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1 Introduction

Flexible working times are a prominent topic in Western societies. Enterprises strive for more flexibility in order to respond to sudden changes in demand, adapt to new technologies and be in a position to innovate constantly in order to remain competitive. Flexibility, however, is not only identified as an important ingredient in the quest for competitiveness by employers. Contemporary employees demand non-fulltime working hours and/or flexible work time schedules in order to suit their preferred lifestyles and to reconcile work and family. From a gender perspective, it is generally assumed that a flexible organization of working time supports the reconciliation of work and private life (e.g. OECD 2007). The ability to distribute time optimally over the working week indeed seems an important element of a more female friendly working time regime (Rubery et al. 1998). On the other hand, unequal working times are an important indication of labour market inequality between men and women, with women concentrated in low paid, part-time jobs. Working time flexibility thus implies both threats and opportunities for a more equal distribution of paid and unpaid work, depending on the specific form of the flexibility and the economic and societal environment in which this occurs. As stated in the Roadmap for equality between women and men 2006-2010: “Flexible working arrangements boost productivity, enhance employee satisfaction and employers reputation. However, the fact that far more women than men make use of such arrangements creates a gender imbalance which has a negative impact on women’s position in the workplace and their economic independence” (CEC 2006: 5).

Drawing on comparative data, this paper focuses on the interrelation between flexibility and equal opportunities by categorizing the different realities of the EU Member States both in terms of flexibility in working times and in terms of gender equality. The focus is on internal quantitative flexibility as gender differences seem most pronounced in this area. Moreover, this form of flexibility affects the total workforce and is therefore an important issue. We thus concentrate on flexibility in flexibility in working time arrangements. The next section gives an overview of flexibility in working times in the EU member states. Section 3 investigates the relationship between level of flexibility and gender equality. Section 4 summarises the conclusions and discusses the policy implications. 

2 Flexible working time arrangements and gender: a description

Internal quantitative flexibility refers to a variety of flexible working time arrangements such as overtime and part-time work. In this paper the data will be organised along two dimensions. First, information will be provided on flexibility in the length of working time that is the spread in actual working hours. Secondly, we will focus on the organization of working time, referring to flexible working time schedules.
Length of working time

An important standard regarding the length of working time is the 40-hour working week, which has gained prominence over the 20th century in the Western world (Bosch et al. 1994). Though it is still an important standard, countries show large differences in the actual distribution of working hours. To show this differentiation, the next graphs illustrate the distribution of working hours in Hungary, United Kingdom, France and the Netherlands. Within this sub-sample, Hungary clearly demonstrates the high prevalence of the 40 hour norm; more than 80% of all employees in Hungary usually work 40 hour weeks. On the other side of the spectrum is the United Kingdom, in which any collective norm seems to have disappeared; the concept of standard working time does not appear to exist in this country anymore. The rest of the EU countries fall somewhere in between these two extremes; in most instances it is still possible to identify a peak or two in terms of hours worked. These peaks usually coincide with the standard working hours of their respective countries and/or with the prevalence of part-time working hours. In France for example, many employees work 31 to 35 hours as the standard working week is 35 hours, although quite a number of employees seem to work longer hours; see the second peak at 38/39 hours and the relatively high percentage of especially men indicating a usual working week of 46-50 hours. 
Graph 1 Working time distribution of employees by gender in Hungary, United Kingdom, France, Denmark, Netherlands and Germany
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United Kingdom
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France
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The Netherlands
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Graph 1 also illustrates that both male and female working hour profiles show large similarities therefore a typical ‘national’ pattern can be established for both men and women. In Hungary, for example, both the distribution of the male and female working hours is heavily concentrated at 40 hours, while also in France the differences seem relatively small with both men and women following the typical three-peak pattern. Even in the United Kingdom, de-standardization seems to have affected both the male and female patterns of working hours. Yet, the United Kingdom also illustrates a common difference within Europe as the working time distribution of women is more concentrated in the shorter working hours, while men work the longer hours. The largest gender differences are displayed by the Netherlands, where women peak at the 11-20 hours category and men still largely work on an almost full-time basis. 

A simple index of working-hours segregation confirms the gender differences in working hours. The ‘s-index’, also called the index of dissimilarity, is often applied in research on occupational segregation (Rubery and Fagan 1993), but can also be used to illustrate the extent of working hours segregation. The index can be interpreted as the percentage of the male and/or female labour force that would have to change its job (or – in this case - working hours) in order to eliminate all segregation. It appears that there are large differences in this respect. Bulgaria, Hungary, Romania, Slovenia and Slovakia perform best with scores below 10 percent, whereas Austria, Luxembourg and the Netherlands perform the worst with scores higher than 40 percent. In fact, the Netherlands scores highest with 57 percent; this means that 57 percent of the male and/or female population would need to change their working hours to reach an equal distribution. Overall the differences between men and women’s working hours seem universal. Men simply work more hours than women. Even in countries such as Sweden, where full-time work is common among women, more women than men opt for part-time work. These differences in working hours illustrate that there is not an easy relationship between gender equality and flexible working hours. Short working hours may be seen as a factor which contributes to a differentiated economy thereby stimulating women to engage in paid work. Yet if women engage disproportionately in part-time work (or other non- standard working time arrangements) the result might be enduring gender inequality in terms of income and responsibility.

Graph 2 EU member states ranked by the index of dissimilarity, 2004
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Organisation of working time
A second dimension of flexibility in working time arrangements is the organization of working time. A flexible organisation of working time refers to a flexible matching of labour inputs over the day, week and the year. Whereas the increased flexibility in the length of working time can be easily documented on the basis of labour force survey data, the rise in flexible organisation of working time is much more difficult to ascertain. This is partly due to the tendency of the firm negotiating the flexible organisation of working time independently from statutory regulation and/or the system of collective bargaining. As a result, the statistical processing of these developments is far from complete. Partly because of data restrictions and the impossibility to make use of harmonised statistics on more innovative concepts, we use in this paper the percentage of employees having access to flexible working time schedules and the percentage of employees usually working at home as indicators of flexibility in the organization of working time.

Flexible working time schedules refer to a variety of working time arrangements that enable employees to vary their working hours, in order to adapt these to their personal needs and preferences (see also Riedman et al. 2006: 3). Table 1 summarises data on flexible working time schedules which have been collected in the LFS ad hoc module 2004 (under the heading ‘variable working hours’). This module provides information on the following categories: 1) staggered working hours (employees start and finish work at slightly different times, fixed by the worker or the employer; this implies that the employee has some opportunity to fix the hours, but they remain unchanged), 2) flexitime (which allows workers to vary their starting and ending times and the number of hours that they work in a particular week, in general with ‘core’ hours established) and 3) working time banking (which involves keeping track of hours in order to build up ‘credits’ or accumulate ‘deficits’ in hours worked over longer periods than in the case of flexitime, with the rules how the excess hours accumulated in the time banking account can be spent) (EC 2006: 37). In addition, there is a category ‘other’ which “includes the frequent case of a fixed start of the day until the work is finished” (EC 2006: 23). It appears that flexible working time schedules are rather widespread in Denmark and Sweden with at least 60% of men and women having access to flexible working time schedules. Also Germany and Finland score relatively high with a little more than half of all employees working with some kind of flexibility in their working hours. Low scores are concentrated in the southern EU Member States and in the new Member States of Eastern Europe. Table 1 also indicates that in most countries male employees are more likely to have flexible working time schedules then female employees, although the differences are small. The only countries where the share of female employees is higher are Sweden and Malta. 

Table 1 Share of employees aged 15+ having access to flexible working time schedules and usually working from home by gender, 2004

	
	Flexible working time schedules
	Usually working from home

	Country
	Male
	Female
	Male
	Female

	Denmark
	62.7
	61.3
	2.5
	2.9

	Sweden
	60.0
	62.6
	1.6
	2.4

	Germany
	54.7
	49.6
	2.1
	2.9

	Finland
	53.7
	47.0
	5.3
	6.9

	Luxembourg
	38.8
	34.5
	3.8
	7.6

	Austria
	37.6
	36.3
	2.7
	5.7

	United Kingdom
	36.1
	30.5
	0.7
	1.7

	Netherlands
	35.2
	26.9
	1.1
	1.1

	Italy
	34.2
	29.7
	0.8
	1.3

	Belgium
	30.5
	28.2
	4.5
	5.7

	France
	29.8
	28.5
	4.8
	10.5

	Slovenia
	29.0
	28.4
	4.3
	7.7

	Czech Republic
	23.4
	18.4
	0.5
	1.6

	Portugal
	22.5
	17.2
	n.r.
	0.5

	Estonia
	21.1
	12.4
	n.r.
	3.0

	Slovakia
	20.8
	18.2
	1.1
	2.2

	Ireland
	20.6
	16.4
	2.1
	1.7

	Poland
	20.6
	14.0
	1.1
	2.0

	Latvia
	20.1
	17.2
	n.r.
	1.1

	Hungary
	17.8
	13.5
	0.9
	1.6

	Malta
	16.9
	17.0
	
	

	Lithuania
	16.8
	12.0
	n.r.
	1.2

	Spain
	15.5
	15.0
	0.2
	0.5

	Greece
	14.9
	15.3
	1.1
	1.4

	Cyprus
	11.6
	8.9
	
	

	Romania
	10.9
	7.9
	1.0
	2.4

	Bulgaria
	10.0
	7.5
	
	


N.r.: not reliable

Source: Eurostat, EU Labour force survey 2004 and LFS ad hoc module 2004 (no data for Liechtenstein on flexible working time schedules; no data available for Bulgaria, Cyprus and Malta on working from home) 

In addition, graph 3 provides details on the form of working time schedules. It appears that the mix of flexible working time schedules is rather different across countries. In Denmark flexitime arrangements and (to a lesser extent) working time banking are rather common, whereas in Sweden staggered hours are an important form of flexible working time schedules. In Germany working time banking is the main form and it is also the country with the highest share of employees having access to this schedule. In the countries with the lowest levels of flexibility in working time, notably the new Member States and some Southern European countries, working time banking is a less well known concept. The limited flexibility mainly refers to staggered hours and flexibility in start and end times or determining personal working schedules. In line with the figures in table 1, the more detailed figures show that gender differences in different forms of working time flexibility are rather small.   

Graph 3 Working time schedules of men and women employees aged 15-64
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Source: Eurostat, EU Labour force survey, ad hoc module 2004
Home-working applies to many self-employed persons pursuing, for example, an artistic or liberal profession, although this has also become an important working condition for employees (Eurofound 2007). Measuring the extent of homework is, however, rather complicated. In this report, data from the EU-LFS are used on the number of employees usually working from home. Eurostat uses a rather strict definition of working from home as employees must have reached a formal agreement with the employer, in which both parties - employees and employers - agree that part of the work is to be done at home. In addition, a person is considered usually working from home if, for a reference period of four weeks before the interview, the hours worked at home amount to at least half of the total hours worked during the period (Eurostat 2007: 48). This implies that homeworking is a rather imperfect indicator of flexibility in the organization of working time as it may cover rather different categories of employees ranging from the professional ‘multilocational’ employee  to teleworkers and (poorly paid) manual homeworkers (viz. Stile 2004; Eurofound 2007). Moreover, in the Eurostat definition of work at home “anyone whose place of work comprises a separate unit (such as a doctor’s surgery or tax accountants’ office with separate entrance)” is not included (Stile 2004: 2). Yet, given that the data in table 1 refer to employees, it is assumed that these figures indicate the prevalence of a modern working time arrangement in which employees, with or without the help of new information technologies, work from home. Table 1 shows that France shows the highest percentage with 4.8% of all male employees and 10.5% of all female employees usually working from home. Working from home seems to be rather infrequent in Latvia, Lithuania, Portugal and Spain. Yet the North-West / South-East divide seems less clear than in the case of flexible working time schedules. With regard to gender, it appears that the percentage of female employees working from home in most countries is higher than the percentage of male employees; the only exception is Ireland. The gender differences are relatively large in Austria, France, Luxembourg and Slovenia.

Summarising the results so far, it can be concluded that the individualisation in working hours is relatively widespread in the Northern and Western EU Member States. In contrast, the traditional 40 hour week has remained prevalent, particularly in the new Member States. Gender differences in working hours appear to be large in the United Kingdom and especially the Netherlands. There is only limited statistical evidence about the extent to which a flexible organisation of working time has been developing over recent years. Yet the available data seems to suggest the same North-West / South-East division. Flexible working time schedules are, for example, rather widespread in Denmark, Sweden, Germany and Finland, whereas Greece, Cyprus, Romania and Bulgaria score low. The data also indicates that in most countries, male employees often have more flexible working time schedules than female employees, yet the differences are relatively small. Working from home does not seem to be evenly spread among the EU Member States, although the North-West / South-East divide seems less clear than in the case of flexible working time schedules. In most countries the share of female employees usually working from home is higher than the share of male employees working from home.  
3 Modelling gender equality and working time flexibility

Though international differences in working time flexibility have been studied quite extensively (e.g. Anxo et al. 2007; Burchell et al. 2007; Riedman et al. 2006), studies on the relationship between flexibility and gender equality are relatively rare. Rubery et al (1998) seem to be one of the first that have studied this relation in a more systematic way by exploring the implications of different national working time regimes for gender equality.  According to the authors the following characteristics are relatively good for gender equality: relatively short-full-time hours, a small gender gap in average full-time hours, low shares of both men and women on very long hours, opportunities for women to work long part-time/short full-time hours, low shares of women on short hours jobs, low rate of unsocial hours working for both men and women and a relatively equal use of men and women on unsocial hours work and no particular tendency to use female part-time work to cover unsocial hours. Mutari and Figart (2001) go one step further and have identified four distinct working time regimes in the Member States of the European Union, by developing measures for gender equity and working time flexibility. Gender equity is measured by the gender pay gap and the married women’s labour force participation rate. Six indicators are used for flexibility; the full time modes of working hours of both men and women; the kurtosis (based on the modes) that provides information about the distribution of average weekly working hours of both men and women; and the percentages of married women working part-time and men working overtime. Given the country scores on these indicators, the Member States are categorized as (1) male breadwinner working time regime with low scores on both gender equity as flexibility, (2) liberal flexibilisation working time regime, with a high score on flexibility and a low score on gender equity, (3) solidaristic gender equity working time regime, with a high score on gender equity but a low score on flexibility and finally (4) high road flexibilisation working time regime, with high scores on both flexibility and gender equity. 

While the Mutari and Figart model is a useful starting point, it does do not provide a real comparison of the EU Member States on the basis of the two dimensions; their categorization is largely based on a descriptive analysis. In addition, there are a few issues in regard to the equality and flexibility indicators (see also Plantenga 2004). One problem is that their approach seems rather unbalanced as gender equity is measured by two indicators whereas flexibility is measured by six. A second problem is the overlap between the flexibility indicators of kurtosis and men’s overtime; a high percentage of male overtime work automatically leads to a low kurtosis. In addition, the flexibility indicators seem to measure also gender (in)equality; married women’s part-time rate and men’s overtime are used to measure flexibility of work time, but also indicate gendered working time patterns. As an alternative approach, we have categorized the EU Member States
 by using three indicators for each of the two dimensions. Flexibility is measured using (1) the shape of the working time distribution (kurtosis) of all employees; (2) the percentage of employees usually working at home; and (3) the percentage of employees making use of flexible working time schedules. Gender equality is measured by: (1) the gender gap in employment; (2) the gender pay gap; and (3) the working time dissimilarity index. 
Flexibility indicators

Kurtosis measures the peakedness of a given distribution. A normal distribution (in statistical terms) would yield a kurtosis value of 0. It is used for working hours in this case to determine whether or not there is a large concentration of employees at a certain number of weekly working hours. A country with a large share of its employees working 40 hour weeks would end up with a high value of kurtosis. The presence of alternative working hours, part-time or overtime, would lead to a low kurtosis value. The second measure of flexibility is the use of flexible working time schedules. The share of employees using flexible working time schedules is calculated by taking the sum of employees having staggered hours, employees whose contracts allow them to bank working hours, to vary start and end times or to determine their own working schedule. The final measure of flexibility is homeworking. Working from home is often seen as an important and innovative strategy with regard to the organisation of work and working times in which distance and place no longer constitute restrictions. Working from home is measured as the share of employees usually working from home (more than 50% of their working time). 

Equality indicators

The gender gap in employment is defined as the difference between male and female participation rates. It is perhaps the most basic sign of inequality in the labour market. A low gender gap in employment has been recognized by the Lisbon strategy of the European Union as the prime target for decreasing gender inequality. In order to calculate the gender gap in employment, data from the Labour Force Surveys of 2004 for the age group 15 to 64 have been used, because the flexibility indicators are only available for the 2004 data. The standardised gender pay gap is a natural extension of the gender gap in employment and represents the difference between average gross hourly earnings of male paid employees and of female paid employees as a percentage of average gross hourly earnings of male paid employees. It can be considered as an indicator of whether the participation of men and women yield the same monetary benefits. Beyond differences in participation, it measures the potentially subordinate position of female employees within the labour market itself. Data used to calculate the gender pay gap are from the Structure of Earnings Survey (SES) 2006 and refer to the age group 15-64. The population consists of all paid employees in enterprises with 10 employees or more (NACE Rev. 1.1 aggregate C to O (excluding L)). The data refer to 2006 as this is the first year on which harmonised data are available for all Member States. The dissimilarity index applied to the segregation in working hours is the third and final gender equality indicator. As already explained in section 2, it measures the proportion of the male and/or female labour force that would have to change their working hours in order to have no segregation in working hours. As with the other two indicators, a higher score implies greater gender inequality.  

Categorisation
The process of calculating the ranking of the countries on the gender equality and flexibility dimensions is twofold. First the z-scores of the individual indicators are taken, which normalizes the data and transforms it into a new set with a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1. Afterwards for the cumulative gender equality scores the mean of the negative country scores on the indicators are taken (the negatives are used since all of the gender equality indicators imply higher levels of inequality with increasing values). For the cumulative z-score for flexibility the averages of z-scores of the kurtosis, flexible working time schedules and home working are taken. Negatives are used only for kurtosis in this case. Tables 3 and 4 show the resulting values for each of the countries ranked by the highest cumulative z-score. 

Based on the three indicators, the country with the on average highest level of working time flexibility is Finland, followed by France, Belgium and Austria. Finland has high scores on all three indicators whereas France ranks high particularly because of the high score on homework. The Netherlands rank 7th and has particularly a high score on the kurtosis. The lowest flexibility scores are found in Bulgaria, followed by Spain and Lithuania. The ranking of the EU member states on gender equality is completely different. The five countries with the highest ranking are all from the new member states (Bulgaria, Slovenia, Romania, Poland and Latvia). The Netherlands has the on average lowest score on the gender equality indicators, followed by Austria, Spain and Greece. 
Table 3 Country scores on three flexibility indicators

	
	Kurtosis
	Flexible working time schedules
	Home work
	Cumulative 

z-score

	Finland 
	2,4
	50,3
	6,1
	1,63

	France 
	7,2
	29,2
	7,5
	0,99

	Belgium 
	4,4
	29,4
	5
	0,82

	Austria 
	5,2
	37
	4,1
	0,78

	United Kingdom 
	-0,4
	33,4
	1,2
	0,71

	Denmark 
	10,3
	62
	2,7
	0,66

	Netherlands 
	0,1
	31,4
	1,1
	0,61

	Sweden 
	10,3
	61,3
	2
	0,53

	Luxembourg 
	11,4
	37
	5,4
	0,47

	Germany 
	10,2
	52,3
	2,5
	0,43

	Slovenia 
	11,8
	28,8
	5,9
	0,33

	Ireland 
	4,6
	18,6
	1,9
	0,08

	Italy 
	6,8
	32,3
	1
	0,03

	Cyprus 
	2,3
	10,3
	0,3
	-0,17

	Slovakia 
	9,9
	19,6
	1,6
	-0,4

	Estonia 
	11,7
	16,6
	2,4
	-0,49

	Greece 
	9,5
	15,1
	1,2
	-0,54

	Czech Republic 
	10,8
	21,1
	1
	-0,55

	Poland 
	10,9
	17,5
	1,5
	-0,56

	Portugal 
	9,4
	20
	0,3
	-0,57

	Latvia 
	10,8
	18,7
	0,7
	-0,65

	Hungary 
	11,9
	15,1
	1,2
	-0,74

	Romania 
	11,5
	9,5
	1,7
	-0,74

	Lithuania 
	11,9
	14,3
	0,7
	-0,83

	Spain 
	11,5
	15,3
	0,3
	-0,84

	Bulgaria 
	11,5
	8,8
	0,3
	-0,99


Note: no data available on home work for Bulgaria and Cyprus, therefore the lowest value has been imputed

Source: Eurostat, EU Labour force surveys and LFS ad hoc module 2004

Table 4 Country scores on three equality indicators

	
	Gender employment gap
	Standardised gender pay gap
	Dissimilarity Index
	Cumulative Z-Score

	Bulgaria 
	7,3
	12,4
	2,9
	1,02

	Slovenia 
	9,5
	8
	7,2
	1,02

	Romania 
	11,3
	7,8
	4,7
	1

	Poland 
	11
	7,5
	13,4
	0,83

	Latvia 
	7,9
	15,1
	12,3
	0,64

	Hungary 
	12,4
	14,4
	7,4
	0,56

	Portugal 
	12,5
	8,4
	20,8
	0,53

	Lithuania 
	6,9
	17,1
	16,6
	0,49

	Sweden 
	3,1
	16
	29,9
	0,4

	France 
	11,2
	15,8
	23,6
	0,17

	Denmark 
	8,1
	17,6
	28,3
	0,13

	Estonia 
	6,4
	30,3
	11,3
	0

	Finland 
	4,1
	21,3
	35,3
	-0,01

	Slovakia 
	12,3
	25,8
	9,8
	-0,05

	Belgium 
	15,3
	9,5
	39,1
	-0,09

	Italy 
	24,9
	4,4
	33,7
	-0,2

	Czech Republic 
	16,3
	23,4
	13,3
	-0,21

	Germany 
	11,6
	22,7
	35,3
	-0,46

	Cyprus 
	21,1
	21,8
	18,7
	-0,5

	Luxembourg 
	20,9
	10,7
	42,1
	-0,5

	Ireland 
	19,4
	17,2
	37,2
	-0,63

	United Kingdom 
	12,2
	24
	39,4
	-0,66

	Greece 
	28,5
	20,7
	14
	-0,71

	Spain 
	25,5
	17
	28,6
	-0,77

	Austria 
	14,2
	25,5
	40,9
	-0,86

	Netherlands 
	14,4
	23,6
	57,2
	-1,15


Source: Eurostat, EU Labour force surveys (gender employment gap and dissimilarity index) and Structure of Earnings Surveys (gender pay gap; data for the United Kingdom provisional).

In graph 4 the scores on flexibility in working time and gender equality are combined. The horizontal axis ranks the countries according to their gender equality scores. The vertical axis displays the cumulative z-scores for flexibility. There are four visible quadrants in total. 

Graph 4 Country scores on equality and flexibility (cumulative z-scores)
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On the basis of this categorisation, Denmark, France, Sweden, and Slovenia are placed in the upper right quadrant; they score above average both in terms of gender equality and flexibility. Slovenia has the highest overall score on gender equality by combining relatively favourable scores on all three equality indicators. France scores slightly above average on gender equality and combines this with a favourable score on flexibility mainly because of the high score on home working. Within the group of Scandinavian countries, Finland scores highest with regard to flexibility but in contrast to Denmark and Sweden combines this with a below average score on equality mainly because of a rather large difference in working hours between men and women. A number of countries, most notably Spain and Greece, perform poorly in both gender equality and flexibility and are placed in the lower left quadrant. Both countries combine a relatively large gender employment gap with relatively little flexible working time schedules and home working. Italy, who shares a large gender employment gap with Spain and Greece scores slightly more positively in regard to flexibility, mainly because of the relatively high percentage of employees making use of flexible working time schedules. The Netherlands, Austria, the United Kingdom and, to a lesser extent, Germany and Luxembourg, combine flexibility with relatively low gender equality. The Netherlands’ poor rating in gender equality is mainly due to the larger share of women working part-time compared to men. Also in Austria the relatively high score on flexibility is combined with a below average score on gender equality, which is to a large extent due to the differences in the working hours between men and women.

The placement of Lithuania, the Portugal, Hungary, Latvia, Poland, Bulgaria and Romania is perhaps the most interesting. These mostly Eastern European countries combine low flexibility with high levels of gender equality and are placed in the lower right quadrant. Of all EU Member States, Bulgaria scores lowest in terms of flexibility, combining a high kurtosis with a low score on flexible working time schedules and no home working. At the same time this country scores rather positively on gender equality, due to the small gaps in the labour market position of men and women. For a correct interpretation of the results it should be noted that the positive gender equality scores are to a large extent due to the low rates of both female and male employment. Hence, the relatively low gender gap in employment is not the result of a high (formal) female participation rate but also of a low male participation rate. Furthermore, the low score on index of working hour segregation may not be the result of men and women voluntarily working similar weekly hours, but rather the impossibility of opting for any individualized solution. Coupled with the low rate of male employment, the single peaked working hour distributions lead to a high score in the measure of gender equality used here.

It is tempting to give normative labels to these quadrants that the countries are grouped in, but given the limited nature of this exercise and the difficulties in regard to the statistical data (especially the flexibility indicators), it is important to be rather cautious in this respect. Presumable the most important message of graph 4 is that there are large differences between European Member States with regard to the correlation between the dimensions of gender equality and working time flexibility. Apparently, a relatively high score on working time flexibility is not automatically connected with a high score on gender equality, but may be combined with more or less gender equality. The bottom line is that there is no fixed relation between the two dimensions. This is an important message from a policy point of view as it indicates that with the correct and consistent policies, flexibility and gender equality can be brought in line. At the same time the data the data illustrate that gender equal flexibility is not self evident. 
Current policy developments in the EU member states regarding flexibility and gender equality are rather diverse (see for an overview Plantenga & Remery 2009). Positive examples are provided by the Nordic countries. Here involuntary part-time work is an important issue, leading to policy measures which try to create a new balance between flexibility and security. In these countries gender is an important part of the discussion. In Sweden, for example, the right to longer working hours is seen as an important gender equality measure. In the mid-2000s, two governmental inquiries were taking place, one concerning the right to work part-time and the other the right to work full-time. Also the Netherlands may serve as a positive example. The low average working hours and the expected labour shortages due to the ageing of society inspired the Dutch policy makers to a slight change in perspective in as much as an increase in the female participation rate in hours has been advocated. For this goal in 2008 the Taskforce ‘Part-time Plus’ has been established for a period of two years. In addition, the Minister of Social Affairs and Employment has been exploring options in working time flexibility in order to improve the work-life balance and actively stimulate flexible working times and working places such as self-rostering, working from home etc.
In other countries the developments seem less positive from a gender equality point of view. The Czech Republic, for example, wants to increase the level of flexibility by increasing the amount of part-time work. The objective is to achieve a level of part-time employment of at least 10%. It is planned that employers who provide part-time employment to a parent following maternity or parental leave will receive a reduction of social insurance payments by 1500 CZK (about 60 EUR) per month. As the implicit message is ‘part-time employment for mothers with small children’, the policy seems rather problematic from an equal opportunities point of view. 
An important recent development is the financial and economic crisis. Within this context, flexibility is seen as an important policy instrument in order to increase the ability of employers to adjust to changing economic circumstances. In quite a few countries temporary short time work, implying that the normal working hours are reduced, is considered as an important policy measure to deal with the crisis. Such a measure may be beneficial for both the employees and the employers. Employees have a lower risk of losing their jobs and employers can save considerable dismissal costs and costs of losing firm-specific human capital. In the current debate, however, the gender dimension does not figure prominently. There is, however, a real risk that the emphasis on employer friendly flexibility will go at the expense of employee friendly and gender equal flexibility. 
4 Summary and conclusions 

In this paper, an overview of flexible working time arrangements and gender equality has been provided with a particular focus on internal quantitative flexibility, that is flexibility in the length of working time and flexibility in the organisation of working time. An important conclusion is that the differences between the European Member States are still very large. Flexibility in the length of working time, for example, appears to be relatively widespread in the Northern and Western EU Member States, whereas especially in the new Member States the traditional 40 hours working week is still very much intact. Also with regard to the flexible organisation of working time, the differences within Europe are relatively large. Denmark, Sweden, Germany and Finland score relatively high with a little more than half of all employees working with some kind of flexibility in their working hours. Especially in the new Member States and the Southern European countries flexible working time schedules are still a rather unfamiliar phenomenon.

From a gender equality point of view the increased flexibility in working time arrangements should be rated positively in as much as more individualised working hours or schedules can help employees to reconcile their work obligations and personal life. It is therefore likely that more individualised working hours have a positive effect on the female participation rate. Greater flexibility, however, also seems to have some adverse effects on gender equality. In most countries, part-time work is still concentrated in low-paid sectors with low career and training opportunities. It is thus difficult to claim that greater flexibility – in terms of the length of the working time - will have the desired effect of greater gender equality.
The complex relationship between flexibility in working time and gender equality is illustrated by combining the national scores into ‘gender equality working time regimes’. For this categorization gender equality is measured by the gender gap in employment, the gender pay gap and the working time dissimilarity index. Flexibility is charted using the shape of the working time distribution (kurtosis) of all employees; the percentage of employees usually working at home and the percentage of employees making use of flexible working time schedules. 

The categorisation indicates that a relative high score on flexibility is not automatically connected with a low score on gender equality. At the same time a relative high score on gender equality may be combined with a more or less flexible working time regime. The main message seems to be that there is no fixed relationship between the two dimensions; apparently policy matters. Put differently, flexibility may be organized in more or less gender equal way. This is an important message also with regard to the current financial and economic crisis and the attempt to improve economic competitiveness. Although flexibility is seen as an important policy instrument in order to increase the ability of employers to adjust to changing economic circumstances, gender equality does not figure prominently in the policy measures. Therefore it is important that, despite the recent economic developments, the progress made towards family friendly labour market structures is maintained. This implies that both flexibility in working time arrangements and gender equality should be identified as important preconditions of economic recovery. 
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