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What does striking a balance between your 
working life and your family life actually involve?
Sometimes life just gets too much. More than sometimes, even, because the cop-
ing model we’re enslaved to these days affects everyone, all the time, regardless of 
where they live or work, and whatever their social status might be.

It’s said we only have one life, but that’s not strictly true: we have our family lives, 
our working lives and, if we’re lucky, our social lives. Some even have other people’s 
lives, for example if they look after relatives with special needs. But however we 
count them, there’s only 24 hours in the day to live those lives.

So how, then, do we go about it?

How can we live our own lives so that there’s room for all those other lives in them?

How can we deal with the challenges the modern world throws at us while also find-
ing time for ourselves?

How can we live up to society’s expectations and cope with the unavoidable aspects 
of day-to-day living without the one life we get shattering into a million pieces?

How can we find time to relax and destress if all 24 hours of our day are spent doing 
other things?

The brightest minds in Europe have been looking for answers to these questions – 
and, lo and behold, they’ve started to find them. Officially this is known as ‘achieving 
work-life balance’, but despite the ring of jargon to it, striking a balance between 
working life and family life is increasingly effective in ensuring that no one runs 
themselves ragged on the hamster wheel of life.

All for one and one for all
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Each of us leads our own separate life, but as a society we live our lives together. 
And the more balanced your professional and private lives are, the better for society 
as a whole. It’s a straightforward equation that largely goes without saying, but is 
important for all of us.

Balance in work and family life means a lack of incompatible demands and conflict 
between these two key spheres. However much you have on your plate at work, your 
family still needs you, and vice versa. Achieving that balance has a much more funda-
mental impact on us than most people realise: both our mental and physical health 
depend directly on whether and how we synchronise the various facets of our lives.

Help is closer than you might think
In our 21st-century world, no one has to face their troubles alone. People and their 
problems are, needless to say, very different – whether it’s work getting too much 
for someone, or having to work several jobs just to get by, or looking after someone 
in the family with special needs, or finding enough time for yourself and your kids.

But all of those issues have something in common: they know no boundaries in 
terms of age or gender and can affect anyone. All too often at the worst time and 
when we least expect them.

Adios, Middle Ages!

Even quite recently, like it or not, people were still being left to face their problems 
on their own. It was very much a case of every man for himself and devil take the 
hindmost; a rat race in which those who fell behind had to figure out for themselves 
how to haul their sorry bones across the finishing line, assuming they ever reached it.

Today, thankfully, the societies of Europe are obliged to help those in need. That’s not 
just empty words, either: the obligation is inscribed in law in the European Union, 
and its Member States must abide by it.

Many are unaware that society is duty-bound to help people achieve work-life bal-
ance. After all, society is you, your family, your boss and your colleagues, the local 
government you pay your rates to and the legal protection offered by the state. 
That’s why it’s important to know your rights and be aware of the services that soci-
ety has to provide you with in striking a balance between your work and family lives.
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Three things you should be aware of right now
Talk to people

If you find it difficult staying on top of your work and family life, ask for help. Every-
one’s problems are different, but we all have the right to look for solutions to them.

Think about what the biggest issues you’re facing are and talk about them: to your 
family, to your friends, to your boss, to your colleagues, to your local government.

If you’re facing major difficulties, help is at hand. Your local government is obliged 
to advise you and give you information about the support that’s available. Your 
employer is obliged to come up with workarounds in a crisis. Kindergartens are 
required to help you even if they’re full and can’t take your kids.

When society offers you a helping hand, take it. The most important thing is to talk 
– as the saying goes, a trouble shared is a trouble halved.

Know your rights

You mightn’t be aware of your rights, but that doesn’t mean they don’t apply to you. 
Bring yourself up to speed on them. Here again talking will help: consult profession-
als to find out what support measures are available to you in achieving work-life 
balance. You might be surprised at how easy it turns out to be to solve a problem 
that otherwise seems insurmountable.

Staying in the know about your rights could be your first step towards overcoming 
major obstacles.

Trust society but think for yourself

Effective measures that cover all the bases can be invaluable in achieving work-life 
balance. Talking about your problems and knowing your rights will make your life 
easier, and in some cases finally allow you to live it – for a lot of families there’s such 
a disconnect between people’s private and professional existences that Life with a 
capital ‘L’ gets buried underneath them.

At the same time, it’s important to understand that solving one problem can lead to 
another.
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See also:
Recommendations for people caring for family members 

Recommendations for work collectives 

Recommendations for employers 

Recommendations for contractors 

Recommendations for local authorities 

Recommendations for schools and nursery schools 

Recommendations for politicians and policy makers 

For example, you’re perfectly within your rights to walk away from your job, but 
the long-term effects of doing so may be disastrous for your relationship with your 
family, your future pension and more besides. In weighing up the support measures 
available to you, think about how best to use them to help solve your problems.

Behind the words are a wealth of  
practical opportunities
The EU’s Work-Life Balance Directive, which came into effect in 2022, is designed 
to get more women into the workforce, to encourage men to take family leave and 
make use of flexible work options and to offer everyone the chance to obtain sup-
port for looking after relatives who need special care.

Behind these fine words lie a range of opportunities with the potential to make a 
significant impact. It’s important to seek them out – and you can do this by talking 
to people, knowing your rights and thinking about how to deal with your problems.
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PEOPLE CARING  
FOR FAMILY MEMBERS
Small children and the elderly need help and support from their families. Anyone 
can be struck by a serious illness or an accident. This can mean that someone in the 
family gives up their studies or paid work, but it doesn’t have to be this way.

Know that you have various rights to meet this goal, so that you don’t have to stop 
working to care for a family member.

You may be entitled to extra days off to care for a loved one. If this is not enough, 
you can discuss your options with your employer, e.g. a short unpaid leave or more 
flexible organisation of work. It’s important to know that you don’t have to stop 
working because a member of your family needs care. 

If you ask your employer for the possibility to change your work schedule or take 
unpaid leave or work part-time to meet family commitments, the employer must 
consider your proposals and explain to you if the nature of the work means that the 
rearrangements are not possible. The employer must also offer other alternatives – 
it’s best to find solutions together. 

Know that you may not be belittled by other colleagues at work because, for exam-
ple, you work part-time to care for family members. This does not make you a less 
valuable employee. The employer’s duty is to organise your work in such a manner 
that your tasks are divided between other workers fairly and for fair pay. 
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If your employer refuses to listen to you or treats you less favourably just because 
you have family responsibilities, it may in certain cases be viewed as discrimination. 
Ask the Equality Commissioner for advice and assistance on discrimination. 

It’s also useful to think about the changes in the way you organise your work in the 
long term. For example, is it possible to involve other family members, so that the 
workload of one person is not too overwhelming and that they don’t have to spend 
too much time away from work? Can a better solution be found in cooperation with 
the local authority so that the burden of caring for a family member is shared in the 
community? How short is the time for which the reduction of wages, e.g. in the case 
of temporary part-time work or unpaid leave, is reasonable and possible? Can the 
performance of tasks be shared so that the restrictions in working life are as small 
as possible?

Asking for help in these situations shows that you care and want to find lasting 
solutions that don’t overburden anyone. Taking care of your own health is actually 
important to all of your loved ones too. 

You don’t have to be perfect. Nobody can cope well with everything, even if it may 
look like it from some social media posts.



8
This project was funded by 
the European Union’s Rights, 
Equality and Citizenship Programme 
(2014-2020)

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR WORK COLLECTIVES
At work, it may be that some team members are unable to contribute as much 
as they would like to. The reasons for this can be positive or negative – someone 
becomes a parent, or has to care for a family member who is seriously ill or needs 
help for another reason. 

If a member of the team cannot contribute to the job full-time, this can cause resent-
ment in others who now have to do their work. It’s important to know that everyone 
has the right and the duty to look after their family members, and sometimes this 
may change the way they work. If such temporary changes to the way work is carried 
out are possible, and if they do not become too much of a burden on the employer, 
the colleague is entitled to such changes. Changes can include part-time work instead 
of full-time work, additional (unpaid) leave, flexible organisation of work or support 
in caring for a family member, such as childcare provided by the employer. 

All solutions depend on the specific possibilities offered by the employer, but they 
must be available on the same grounds. For example, if the employer offers days off 
when someone’s father or mother falls seriously ill, all workers are entitled to them. 
Let’s hope that no one will ever need this, but if it happens in your life, it’s a great help.

No one in the workplace should belittle the colleague who takes advantage of the 
opportunities to reconcile work and family life. Yes, it may lead to the reorganisation of 
work, but as the need to look after one’s family members when they need it the most 
can happen to anyone, everyone should try to be understanding. Belittling a colleague 
for fulfilling family commitments can constitute discrimination and is prohibited. 

The best thing to do is to agree on the rules together as a team – who is informed 
of one’s needs to reconcile work and family life and how, what happens next and 
how decisions are considered. It’s also good to know in advance how work will be 
reorganised for the whole team if someone unexpectedly has to take time off work 
or work with a reduced workload.

Mental health and well-being in the workplace depends, among others, on how secure 
workers feel when they have to fulfil family commitments in addition to their job duties. 

The management is responsible for the good organisation of work. It’s also the 
responsibility of the management to organise work in such a way that employees 
with family commitments are protected from less favourable treatment.
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR LOCAL AUTHORITIES
The well-being of people in your community depends on their life satisfaction and 
their opportunities for self-fulfilment. Part of self-fulfilment may be linked to work. 
Jobs are a natural part of a community and its functioning.

Local authorities, i.e. communities, have a big role to play in helping people when 
family commitments get too big. For example, local authorities can offer support to 
families with young children or to families with a disabled or seriously ill or elderly 
family member who needs help. 

The social services provided by local authorities play a major role in achieving gen-
der equality, as women are mostly responsible for domestic tasks. Reducing the 
amount of work women do at home when caring for family members gives women 
a much better chance of participating in the labour market or improving their skills. 

The local authority is close to people. This is why a local authority can also provide 
different services as necessary. Every family that approaches a local authority with a 
request for help should receive help where it is available and needed, and a written 
explanation of why the local authority decided to provide help the way it did in the 
circumstances. 

Local authorities in Europe have been very caring and forward-thinking in the pro-
vision of different services, and the COVID pandemic showed how many new and 
innovative solutions were often found very quickly. Nevertheless, there’s still a long 
way to go in reducing the burden, especially on women.

The best solutions are created in partnership. The most effective solutions for the 
employees who need assistance in reconciling their work and family life can be dis-
cussed with larger employers.
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR SCHOOLS  
AND NURSERY SCHOOLS
Educational institutions have a very important role in the promotion of gender equal-
ity. In nursery schools and schools alike, it’s wise to pay close attention to ensuring 
that both boys and girls are taught to do the chores at home and tidy up and clean 
their rooms equally. No maintenance jobs or household chores are specifically wom-
en’s or men’s work. 

Teaching to balance work and family life is often not included in the curriculum. 
Since this is a very important issue, it should be discussed in different subject les-
sons. Equal opportunities for all and career guidance are, for example, two major 
themes inextricably linked to reconciling work and family life.

Nursery schools and schools also have a broader role to play in supporting parents or 
people caring for children in reconciling work and family life. Activities relating to young 
children could take into account both the interests of the children and the needs of the 
family to earn a living in the interests of the children. Parents whose working hours are 
non-traditional should not be left worse off. Egalitarian education takes into account the 
special needs of children who, for whatever reason, have less support at home.

School students may struggle with their studies because of family commitments. 
Educational institutions should keep in mind that such commitments are not some-
thing the young person wants, but are already difficult for them. If a student is 
disadvantages due to his or her important family commitments, it may constitute 
discrimination.

Discrimination can also occur when a school does not support the young people 
who have become parents during their studies as much as possible. 

Teachers and other educational staff can have very demanding jobs, but they also 
have the right to changes in the organisation of work to fit in with their family com-
mitments. Parents do not have the right to belittle a teacher who, for example, stays 
home to look after their own sick child before an important exam. School manage-
ment is obliged to protect staff from such abuse. For more details, see the recom-
mendations for people caring for family members. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR POLITICIANS  
AND POLICY MAKERS
When a decision is made, the impact of the decision on the people who fulfil family 
commitments must also be considered. For example, it cannot be assumed that the 
childcare offered so far could be taken over by parents overnight. For example, pro-
viding services meant for the elderly too far away may also be problematic, as the 
organisation of transport would take up too much of the valuable working time of 
the children of elderly people. The impact on a family’s care burden can also occur in 
seemingly unexpected places. For example, an unsafe junction can increase the bur-
den on parents to drive their children to school, while safe and well-planned traffic 
management would allow children to get to school or nursery school on their own.

Policy makers can do a lot to support families. In addition to ensuring that ill-con-
sidered decisions do not add to the burden of care of families, promoting the equal 
opportunities of men and women must also be considered. Achieving gender equal-
ity depends very much on the decisions made by policy makers. 
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