere being presented 

as women’s primary sphere since they are considered to be ‘pushed’ (back) from public 

domain of work to the domestic sphere.  

To add further, on the role of fathers the COM document enumerates the aim of reconciliation 

policy as to ‘…give workers more opportunities and choice to balance their professional and 

care responsibilities by updating and modernizing the current legal and policy framework, 

with particular attention to the role of men;’ (European Commission, 2017). The role of men, 

fathers to be precise as mentioned in the policy has been limited to that of secondary 

caregiver. This has been manifested twice in the policy document. Mentioned below are two 

examples of this manifestation. 
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…Evidence demonstrates that the availability of adequate leave arrangements has 

a strong influence on female employment. The availability and use of such 

arrangements for fathers (second parents) also has a considerable impact on 

participation of women in the labour market as it alleviates some of the care 

responsibilities of mothers and thus allows for easier return of women to the 

labour market (European Commission, 2017).  

Evidence shows the positive impact of adequate compensation on the take up of 

leave by fathers’ (second parent)… (European Commission, 2017)  

 Furthermore, by presenting the problem of gender equality in relation to labour market solely 

as a problem of women’s inaccessibility due to their caring responsibilities, this dominant 

problem representation discursively presents gender equality merely as a problem of women’s 

entrance in labour market. In the meantime, the representation falls short on problematizing 

some critical aspects in relation to equality between women and men such as unequal sharing 

of unpaid domestic work between women and men apart from caring responsibilities (Verloo, 

2007, pp. 117-118; Burnett et al., 2010). Besides, the COM document is silent in issues 

concerning structural obstacles at workplace that impedes women’s employment accessibility 

as well as career advancement and the type of work; typical and atypical, performed by 

women. The structural challenges include the problem of gender discrimination/harassment at 

workplace and multi-directional gender divisions in labour market. Likewise, the multi-

directional gender division can be broken down further as vertical segregation of women’s 

underrepresentation at managerial and decision making positions and as horizontal 

segregation concerning their concentration in particular field of employment to wit, education 

and health sector and issue of gender pay gap (EIGE Report, 2017).  

Similarly, the representation steers clear of issues of non-working parents and carers by 

pronouncing clearly in the Communication title as ‘An initiative to support work-life balance 

for working ‘parents and carers’’ (European Commission, 2017, emphasis added). Dismissal 

of the needs and challenges faced by single parents and carers’ in playing the dual role of 

bread winner and care taker is another silent aspect of this representation (Verloo, 2007, p. 

118). Despite the fact that single parents and carers could still be working in most cases either 

by their autonomous choice or compelling situation. Nonetheless, there has been no 

mentioning of ways to address their distress of single-handedly balancing work and family 

life. In similar vein, apparently the care services can be understood as entitled to active that is, 
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working parents and carers. This representation can underplay the (in)ability of accession of 

inactive single parents and carers for child care services. This inaccessibility can lead to 

further detrimental implication on them to actively search for work.  

Also it is stated in the document thereof, ‘Women are increasingly well qualified and more 

women than men graduate from universities in Europe…’ (European Commission, 2017) 

hinting at a particular representation of highly educated women graduates from local 

universities. This sort of representation in the policy can incur silences on the aspect of 

intersecting inequalities among women (Verloo, 2007, p.282). These intersecting inequalities 

are given by EIGE (2019) such as age, differently abled, country of origin, ethnicity and 

socioeconomic background. Challenges faced by women while accessing labour market due 

to complexity of these intersecting factors tends to go unmentioned in the policy document, 

let alone unchallenged and unquestioned. To present one instance of this silence, in the EIGE 

report (2019), figures of immigrant population in Europe is given as 36.9 million as of the 

beginning of 2017 and that of people living in member state outside their birth country as 20.4 

million. Thus, the policy tends to look right through the one whole section of the European 

population, which is single, unemployed, non-native, immigrant, socioeconomically 

disadvantaged and differently abled mothers with caring responsibilities.  

The identified dominant problem representation as well produces the problem of gender 

equality in labour market as the problem of caring responsibilities of women (Verloo, 2007, p. 

118). This presents women in the light of being care taker of children primarily as the issue of 

childcare provisions and services has been frequently spelled out in the policy. In so doing, 

the care needs of dependent family members mostly elderly have been positioned subsidiary 

to that of children. Hence, playing down of elderly member’s care needs appears to be another 

silenced issue. This is because statistics (Eurostat, 2017) show that the elderly population 

aged 65 and above comprise a significant section of Europe’s population (19.2% ). 

Furthermore, figures presented by Eurostat (2015) has predicted increase in the share of 

elderly people and rapid growth in number of older people (85 and above). Thus, catering to 

the caring needs of the increasing old-age dependency seems to be underplayed to a great 

extent. By the same token, this policy silence gives the inkling of rising elderly care 

responsibilities adding up to that of women who already shoulder lion’s share of childcare and 

domestic responsibilities.  
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At the same time, the representation pays no heed to the equal division of unpaid domestic 

responsibilities (Radulova, 2009). One possible interpretation of this inference could be that 

liberating women from caring responsibilities creates an environment conducive to access 

paid employment. The kind of employment and the position women are supposed to be goes 

under-examined in the problem representation. Multifaceted reasons such as fitting of work 

schedule with that of childcare service centers, the stress factor ensued from added or dual 

responsibilities of managing household responsibilities (at private sphere) as well as 

performing and excelling at job (work sphere) are seemingly under-analysed.   

Over emphasis on sharing of caring responsibilities alone and on leave and flexible working 

arrangements can limit the probing deeply into unequal power relations between women and 

men. Most significantly, overplaying on the provision of caring services to facilitate women’s 

employment access might divert attention from the actual agenda of gender equality which is 

shift in men’s attitude for equal sharing of non-paid domestic responsibilities largely 

housework between women and men (Verloo, 2007. Ch. 4).   

Commitment by employers is another aspect that the identified dominant problem 

representation dispenses with. Turning the gaze on the legislative action proposed by COM 

documents, the final proposed rights include ‘a right to request flexible working arrangements 

for parents of children up to 12 years old and workers with caring responsibilities.’ (European 

Commission, 2017) Apparently, the choice of word here request, infer that employee parents 

are free to request but are not entitled to flexible working arrangements. This leaves the 

decision largely to the employers to approve or defer the request. There is no hint at the 

commitment from the employer’s end regarding provision of flexibility in work timing for 

employees with caring responsibilities.   

On a broader level, the identified dominant problem representation suggests work-life 

reconciliation as a need for national economy and labour market. It is viewed as crucial to 

increasing women’s participation in labor market along the lines of Europe 2020 targets of 

75% overall employment rate target (see EIGE, 2015). What has not been problematized here 

is promoting balance between work and life as human rights issue, individual need and the 

well-being of family and society by and large. One additional instance of this is apparently 

predominant concern over childcare as opposed to elderly care. On closer scrutiny, promoting 

fertility for ensuring future labour supply at the same time mitigating demographic crisis 

surfaces as the underlying motive. However, the policy appears to be silent on the perspective 
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of promoting child welfare and development as well as social inclusion of children with 

learning difficulties, those belonging to disadvantaged households and with non-working 

parents.   

6.2.3 What effects are produced by this dominant problem representation? Who is likely 
to be harmed by this problem representation and the subsequent changes or stagnancy?  
 

With this third and final question, I divert my analysis on the probable resulting effects of the 

identified dominant problem representation. In that vein, I will analyse the effect from the 

aspect of the discursive, subjectification and lived effects as maintained by Bacchi (2009). 

Alongside, I will also take into consideration the long-range impact concerning social change 

against the hidden agenda of maintaining status-quo in the Commission’s COM document.  

What I intend to do here is examine how the problem of gender equality is discursively 

constructed to be a problem of caring responsibilities. In that endeavor, it can be analysed that 

the dominant labour market discourse constructs gender equality as chiefly relevant to the 

public sphere and work as liberation of women while dismissing the issue of gender 

inequality in private sphere (Leon, 2009). Likewise, caring responsibilities discourse 

constitutes caring responsibilities as the believable hindrance to women’s employment and 

thus, as a problem to achieving gender equality (Radulova, 2009). In line with these 

arguments, it could be analyzed that by focusing on childcare services and provisions for 

working parents (women), the reconciliation policy also downplays the provision of childcare 

services for non-working parents.  

In scrutinizing the effects, it is equally crucial to point towards how discourses can be viewed 

as producing subjects (Potter, 1996, p.86). Thus, subjectification is the other form of effect 

that WPR approach aims to probe into (Bacchi, 2009, pp. 16-17). The author claims that the 

study of effect concerns with the way in which subjects are created within particular problem 

representations and how this attribution of subjectification affect those so targeted and elicit 

certain views and perceptions of the community about the targeted groups and about 

themselves among the targeted groups. Adhering to this line of argument, it can be said that 

policy as a discourse creates this subjectification of individuals. Thus, Bacchi (2009, p. 17) 

concludes on scrutinizing the implication of problem representations on people for whom the 

policy is targeted as imperative since members of targeted group are often implicated in the 

policy to be themselves responsible for the problem. The interpretation of chosen empirical 

material will be based on this argument by scrutinizing the possible implications on the 
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targeted group. In that regard, the problem of caring responsibilities as an identified dominant 

problem representation of gender equality can have possible subjective implication on women 

as being themselves responsible for the problem of opting out of labour market. It is likely to 

produce a stigma attached to the working women as a voluntarily unemployed as they leave 

labour force soon after they face with the responsibility of caring for children or dependant 

relatives and family members. The subjective inference here could be interpreted as women 

being less career-driven and more family-oriented. Thus, in the Communication document 

this division can be construed as two-fold. Firstly, as a binary between working (active) 

versus non-working (inactive) parents. Secondly, within women as working versus non-

working women. The divide here can as well be interpreted as, preference and idealization of 

one group over other; policy preference on working parents over non-working parents through 

provision of flexible leave and working arrangements and idealization of working women 

where non-working women are encouraged to follow the path of working women and 

participate in labour market.    

Concomitantly, there are consequences of discursive and subjectification effects which is the 

lived effect, the way problem representation has direct and material effects on the people’s 

lives (Bacchi, 2009, pp. 17-18). By the same token, one probable resulting lived effect of 

childcare problem as dominant problem representation could be that childcare has become a 

public rather than private matter between the family members (Radulova, 2009). One 

probable implication of this would be having a deleterious effect on women who prefer to 

stay home and take care of their family as emphasis on labour market participation of women 

often denigrates homemaking and childrearing tasks. Thus, the reconciliation policy in a way, 

forces women to take dual responsibilities of both homemaking and earning and the lived 

effect of this is stress ensued from the overload of responsibilities of domestic and caring 

work as well as fulfilling the employment duties (Verloo, 2007, ch. 4). The long-range impact 

of this policy intervention can likely be on the quality of women’s life due to constant 

juggling between work and life. Furthermore, the demands of maternal responsibility might 

lead to spillover negative effect on work and vice-versa thus, having the adverse impact on 

good parenting and on performing and excelling at work further leading to conflict between 

work and family. This is evident in the ambiguities of reconciliation policy in which 

maintaining positive fertility rates with demography and population concerns are ever present 

and increasingly present (Radulova, 2009; Verloo, 2007). This can be understood by the fact 

that the reconciliation policy tends to accentuate family while addressing parents and carers 
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instead of women and men in the Communication document title. This demographic concern 

with the foregrounding of economic growth might come at the cost of gender equality thus, 

maintaining the status quo of unequal relation between women and men.  

Challenges of higher share and likelihood of women working part-time as compared to men, 

in figures, 32% women against 9% men (Eurostat, 2018) is mentioned as existing challenges 

in European labour market. This factor can squarely affect economic independence, job 

security and career progression of women. Nonetheless, there is an inference of prolongation 

of how things stand in relation to women’s employment. New working model for instance 

‘…teleworking, flexitime, reduced working hours or jobs sharing…’ (European Commission, 

2017) emerge to be designed focusing on women so as to accommodate their work with 

domestic responsibilities (Verloo, 2007, p. 118). Thus, the tendency of higher concentration 

of women in part-time work is likely to stay the same. The arrangement of flexibility in 

working schedules as a way of organizing work around household responsibilities is further 

prone to reinforcing the existing unequal gendered share of unpaid domestic work both 

household chores and caring responsibilities. This further maintains the status quo of the 

rhetoric of work being held as full-time commitment and free from household and caring 

responsibilities (Verloo, 2007, p. 111).         

What’s more, if there is anyone who is likely to be harmed by this dominant problem 

representation and the stagnancy of contesting the status quo of unequal gender relation, it can 

be perceived to be the working women with caring responsibilities, single and non-working 

mothers, physically challenged, non-native, immigrant women and women at large.  
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7. CONCLUSION 
In this thesis, I have shown on how the problem of gender equality has been discursively 

represented in the EU through discourse analysis. My analysis is chiefly guided by theory of 

poststructural feminism with discourse analysis as chosen methodology by applying Carol 

Bacchi’s WPR approach as the study method. Out of the six central questions postulated by 

WPR method, I have employed 3 selective questions most relevant from my study’s 

perspective. For this, I have focused on the most recently proposed work-life balance policy 

COM (2017) 052 final which it is purported to be modernized and progressive version of 

reconciliation policy in EU. Attention have been paid to discursive and evolving nature of 

policy as well as the linguistic use in the COM document for analyzing policy through 

discourse analysis.  

Combined with the identification of problem representation(s) of gender equality in the 

policy, I have also analysed the silences and implications on targeted group. The analysis of 

EU’s communication document on balancing work and life for working parents and carers 

suggests that in the policy, gender equality has been explicitly presented in a light of labour 

market problem. In that regard, the identified problem representations comprise problem of 

gender equality as labour market issue, as a need for economic sustainability and growth, a 

problem of caring responsibilities, as state welfare problem, imbalance between employment 

responsibilities and caring duties as well as social issue concerning demographic crisis, 

gender pay gap, poverty among women and their social exclusion. Among the stated problem 

representations, the study has identified childcare responsibility of women represented chiefly 

as the impediment to their low participation in labour market and eventually, the undesirable 

employment rate gap between women and men. Hence, the problem of childcare 

responsibility has been identified as the dominant problem representation in the policy.  

On analyzing the limitation of this identified dominant representation of problem, this thesis 

also unravels some of its problematic aspects. This comprise of the reinforcing of hegemonic 

gendered division of paid employment and unpaid care work and very little emphasis on 

problematizing the role of men in equally gendered division of unpaid housework. Similarly, 

the study points out some of the significant issues and perspectives that has been underplayed 

or silenced. These are the socio-structural challenges faced by women in accessing and 

advancing employment sector, quality of work, division of housework apart from caring 

responsibilities, intersectional inequalities faced by women due to factors including race, 

ethnicity, socioeconomic background, nationality and disability, unbinding nature of 

employer’s commitment and the individual, children’s and family well-being.      
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Lastly, the study has pinned down the silences of recognized problem representation and 

delineated it’s possible implication including discursive, subjective and lived effects 

particularly on women. Presenting gender equality around the dominant discourse of labour 

market discursively maintains accessing labour market as solution to daily troubles and 

tribulations faced by women in all areas of life. Similarly, it has been shown that this 

representation can stigmatize inactive/non-working women as less career-driven and depict 

the inclination towards active/working women. Finally, the study suggests possible resultant 

lived effects of handling stress due to dual burden of job responsibilities and domestic duties 

comprising both household chores and caring duties among women.  

To cap it all, although the latest version of EU’s work-life balance policy is claimed to be 

modernized and upgraded by designing more gender balanced leave and working 

arrangements, there still remains some cracks and fissures concerning promotion of equality 

between women and men in all spheres of life.      
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8. DISCUSSION 
The conclusions drawn from this study presents policy as discursive in nature and often 

constructed and contested rather than as given. While discussing problem representation, the 

term ‘representation’ itself implies intended reflection of the social problem where some 

elements are highlighted while others are eclipsed. In that approach, this thesis should be 

taken as an attempt to become wary of understanding representation as a complete mirroring 

of social reality and social problem, so to speak. Thus, this thesis is an endeavor to undo the 

hegemonic discourses and bring alternative worldviews to the fore.  

 

8.1Theoretical, empirical and practical implications  
From the review of relevant literature selected from a whole host of literatures on 

reconciliation policy, it has been found that the issues and framing of gender equality in EU 

policy has taken various shapes and forms. The analysis present in this thesis further 

corresponds in flux nature of gender equality discourse in EU. The general background on 

EU’s gender equality demonstrates this ever changing disposition of gender equality 

discourse through the disparate understandings of gender equality. In that vein, concept of 

gender equality has emerged from equal opportunities in labor market to positive actions for 

ensuring equal treatment between women and men and gender mainstreaming. One of the 

significant pieces of EU’s gender equality puzzle, that is, work-life reconciliation equally 

resonate this trend, where the discourse has shifted from reconciliation of work and family 

life to reconciliation of work and life to lately balancing work and life. In so far as 

reconciliation policy is understood as a measure for promoting gender equality, there is ample 

room for the policy to be further deconstructed and scrutinized from a feminist standpoint 

theory as well. As the analytical finding of the study has shown marginalization and eclipsing 

of several grave issues of women, feminist standpoint theory in that regard will shed light on 

the recognizing the complete knowledge of marginalized group, especially that of women 

(see, Doucet and Mauthner, 2007, p. 3-4). This is possible by virtue of their standpoint, or the 

position which are otherwise most often invisible to the hegemonic group.   

Furthermore, majority of the reviewed literatures, 9 out of 12 were carried out on previous 

reconciliation policies and only 3 were conducted on the latest reconciliation policy that has 

been studied in this thesis. Likewise, most of the literatures focused on prognosis of the policy 

problem in prescribing the solution to tackle it rather than diagnosis of the policy problem. 

Thus, representation of gender equality problem in EU reconciliation policy still remains 
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unchallenged. Concentrating on the task at hand, that is, the updated and upgraded edition of 

reconciliation policy, studies on the most recent work-life balance policy is few and far 

between. These factors call for an utmost need for study on what are the actual and nominal 

changes that the modernized policy has or will bring about and what is likely to remain same. 

There are still ambiguities in the core policy concepts at play such as uncertainty in 

demarcation between life and family life and between work and career. This has generated 

knowledge gap in the field of modernized work-life balance policy. Thus, demanding need for 

problematization of the very key concepts; work and life in itself and reconceptualisation of 

the understanding of these key facets of the policy. Only by doing so the term modernization 

will gain validity in the sense of being progressive and reformist that fosters equality between 

women and men at all areas of life, contribute to economic growth and societal development 

by and large. Furthermore, Rees (1998) asserts EU and its related institutions as a vital 

catalyst in playing significant role in influencing European women’s equality in both public 

and private sphere and at national and global level. Given the ever increasing, consistent and 

strong presence of EU in the global stage (Rees, 1998), the importance of EU as an 

overarching institution for the Member states as well as a global influencer can be deemed 

far-reaching when it comes to being an initiator and source of progressive social and political 

ideas. Thus, analyses that have emerged in this thesis can render valuable contribution in 

opening opportunities for multi-layered picture of individuals, family and human well-being, 

on the whole at the same time taking into consideration the importance of EU as one of the 

pioneering and leading institution.   
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