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Abstract

In this study it was examined whether work-related experiences of Finnish mothers are
different from work-related experiences of mothers in 11 other European countries.
The data was based on European Social Survey, round 2, conducted in the years
2004-2005. Descriptive statistics and ordinal regression analysis were used to assess
the outcomes. Work to home interference was not especially frequent among mothers
in Finland. However, interference that comprised other family members was more
common than in the other countries investigated. With regard to work characteristics,
Finnish mothers differed both negatively and positively from mothers in the other
countries. Long working hours increased time-based interference from work to family
members. Time pressure at work increased both time- and strain-based interferences.
Social support from co-workers decreased strain-based interference. Work to family
member interferences, especially strain-based interference, were negatively connected
to life satisfaction. Both working and non-working mothers in Finland appeared to
be satisfied with their life.

Key words: mothers, work—family interference, work characteristics, life satisfaction,
childcare policy

Introduction

Compared to mothers in many other European countries, mothers in Finland have a
long tradition of undertaking paid work. As far back as the 1970s, and increasingly in
the 1980s, even mothers who had young children frequently worked outside the home
(Kauppinen-Toropainen, Haavio-Mannila, Kandolin and Simonsuuri-Sorsa 1983). In
the 21st century, the employment rate for Finnish mothers was still among the highest
in Europe (OECD 2007). Since the 1990s, however, a considerable part of mothers
have stayed at home with their newborn child for relatively long periods, typically until
the child is 1.5 to 3 years old (OECD 2005; Lammi-Taskula, Salmi and Parrukoski
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2009). In many other European countries, the number of mothers who worked despite
having such young children increased during this period.

The diverging trend shown in Finland is connected to a child home care allowance, i.e.,
a benefit that can be obtained as an alternative to a public childcare place, covering a
period from the end of the parental leave period until the child is 3 years old. The al-
lowance provides financial support for taking care of children at home for a prolonged
period. On the other hand, mothers have also chosen this option because of problems
in finding a job, especially when jobs have been scarce, such as during the recession
of the early 1990s (Lammi-Taskula 2004; Lammi-Taskula et al. 2009). Furthermore, a
study of mothers who stayed at home when the child was two years old indicated that
mothers frequently justified a prolonged home care period by its importance for the
child (Salmi, Lammi-Taskula and Nérvi 2009). A negative perception of work-life, such
as a hectic pace or burdensome work, was also mentioned by many mothers. Recent
marked changes in the nature of work render the latter explanation interesting.

Starting in the late 1980s, there has been a wide scale rethink of the management
style in public sector organisations, which has been strengthened by the recession of
the 1990s and globalization related increase in competition. Ideals such as effective-
ness and efficiency, as well as accountability in terms of results, were adopted from
the management philosophy of private sector organisations (Hood 2005; Koivuméki
2005). Values in the private sector also became even more challenging than before.
There are a few reasons to suggest why Finnish mothers may have been affected by
these changes in the workplace more than mothers in Europe in general. Firstly, a
considerable part of women in Finland work in public sector organisations. Secondly,
the recession was especially deep in Finland, and the low unemployment rates and
relatively favourable relationship between the permanent and temporary work con-
tracts of pre-recession times were not attained again after the recession (OECD 2010;
Statistics Finland 2005 and 2011).

This study investigated the way in which mothers perceive their work, with the pri-
mary aim of assessing whether there are particular aspects associated with the work
domain in Finland that could have increased the attraction of long home care periods.
The experiences of Finnish mothers are compared with those of mothers in other Eu-
ropean countries. Experiences are examined in terms of work to family interference
and selected work characteristics. With regard to the latter, the focus is on working
hours and such characteristics that have changed in a way that could have hindered the
successful reconciliation of motherhood with paid work. The approach of this study is
complemented by directly asking mothers whether they are satisfied with their lives.

The present study is based on Europen Social Survey (ESS) data for the years
2004-2005. In addition to Finland, the other countries included are Austria, Belgium,
Denmark, France, Germany, Greece, the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Sweden and the



73

UK. Work-related experiences have in previous cross-country comparisons typically
been charted for all employees, or separately for women and men (e.g. Boye 2011;
Paoli and Merllié 2001; Steiber2009). Wide scale comparisons regarding in particular
mothers of relatively young children are, however, scarce. In the present study, only
those mothers who had children under 13 years old were included.

Investigated aspects

Work to family interference

Work—family interference is experienced when pressures from work and family roles
are mutually incompatible, so that engaging in one role makes it difficult to engage in
the other role (Greenhaus and Beutell 1985). A recent study indicates that work—family
interference is more common in Finland compared to the average in Europe (Boye
2011, also based on ESS 2004-2005 data). A closer look is taken here on work to fam-
ily interference. Work to family interference occurs when time devoted to a work role
makes it difficult to function in a family domain role, strain experienced in a work role
impedes an effective functioning in a family domain role, or behavioural requirements in
awork role are incompatible with behavioural requirements in a family domain role. This
investigation focuses on time and strain based interferences, as reported by mothers.

If a person encounters a stressful life situation, one way to cope is by use of a withdrawal
behaviour (Lazarus and Folkman 1984). Any substantial work to family interference
could thus increase the motivation to stay at home for a somewhat longer period.
When other family members, especially children, suffer from detrimental work-related
effects, a prolonged period at home with a child (or children) could become a very
appealing option. Therefore, a division has been made in this study into individual
interference and interference relating to family members. Individual interference refers
to interference related to the home domain in general, whereas interference relating to
family members refers to situations in which detrimental effects comprise other family
members or activities with them.

The main aim here is to clarify to what extent in particular mothers in Finland differ
from mothers in the other countries studied with regard to work to family interference,
and what is the type or quality of the eventual excess interference.

Characteristics of work

Finnish mothers typically work full-time, whereas mothers in many other European
countries often choose part-time work (Eurostat 2005). Part-time work has been
connected to better compatibility of working hours with family obligations and a
lower level of work to family interference, as compared to full-time work (e.g. Fagan
and Burchell 2002; van Rijswijk, Bekker, Rutte and Croon 2004). Moreover, long
working hours have been associated with work to family interference and psychological
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distress (Major, Klein and Ehrhart 2002). Atypical working hours may also be a
hindrance for a successful reconciliation between motherhood and paid work (e.g.
Fagan and Burchell, 2002). The proportion of women in Finland working outside the
regular dayshift has increased during the last few decades (Tammelin 2009). On the
other hand, these days employees have greater opportunities to decide when to start
and when to finish work and this should facilitate the reconciliation of the two life
domains. As well as weekly working hours, both atypical and flexible working hours
are considered in this study.

In the last few decades, a clear intensification of work has occurred (Lehto and Sutela
2008; Paoli and Merllié¢ 2001; Parent-Thirion, Macias, Hurley and Vermeylen 2005).
In earlier cross-country comparisons time pressure, or high work intensity, has been
more common in Finland than on average in Europe (Paoli and Merlli¢ 2001; Parent-
Thirion et al. 2005). The existence of time pressure at work has been associated with,
for example, stress and fatigue (Paoli and Merllie, 2001). Stress related to a greater
intensity of work can be particularly high if great quantitative demands are combined
with low, or decreasing, control over the pace of work, or low or decreasing job au-
tonomy (Eurofound 2007). The aspects considered in the present study are (in)sufficient
time to have a job done, a possibility to change the pace of work and a possibility to
participate in organisation of work.

An additional change during the last few decades has been the substantial increase in
job insecurity (e.g. Cooper 2007). Job insecurity refers to a situation in which the role
as an employee is threatened due to a work contract with a non-permanent duration or
a fear of layoff from a current job. Negative correlations have been observed between
both types of insecurities and the psychological wellbeing of an individual (Kompier,
Ybema, Janssen and Taris 2009; Mauno 1999; Scherer 2009; Virtanen, Vahtera,
Kivimaiki, Pentti and Ferrie 2002). These insecurities also appear to have detrimental
effects on home life. Contractual job insecurity has been connected to conflicts with
the spouse (Scherer 2009), whereas subjective insecurity has been connected to dif-
ficulties in coping with the role of a mother (Mauno 1999).

In an international comparison, temporary work contracts are common among women in
Finland (Lehto, Lyly-Yrjéndinen and Sutela 2005). Among the aims of this study are find-
ing out to what extent work contracts of mothers in Finland differ from work contracts of
mothers in the other countries included, and whether this difference is reflected in how job
insecurity is subjectively assessed. An opportunity exists here to consider the importance of
job insecurity (as well as other work characteristics included) on experienced interference
from work to home. An additional work-related condition that is included is the social
support available for an employee. Stressful experiences at work are more difficult to cope
with if no help is available from colleagues or supervisors (Eurofound 2007: 3).
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Life satisfaction

Life satisfaction is one among concepts that are presumed to reflect conditions of good
life. It refers to a judgmental process in which an individual compares her/his life cir-
cumstances to her/his own standards. To the degree that conditions match with these
standards the person reports high life satisfaction (Pavot and Diener 1993; Shin and
Johnson 1978). In the present study, life satisfaction is used to describe how working
mothers feel about their life as a whole. In order to improve the understanding of the
importance of work-related conditions in particular, apart from conditions common to
all mothers in the countries studied, non-working mothers are included in the evalua-
tion. Mothers who do not participate in paid work avoid possible negative experiences
at work, as well as any pressures that arise from combining family and work roles.
However, these mothers miss out on positive experiences at work and possible posi-
tive spillover between the roles. A positive spillover exists when performance in one
role is improved by resources gained in the other role or by positive affects related to
that role (Greenhaus and Powell 2006).

The importance of work to family interference on life satisfaction has not been pre-
viously much investigated. In the first European quality of life survey it was found
that work to family interference had only a weak negative effect on life satisfaction
(Wallace, Pichler and Hayes 2007). However, in another study of several European
countries it was found that work—family balance was an important determinant of life
satisfaction. Those women who experienced work—family interference were less satis-
fied with their life than were housewives (Matysiak, Pailhé, Solaz and Vignoli 2010).
The importance of work—family balance has also been observed in a study of young
adults in Finland (Martikainen 2009). The highest levels of life satisfaction were found
among those women who had a job that did not require them to compromise their
loyalty to their family. These women were also typically satisfied with their working
conditions. Overall, it has been found that perceptions of working conditions (e.g.
perceived job security) explain more in terms of life satisfaction than do employment
settings, such as hours of work (Wallace, Pichler and Hayes 2007).

A significant advantage related to work participation is financial independency. Non-
participation in work increases dependency on one’s spouse for financial security,
and also eventually increases financial hardship within the family. It has been shown
that financial circumstances, especially financial hardship, have a marked impact on
a person’s life satisfaction (Diener, Oishi and Lucas 2003; Kainulainen 1998).

It can be concluded that a successful reconciliation of motherhood and paid work
should improve a mother’s life satisfaction. An aspect that might, however, moderate
the effect of a work—care situation on life satisfaction is the possibility of choosing a
preferred work—care situation. A study among German mothers indicated that when
non-participation, or working short hours, is a consequence of constraints set by
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family, it negatively influences a woman'’s life satisfaction (Berger 2009). The pos-
sibility of choosing a preferred work—care situation is markedly affected by childcare
policies. Furthermore, childcare policies can directly improve the life satisfaction of
mothers by providing financial support for mothers in different work—care situations,
i.e. by providing monetary compensation for wage loss during a period of time spent
at home caring for a child, and by lessening the monetary burden related to formal
care outside the home.

With regard to both fields of childcare policies, Finland can be considered as generous.
In Finland, as well as in the other two Nordic countries (Denmark and Sweden), the
parental leave periods are covered by an earnings-related compensation. In the other
countries investigated, only periods of maternity leave are related to a compensation
that covers a considerable part of the loss of earnings. What differentiates Finland from
Denmark and Sweden is the child home care allowance. Due to this benefit, Finnish
mothers are facilitated to stay with their children at home for a much longer period
than are mothers in Denmark and Sweden. In addition to Finland, Austria, Germany
and France (for a part of the mothers) also provide a flat-rate monetary compensation
for home care until a child is two or three years old. Mothers in these countries, espe-
cially in Austria and Germany, however, cannot choose between the various work—care
situations as freely as can mothers in Finland. With the exception of the three Nordic
countries, a lack of childcare restricts the possibilities of mothers to participate in (full-
time) paid work in all countries investigated in this study, although less so in Belgium
and France (Bradshaw and Finch 2002; Gornick and Meyers 2003).

This section primarily aims to clarify how Finnish working mothers assess their life as
awhole. Finnish working mothers are compared with Finnish non-working mothers and
with working mothers in the other countries included. When assessing cross-country
differences in mothers’ life satisfaction, national differences in life satisfactions in
general among individuals (e.g. Diener et al. 2003; Minkov 2009) should be taken into
consideration. In addition to non-working mothers, the following reference groups were
included in this study: working women with no children living in the same household,
working fathers, all employees and all adults.

Data and methods

The data used in the present study were based on the ESS, Round 2, conducted dur-
ing the years 2004 and 2005. The sample consisted of women aged 20 to 50 years
who had a child or children (own, adopted, foster or their partner’s) aged under 13
years living in the same household. A precondition for being classified as a working
mother was that a mother had participated in paid work during the previous seven
days. The number of working mothers was as follows: 139 in Finland, 137 in Austria,
122 in Belgium, 160 in Germany, 153 in Denmark, 89 in Spain, 183 in France, 157
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in the UK, 96 in Greece, 175 in the Netherlands, 164 in Portugal and 158 in Sweden.
The present data indicate that working mothers in Finland had commonly prolonged
their home care periods by using at least a part of the child home care allowance. Of
working mothers in Finland, 70% had taken care of their children at home more than
two years. Compared to Sweden, a country with a closely corresponding number
of children per mother, the clearest difference was seen in the percentages of those
mothers who had spent more than four years at home; 30% in Finland and 14% in
Sweden. A non-participation in work status was given to those mothers who reported
housework and/or caring for children and did not report participation in paid work. A
further precondition was that a mother was not unemployed. Other reference groups
used in this study were working fathers and working women with no children living
in the same household, who were in the same age range as the investigated mothers,
all employees and adults.

Individual interference from work to home was measured by asking the respondents
how often they keep worrying about work problems when they are not working, and
how often they feel too tired after work to enjoy the things they would like to do at
home. As regards interference related to family members, a division was made between
time-based and strain-based interference. Time-based interference from work to family
members was measured by asking the respondents how often their job prevents them
from giving the time they want to their partner or family. Strain-based interference
from work to family members was measured by asking the respondents how often
they find that their partner or family gets fed up with the pressure of their job. There
were five response alternatives for the questions regarding work to family interference:
‘never’, ‘hardly ever’, ‘sometimes’, ‘often” and ‘always’.

Working hours were measured by the total hours a respondent normally worked per
week in the main job (including overtime). Regarding atypical working hours, re-
spondents were asked how often their work involves working in evenings/nights and
on weekends. They were also asked whether they can decide for themselves at what
time they start/finish work. Regarding working in evenings/nights there was a seven
point scale ranging from ‘never’to ‘every day’. A scale for weekend work spanned five
points starting with ‘never’ and ending with ‘every week’. For flexibility of working
hours, the options to choose from when answering were ‘not at all true’, ‘a little true’,
‘quite true’ and ‘very true’.

Time pressure at work was measured by the following statement: ‘I never seem to
have enough time to get everything done in my job’. The options to choose from when
answering were: ‘agree strongly’, ‘agree’, ‘neither agree nor disagree’, ‘disagree’
and ‘disagree strongly’. The respondents were also asked whether they are allowed
to choose/chance the pace of their work. Work autonomy was further measured by
asking the respondents whether they are allowed to decide how their daily work is
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organized. As regards both of these questions, a 11-point scale was used where 0 de-
noted ‘no influence’ and 10 ‘complete control’. Contractual job security was measured
by asking the respondents whether their employment contract was of unlimited or
limited duration. Subjective job security was measured by the statement: ‘My job is
secure’. Social support was measured by the statement: ‘I can get support/help from
my co-workers when needed’. Reply options for subjective work security and social
support were ‘not at all true’, ‘a bit true’, ‘quite true’ and ‘very true’. Life satisfaction
was measured by asking the respondents how satisfied they are nowadays with their
life as a whole. A 11-point scale was used, in which 0 denoted ‘extremely dissatisfied’
and 10 ‘extremely satisfied’.

Descriptive statistics were used to investigate the occurrence of work to family interfer-
ences, selected work characteristics and life satisfaction among working mothers, as
well as among the chosen reference groups. Regarding work to family interferences,
a distinction was made between mothers (and fathers) who did, and mothers (fathers)
who did not, report interferences at least sometimes. The distribution of mothers who
responded ‘never or hardly ever’, ‘sometimes’ and ‘often or always’, for the countries
studied, was determined for those aspects of interference that differentiated Finnish
mothers from the other mothers. With regard to work characteristics, mean values (e.g.
weekly working hours), percentages of mothers who met a certain criteria (e.g. at least
once a month) and percentages of mothers who responded positively to a question
were determined. Mean values were used to describe life satisfaction among mothers
and among the reference groups in the countries studied.

The importance of work characteristics on work to family member interferences were
examined among the Finnish mothers by using ordinal regression analysis. Of particular
interest were those work characteristics that were more common in Finland than in
all (or almost all) other countries. All work characteristics were, however, included
in the analyses. Ordinal regression analysis was also used to assess the importance of
work characteristics and work to family interference on overall life satisfaction among
Finnish mothers. As regards overall life satisfaction, the responses of Finnish mothers
were between 5 and 10. Since very few mothers responded with 5 (one mother) or 6
(two mothers), the values 5 and 6 were grouped together with the value 7. Statistics
have been calculated using weighted data (design weight). Numbers of respondents
are given in a non-weighted format.

Results

Work to family interference

A close evaluation of work to family interference revealed that Finnish mothers dif-
fered from mothers in the other countries investigated in certain, although not in all,
of the aspects explored (see Table 1). Tiredness outside of working hours was not
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especially common in Finland. Also, Finnish mothers worried about problems at work
only a little more often than the mothers investigated on average. It was, however,
found that Finnish mothers reported interferences that involve family members more
often than did the mothers in the other countries. More precisely, Finnish mothers
reported more often that they do not have enough time for other family members, and
they also expressed more often that family members are fed up with the pressures of
their work. Interferences that involve family members were common not only among
Finnish mothers, but also among Finnish fathers.

Table 1. Work to family interferences among mothers (and fathers).

Tiredness after Worry about work Job prevents from Family fed up with
work problems giving time for family pressures at work

Mothers Fathers Mothers Fathers Mothers Fathers Mothers Fathers

Austria 078  (0.71) 064  (0.64) 056 (052) 036  (0.28)
Belgium 073  (0.71) 0.71 (0.69) 0.66 (0.72) 046  (0.50)
Denmark 072  (0.74) 057  (0.55) 0.63 (0.66) 039  (0.50)
Finland 0.72 (4) (0.70) 0.62(4) (0.70) 0.73(1) (0.82)  0.57 (1) (0.51)
France 070  (0.66) 069  (0.75) 0.59 (0.65) 038  (0.38)
Germany 067  (0.73) 055  (0.69) 0.52 0.71) 036  (0.44)
Greece 067  (062) 052  (0.57) 0.62 (0.55) 028  (0.27)
Netherlands 062  (0.65) 048  (0.57) 0.60 (0.64) 025  (0.40)
Portugal 0.61 (0.51) 0.38  (0.38) 0.44 (0.43) 023  (0.18)
Spain 0.71 (0.67) 042  (0.58) 0.62 (0.66) 038  (0.33)
Sweden 075  (0.78) 056  (0.51) 0.59 (0.69) 032  (0.42)
United Kingdom  0.71 (0.74) 053  (0.59) 0.51 0.75) 032  (0.56)
Al 070  (0.69) 056  (0.61) 059 (0.67) 036  (0.41)

Mean value: 0 = never or hardly ever; 1 = sometimes, often or always.
Rank order for Finnish mothers is in parenthesis.

The distributions of mothers reporting work to family member interferences ‘never
or hardly ever’, ‘sometimes’ and ‘often or always’ are shown in Figures 1 and 2. Of
those mothers in Finland who experienced time-based interference (73%), almost half
experienced it often or always (35% of all mothers). Frequent interference was more
common in Finland than in the other countries (Figure 1). Of those mothers in Finland
who reported strain-based interference (57%), every fifth experienced it frequently
(12% of all mothers). In France and Spain, the percentage of all mothers who frequently
experienced strain-based interference was slightly higher, however, the percentage
of mothers experiencing strain-based interference ‘sometimes’ was markedly lower
than in Finland (Figure 2). Furthermore, the percentage of mothers reporting ‘never
or hardly ever’ was markedly higher than in Finland. Overall, percentages of mothers
who did not experience work to family member interferences were lower in Finland
than in the other countries studied (Figures 1 and 2).
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Figure 1. Time-based interference from work to family members. Columns, from
left to right: Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, the
Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Sweden and the United Kingdom.
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Figure 2. Strain-based interference from work to family members. Columns, from
left to right: Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, the
Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Sweden and the United Kingdom.
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Work characteristics

In line with the strong dominance of full-time work, weekly working hours in Finland
were among the longest (38.3 hours; Table 2). Only in Greece and Portugal did moth-
ers report slightly longer hours (39.7 and 38.5 hours, respectively). Finnish mothers
also worked more often in the evenings and during nights than mothers in any other
investigated country. Working on weekends was not quite so common among Finnish
mothers, but it was more common than among mothers in general. The possibilities
of deciding when to start and/or finish work were better in Finland than in most of
the other countries.

Distinguishing for Finland was the high proportion (24.8%) of work contracts with a
limited duration. Irrespective of this, Finnish mothers were relatively secure about their
jobs. The proportion of mothers reporting never having enough time to get everything
done in their job was high (45.8%), but, nevertheless, not quite as high as in most of
the other countries. Regarding protective work characteristics, i.e. the possibility of
influencing the organization of work, the possibility of changing the pace of work and
the accessibility of social support, the experiences of Finnish mothers were among
the most positive.

Overall, the cross-country comparison revealed only some work characteristics that
negatively distinguished Finland from all, or almost all, other countries. To assess
whether these work characteristics are typical for jobs in Finland in general, or for
jobs of women in particular, Finnish fathers were included in the evaluations. It was
observed that Finnish fathers have longer working hours compared to Finnish mothers
(Table 2). The gap between the working hours (6.4 hours) is, however, smaller than
between fathers and mothers on average (11.6 hours). Furthermore, more atypical work-
ing hours were reported by Finnish fathers compared to Finnish mothers. Again, the
gender gap is smaller than in most of the other countries. The only work characteristics
that set Finnish mothers apart from both reference groups, i.e. mothers in the other
countries and Finnish fathers, was the high proportion of work contracts of a limited
duration. Further, Finnish mothers reported more time pressure at work compared to
that reported by Finnish fathers. Their possibilities to decide about the time to start/
finish work, organization of work and pace of work were also inferior.
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Table 2. Prevalence of work characteristics among mothers (and fathers).

Working hours Working Working on Can decide time  Not enough
evenings/ weekends (%)  start/finish (%) time to do the
nights (%) work (%)

Mothers Fathers Mothers Fathers Mothers Fathers Mothers  Fathers Mothers Fathers

Austria 31.3 254 38.9 34.7 28.4
Belgium 32.7 29.3 371 29.6 55.1
Denmark  36.4 28.7 36.4 26.7 49.6
Finland 38.3(3) 44.7 44.0(1) 50.3 38.6(4) 487 36.6(2) 46.2 458(8) 37.8
France 35.1 257 35.8 54.4 51.3
Germany  26.3 30.5 43.0 223 30.5
Greece 39.7 22.2 45.1 10.0 16.4
Netherlands 21.7 30.3 32.7 34.8 443
Portugal 38.5 239 28.3 9.9 54.9
Spain 37.0 252 35.2 20.6 54.6
Sweden 36.5 39.9 38.1 33.1 47.2
UK 27.4 31.2 29.4 26.8 55.2
All 32.8 44.4 301 45.9 36.3 48.2 29.8 36.6 459 43.1
Allowed Allowed to Limited work Job security (%) Social support
to choose/  make decisions  contract (%) (%)
change pace regarding work
of work organization

Mothers Fathers Mothers Fathers Mothers Fathers Mothers Fathers Mothers Fathers

Austria 7.6 7.3 6.8 70.5 78.3
Belgium 6.3 7.3 16.5 79.6 72.4
Denmark 7.3 8.0 9.9 76.1 86.3
Finland 742) 79 77(3) 83 248(1) 102 775(4) 839 89.2(1) 86.8
France 59 71 - 55.9 67.7
Germany 6.7 6.7 11.0 58.6 77.8
Greece 4.8 5.5 11.9 45.9 77.9
Netherlands 6.7 7.3 9.6 77.9 82.3
Portugal 4.8 5.3 20.3 58.0 52.6
Spain 5.7 6.6 14.3 69.7 69.3
Sweden 6.7 7.9 13.8 69.3 79.6
UK 6.2 7.5 7.4 83.5 85.4
All 6.4 6.8 7.1 7.4 13.2 8.00 68.8 67.6 76.3 77.6

Percentages are counted for the following answering categories:
Working evenings/nights: at least several times a month

Working on weekends: at least once a month

Flexible working hours, social support, job security: quite true or very true
Not enough time to do the work: agree or agree strongly

Allowed to choose/change pace of work, allowed to make decisions regarding work organization: 0 = no
influence; 10 = have complete control

Rank order for Finnish mothers is in parenthesis.
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Work characteristics and interferences related to family members

To what extent the work characteristics included in this study explain work to family
member interferences among Finnish mothers is shown in Table 3. There are two models
for both time- and strain-based interferences. In Model 1, the connection is presented
separately for each work characteristic. In Model 2 only those work characteristics
that attained a statistical significance in Model 1 are included. In the first stage of the
analysis (Model 1), long working hours explained both time- and strain-based interfer-
ence. However, in the second stage (Model 2), statistical significance was only attained
for time-based interference. Regarding time-based interference, atypical working hours
also attained statistical significance in Model 1. The non-existent connections in Model
2, however, suggest that it is not necessarily atypical working hours as such but atypical
hours linked with long working days that increased time-based interference. As well
as long working hours, time pressure at work explained time-based interference from
work to family members in Model 2, and also increased strain-based interference from
work to family members. Social support from co-workers protected family members
from being fed up with the pressures of mother’s work (Models 1 and 2).

Table 3. Odds ratios (OR) and their 95% confidence intervals (ClI) of work to family
member interferences by work characteristics among Finnish mothers.

Time-based interference Strain-based interference
Model 1* Model 2 Model 1* Model 2
OR (95% CI) OR (95% CI) OR (95% CI) OR (95% CI)
Working hours 1.12 (1.06-1.17) 1.14 (1.07-1.22) 1.06 (1.01-1.12) 1.04 (0.98-1.11)
p <0.001 p <0.001 p=0.015 p=0.162
Work in evenings 1.37 (1.17-1.60) 1.21 (0.96-1.54) 1.24 (1.06-1.45) 1.06 (0.84—-1.35)
p < 0.001 p=0.110 p = 0.007 p = 0.606
Work on weekends 1.54 (1.20-2.01) 1.30 (0.88-1.92) 1.46 (1.13—-1.87) 1.48 (0.99-2.19)
p =0.010 p=0.186 p = 0.004 p = 0.050
Flexible working hours 0.88 (0.65-1.19) 1.02 (0.75-1.38)
p=0.414 p = 0.899
Enough time 0.67 (0.50-0.91) 0.70 (0.51-0.97) 0.64 (0.47—0.87) 0.63 (0.46-0.89)
p =0.010 p =0.032 p = 0.004 p = 0.007
Able to decide regarding
Pace of work 0.93 (0.81-1.07) 1.03 (0.98-1.18)
p =0.328 p=0.708
Work organization 0.97 (0.83-1.12) 1.01 (0.86-1.18)
p =0.689 p = 0.905
Work contract
Unlimited 1.33 (0.62-2.87) 0.64 (0.29-1.34)
Limited 0 0
p = 0.460 p =0.260
Job security 1.15 (0.82-1.59) 0.85 (0.60-1.18)
p=0.418 p =0.329
Social support 0.76 (0.45-1.27) 0.55 (0.32-0.94) 0.56 (0.32-0.88)
p =0.301 p = 0.027 p = 0.045

Model 1 = bivariates.
Model 2 = statistically significant variables in model 1.

*Age of the mother, age of the youngest child, number of children, family type, and years of education
were tested. None of these variables reached statistical significance in explaining the interferences expe-
rienced, except for age of the youngest child (Time-based interference was slightly more common among
those mothers whose youngest child was 8 to 12 years old than among those mothers whose youngest
child was 4 to 7 years old; p < 0.05.).
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The long working days of Finnish mothers had a marked impact on time-based in-
terference from work to family members (Table 3; Models 1 and 2). To what extent,
then, can ‘additional’ time-based interference in Finland be explained by long working
days? This was explored through a comparison with Sweden, another Nordic coun-
try with an established dual-earned dominance but with mothers who work slightly
shorter daily hours. The varying strategies in family leave policies make a comparison
between these two countries especially interesting. The child home care allowance
was only available for the mothers investigated in Sweden for a short period in 1994
(Hiilamo and Kangas 2006). On the other hand, reduced working hours have been
facilitated in Sweden by the especially flexible parental leave legislation; mothers
can save part of the parental leave and use it to reduce their working hours until the
child is eight years old (Pylkkanen and Smith 2004). As shown in Table 4, working
hours explained a part of the difference between these countries (Model 1). However,
a substantial part of the difference was unrelated to working hours (Model 2). After
including strain-based interference in the analysis, the difference no longer attained
statistical significance (Model 3).

Table 4. Odds ratios (OR) and their 95% confidence intervals (Cl) of time-based
work to family member interference by country, working hours, and strain-based
interference among Finnish and Swedish mothers.

Time-based interference

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
OR (95% CI) OR (95% CI) OR (95% CI)
Country
Finland 2.37 (1.53-3.67) 2.12 (1.35-3.32) 1.47 (0.93-2.35)
Sweden 0 0 0
p <0.001 p = 0.001 p =0.102
Working hours 1.09 (1.06-1.12) 1.06 (1.03-1.09)
p < 0.001 p < 0.001
Strain-based int. 4.19 (3.07-5.70)
p <0.001

Life satisfaction

In Finland, there was no difference in life satisfaction among working and non-working
mothers (Table 5). Overall, a somewhat higher life satisfaction was reported by work-
ing mothers as compared to non-working mothers. A clear difference was observed in
the United Kingdom and France alone. In those countries where the difference was in
a reverse direction (e.g. Austria), it was quite small.

In a European comparison, Finnish mothers were satisfied with their lives. Of working
mothers, only Danish mothers were slightly more satisfied. Of non-working mothers,
Finnish mothers were the most satisfied. Moreover, regarding Finland, both working
and non-working mothers were more satisfied with their lives, compared to women who
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worked, but who did not have any children living in the same household. A positive
effect of children on women in Finland was also found in an earlier study (Martikainen
2006). Furthermore, working mothers in Finland were slightly more satisfied with their
life, compared to working fathers and all employees. A positive difference was also
found when comparing working mothers with Finnish adults in general.

Table 5. Life satisfaction.

Working  Mothers at  Working Working All All adults
mothers home childless fathers workers
women

Austria 7.8 8.0 7.7 7.9 7.6 7.5
Belgium 7.5 7.4 7.7 7.6 7.5 7.4
Denmark 8.7 8.2 8.4 8.5 8.6 8.5
Finland 8.5 (2) 85 (1) 7.9 8.3 8.1 8.0
France 71 6.3 6.9 6.7 6.6 6.4
Germany 71 7.2 6.9 6.9 7.0 6.8
Greece 6.8 6.8 6.9 6.8 6.6 6.4
Netherlands 7.7 7.7 7.8 7.7 7.7 7.6
Portugal 6.0 6.0 5.9 5.9 5.8 5.7
Spain 7.3 7.4 7.2 7.6 7.2 71
Sweden 8.0 - 7.7 8.2 7.9 7.8
UK 7.3 6.6 7.2 7.1 7.2 71
All 7.5 7.2 7.3 7.5 7.3 71

0 = extremely dissatisfied, 10 = extremely satisfied
Rank order for Finnish mothers is in parenthesis.

Numbers of mothers at home: Austria 86, Belgium 37, Denmark 12, Finland 42, France 29, Germany 84,
Greece 124, the Netherlands 56, Portugal 42, Spain 55, Sweden 4, and the United Kingdom 92.

The number of working childless women varied from 94 (Denmark) to 200 (Germany), and the number of
working fathers from 99 (Austria) to 198 (Sweden). In Finland, there were 150 working childless women
and 188 working fathers.

The importance of work-related variables on life satisfaction among Finnish mothers
is shown in Table 6. In Model 1, it is shown that life satisfaction did not depend on
working hours. The importance of work characteristics to life satisfaction appeared
to be weak overall, apart from flexibility of working hours, which attained statistical
significance. The opportunity of deciding when to start and finish the workday was
positively connected with life satisfaction. Interference from work to family members,
especially strain-based interference, reduced life satisfaction (Models 2 and 3).
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Table 6. Odds ratios (OR) and their 95% confidence intervals (Cl) of life satis-
faction by work characteristics and work to family member interferences among
Finnish mothers.

Satisfaction with life

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
OR (95% Cl) OR (95% Cl) OR (95% Cl)
Working hours 1.09 (0.97-1.04)
p = 0.640
Work in evenings 0.89 (0.76-1.04)
p =0.147
Work on weekends 0.83 (0.65-1.06)
p=0.127
Flexible working hours 1.39 (1.01-1.87) 1.37 (1.00-1.90)
p =0.042 p =0.051
Enough time 1.09 (0.81-1.47)
p = 0.568
Able to decide regarding
pace of work 1.14 (1.00-1.31)
p = 0.056
work organization 1.06 (0.92-1.23)
p=0.418
Work contract
Unlimited 1.02 (0.47-2.17)
Limited 0
p = 0.962
Job security 1.26 (0.56-2.79)
p =0.577
Social support 1.26 (0.75-2.12)
p = 0.390
Work to family member interference
Time-based 0.61 (0.43-0.87) 0.88 (0.57-1.39)
p = 0.006 p =0.600
Strain-based 0.52 (0.35-0.77) 0.49 (0.29-0.81)
p = 0.001 p = 0.006

Models 1 and 2 = bivariates.
Model 3 = statistically significant variables in models 1 and 2.

Discussion

In this study an attempt was made to identify whether there are any particular, presumably
negative, aspects in the Finnish work environment compared with other European countries.
Clarification of these aspects could possibly broaden the understanding of the reasons why
many mothers in Finland have chosen the option of a prolonged home care period. Overall
life satisfaction of the mothers was examined as a complementary aspect.
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It was found that only a few work-related circumstances differentiated Finnish mothers
from mothers in the other countries included. Both time- and strain-based interferences
from work to family members were reported more often by Finnish mothers than by
mothers in the other countries. Likewise, percentages of mothers who did not experi-
ence interferences from work to family members were lower than in the other countries
studied. In addition, Finnish mothers differed negatively from mothers in all, or almost
all, other countries with respect to the following work characteristics: long working
hours, working in the evenings, during nights and on weekends, and a high proportion
of work contracts of a limited duration. On the other hand, Finnish mothers had better
possibilities to decide when to start/finish work and to change/choose the pace of their
work as compared to mothers on average. Furthermore, they had relatively good pos-
sibilities to influence the organization of work. Social support from co-workers was
also available more than among mothers in general. It is noteworthy, however, that
employees in Finland have better access to support from co-workers than to support
from supervisors (Eurofound 2007). The latter type of support appears to be especially
important for coping with work and preventing detrimental effects of work (see Sinokki
2011). From a European perspective, time pressure at work was not especially common
in Finland. However, nearly half of Finnish mothers reported time pressure at work. It
explained both time- and strain-based interferences from work to family members.

Although long working hours increased time-based interference among Finnish moth-
ers, this explained only a part of the difference between time-based interferences in
Finland and Sweden. Based on related results (Table 4, Model 3), it can be concluded
that, besides time spent at work, strain related to work may also prevent mothers from
giving time to family members. With respect to time pressure and social support at
work, the foremost explanations for strain-based interference among Finnish moth-
ers (see Table 3), Finnish mothers did not, however, differ negatively from Swedish
mothers. Overall, except for longer working hours, it cannot be concluded from these
results why Finnish mothers reported more time-based interference from work to family
members than did the Swedish mothers. A way to resolve the issue could possibly be
to increase the number of working conditions that are considered. Conversely, some
of the reasons for the additional interference experienced by mothers in Finland might
be unrelated to work. For example, the ideals of mothers regarding the time that they
should spend with other family members might vary between the countries.

Somewhat shorter working hours could clearly decrease the time-based interference
from work to family members experienced by Finnish mothers. A study of mothers
of young school children in Finland indicated, however, that there are certain work
domain obstacles that hinder mothers from reducing working hours (Lehto and Sutela
2008). Firstly, a part of the mothers thought that the nature of their work is such that
a reduction in working time would be inappropriate. Some of the mothers were also
concerned that workload would remain the same, despite the reduced working hours.
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On the basis of the present results, such an intensification of work could increase
interference from work to family members (Table 3). Lehto and Sutela (2008) also
found that some of the mothers were concerned that a reduction in working hours
would endanger their position in the workplace. To increase the appeal of shorter
working hours and to avoid negative side effects related to a reduction in work time,
work should be reorganized so that reduced working hours would not lead to a greater
intensity of work, endanger a mother’s attachment to her job, or weaken her possibili-
ties of career progression.

Among Finnish mothers, interference related to family members, especially a feeling
that family members are fed up with the pressures of one’s work, was negatively con-
nected to life satisfaction. With the exception of flexible working hours, work char-
acteristics appeared to be practically unimportant. The lack of a connection between
unfavourable working conditions and life satisfaction observed here can possibly be
explained, at least to some degree, by concepts from a theory of social comparison
(e.g. Festinger 1954; Emmons and Diener 1985). That is, people do not assess their
life situation in isolation from others. They instead compare their situation with the
situation of people around them, i.e., with a peer group. It is thus the relative situation
rather than the absolute one that determines a person’s life satisfaction. The interest in
the present study was primarily on such working conditions that have become more
common during the last few decades. Perhaps, due to the prevalence of these condi-
tions, mothers considered them as norms rather than exceptions. That is, many people
had a corresponding work condition, and a comparison with others did not therefore
lead to a reduction of life satisfaction.

With respect to life satisfaction, the relative situation of mothers in Finland was better
than that of mothers in any other country included. Whether or not a mother partici-
pated in paid work did not change this circumstance. Finnish childcare policies have
most probably contributed to the favourable situation. The home care period, linked
with a compensation that covers a considerable part of the loss of earnings, is among
the longest in Europe. Those mothers who are not entitled to earnings-related com-
pensation are entitled to flat-rate compensation. Mothers who have a work contract
also have a job guarantee during the whole three years of the family leave period.
After the parental leave period, lack of childcare does not restrict the choices of full-
time paid work, as in many other countries, in which mothers are forced to choose
between a prolonged home care period, sometimes with no monetary compensation or
job guarantee, and a part-time job. On the whole, the relatively high life satisfaction
among both working and non-working mothers in Finland can possibly be seen as an
indication that Finnish childcare policies have succeeded in their aim of promoting a
free choice between various work—care situations, as well as promoting the financial
circumstances of the mothers.
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Summary and conclusions

Detrimental effects of work involving other family members were reported more com-
monly by Finnish mothers than by mothers in the other countries studied. Almost three
quarters of mothers in Finland felt, at least sometimes, that they do not have enough time
for other family members because of work, and more than half felt that family members
are fed up with the pressures of their work. On average, Finnish mothers reported longer
working hours than mothers in most of the other countries studied. Atypical working
times, as well as work contracts with a limited duration, were also more common in
Finland than in all, or almost all, other countries. Of these work characteristics, long
working hours explained time-based interference from work to family members.

Compared to mothers in most of the other countries included, Finnish mothers had
better possibilities to decide when to start/finish work, change/choose the pace of their
work and influence the organization of work. More social support from co-workers was
available for the mothers, compared to mothers in the other countries. Furthermore,
subjective job insecurity among mothers was not especially common in Finland. Time
pressure at work was frequent, even if not quite as frequent as in many other countries.
Time pressure at work increased both time- and strain-based interferences from work
to family members. As regards strain-based interference, a protective effect was related
to social support from co-workers.

On the basis of the results obtained here it seems that slightly shorter working hours
could decrease time-based interference from work to family members. Both time-
and strain-based interferences could be decreased by reducing time pressure at work.
Furthermore, obtaining social support from co-workers can protect a mother’s family
members from any detrimental effects related to pressures at work. It would therefore
be important to ensure that mothers have adequate opportunities to reduce their work-
ing hours, that they are not affected by continuous time pressure at work, and that
they have adequate support, especially, in cases when the qualitative or quantitative
demands of the job surpass their own skills or resources. Besides legislative aspects,
challenges are thus set to the managers of organizations in which mothers work.

In summary, certain work-related circumstances that could have increased the appeal
of the long home care periods in particular in Finland were revealed by this study.
Such circumstances are, especially, interferences from work to family members. These
interferences were, however, common not only among mothers in Finland, but also
among fathers. Perhaps interferences experienced by fathers could be regarded as
additional work-related circumstances that could increase the attraction of prolonged
home care periods. It could be thought that, especially in families where both parents
feel that work participation interferes with family roles, a practical solution is that
the parent who earns less (typically the mother, see Korkeamaki and Kyyra, 2005)
withdraws temporarily from the labor force. It remains to be seen whether these
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interferences affecting family members have a real-life influence on the decisions of
Finnish mothers to stay at home for a somewhat longer period. A longitudinal approach
would be needed to more conclusively discern whether these interferences from work
to family members actually increase the probability of mothers in Finland choosing a
child home care allowance, and whether the effect depends on certain qualities of the
mother (e.g. ambitions related to career progression).

Life satisfaction among Finnish mothers was practically independent from circum-
stances related to work, except for interference from work to family members and
flexibility of work time. It also made no difference whether a mother participated in
paid work or not. The fact that both working and non-working mothers in Finland were
satisfied with their lives can perhaps be seen as an indication that Finnish childcare
policies have succeeded in their aim of promoting a free choice for women between
work and care roles.

Limitations

There are certain reasons why findings regarding the working conditions within indi-
vidual countries should be treated with caution. Firstly, the numbers of working mothers
were low, especially in some of the countries investigated. Secondly, consideration was
restricted only to those mothers who worked at the time the data were collected. In the
three Southern European countries and Belgium, a considerable part of mothers with
a non-working status had never done any paid work. However, in all of the countries
included, a majority of the non-working mothers had worked earlier in their life (data
of this study). A key question, then, is whether the non-participation situations had
been affected by negative perceptions related to the earlier work experiences of these
mothers. For countries in which non-participation in paid work was common among the
mothers, this circumstance could influence results so that perceptions related to work
appear less negative than they were among mothers in general. Some of the questions
regarding working conditions, that is, weekly working hours and two aspects of work
autonomy (pace and organization of work), were also asked of those mothers who
did not work at the time the data were collected. An inclusion of those mothers in the
analyses would have changed the results so that they became more negative; however,
the rank orders for Finnish mothers would not have changed.

Even if the two limitations described may cast some doubts on whether one can generalise
the results regarding work-related perceptions within the countries investigated, they should
not have any bearing on the primary finding of this study. Firstly, negative effects from work
to family members were reported more commonly by Finnish mothers than by mothers in
any other investigated country, regardless of the number of non-working mothers in these
countries. Secondly, interferences from work to family members were common not only
among the mothers in Finland, but also among the fathers, i.e. among both parents.
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