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The Gender Equality Index recently ranked Finland as the second best country when it comes to gender
equality. The Nordic countries (Sweden, Norway, Denmark and Finland) have long been known for their
gender equality ideologies and practices. Accordingly, a dual-breadwinner ideology in which both mothers and
fathers work full-time has characterized the Finnish society for centuries. As a result, different types of
statutory family-friendly policies have been developed to help parents achieve better work-family balance and
shared parenthood. In general, family-friendly policies are available to men and women employees alike. Both
mothers and fathers are allowed to take a relatively long parental leave (until a child is 3 years old) as well as
a partial care leave (allowing part-time work for family reasons). (For the Finnish system in detail, see
www.kela.fi and click on “families with children”.)
However, despite gender neutral legislation in Finland, it is primarily women that take advantage of familyfriendly policies. According to a recent study concerning parental leaves and their use, fathers very rarely
utilize long parental leaves (Lammi-Taskula, 2007). Furthermore, a brand-new national gender equality
barometer (N = 2000) published by Statistics Finland shows that about 90 percent of respondents (both men
and women) report that Finnish fathers should participate more in caring for children. There seems to be a gap
between the ideological and practical levels when it comes to shared parenthood. At an ideal level, both men
and women are allowed to participate in work and family roles, but in practice, traditional gender role
expectations hinder men and women from fulfilling equally their roles as worker, parent, and spouse.
Therefore, despite the top position in global gender equality comparisons, gender inequality does characterize
family life in Finland.
The Finnish workplace is also not free from gender inequality. Again, statistics portray promising figures for
Finland. Women’s participation rate in the labor market is very high; 68.2 percent for women and 69.8 percent
for men in 2008 (Statistics Finland). Despite this equal labor force participation rate by gender, occupations
and organizations are still highly segregated by gender in Finland. The overall trend is that the public sector
(especially health care and education) is female-dominated while the private sector (especially manufacturing
and ICT) is male-dominated. This kind of segregation has natural implications for work-family balance. Firstly,
because women employees most often take family leaves and use flexibility policies, female-dominated fields
(i.e., the public sector) need to recruit constantly for many temporary employees in order to substitute for
permanent workers who are absent for family-related reasons. Thus, the Finnish female-dominated public
sector is hit quite dramatically by the high costs of family-friendly policies. This, in turn, has two important
consequences, which can also be negatively reflected in work-family balance. First, for a great proportion of
Finnish women, it is hard to establish a stable working career, and many women are stuck in involuntary

temporary employment. Temporary workers may again be in a disadvantaged position in their organization; for
example, they are often offered less resources and benefits. All of this may have implications on employees’
work-family balance; research on this topic has just begun, but national reports do support this reasoning.
The second consequence of gendered organizations is that the male-dominated organizations operating in the
private sector tend to ignore family-friendly policies because their (male) employees do not use them. A kind of
second-order outcome of this is that male-dominated organizations are likely to remain family-unfriendly by
their every day practices and organizational culture. Contemporary Finnish work-family research has seized
upon this idea and some recent studies (Mauno et al., 2005; 2006) have shown that a family-unfriendly
organizational culture is likely to prevail, especially in the Finnish male-dominated manufacturing sector. In
particular, family unfriendly management culture has turned out to be one of the main problems in Finnish
organizations. As a result of this, Finnish organizations should develop their management culture as more
family supportive; this is especially true for the private sector companies.
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