Part time work for women in Europe

The brief description of the factors which influence the rates and patterns of female employment in Europe helps to understand the key position occupied by part-time work in all the current debates about women's employment in the EU.

Part time work is an atypical form of employment which primarily affects women. The term atypical is used to refer to part-time work as a specific form of employment. About 80 of all part-time jobs in Europe are occupied by women. 
There is no real consensus as to the meaning of the recent increase in part-time work. The debate is articulated around the following two positions:

Part time work is an efficient tool to allow working women with children to reconcile better the often contradictory demands of their careers and family responsibilities. It either can mean the partial return of women to their housewife role. This position presupposes the existence of a working spouse and places part-time work within the traditional sexual division of paid and domestic work. Or it can mean that part-time work offers an efficient means of enabling women to avoid a career break at motherhood and thereby to circumvent the difficulties encountered by many women returners. This argument recognises the importance of domestic duties which especially affect women and defends women's right to part-time work as an alternative to a career break. In this second perspective, part-time work is seen as a right for salaried women workers; a right which is often denied by their employers.

However, there is a critical view of part-time work which stresses the dangers of this phenomenon for women. In this perspective, part-time work is analysed in relation to market flexibility and is viewed essentially as a tool used by employers in order to increase the flexibility and productivity of their female work-force, thus increasing their own competitiveness in business. When analysed in this way, part-time work can be seen to increase the job insecurity which threatens women, i.e. part time work = partial salary = partial retirement benefits, and to constitute a phenomenon which should be opposed in the name of sexual equality, often in relation to a struggle in favour of reducing the working hours for all employees. 

