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	Objectives / Goals / Learning outcomes
	By the end of this module you will be able to:
1. Understand the meaning of work-life balance and its special importance for women
2. Get to know the social rights of women in terms of redistribution of home and care responsibilities
3. Learn an easy method to build a new work-life balance that works for you
4. Get useful and practical advices to improve your work-life balance
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	Description
	In this module we will understand what work-life balance is and why it is important especially for women who very often bear the most part of the domestic and family care responsibilities, mostly due to a stereotyped concept of their role in the society. We will see how a fairer distribution of these responsibilities among several social stakeholders is essential to prevent women from having to choose between family and work.

We will also see which are the social rights of women meant to facilitate their participation in the labour market and we will discover what are the strategies and practices that can be adopted for a better reconciliation of work with other aspects of life.
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	Content development
	Unit 1: The fundamental concepts of work-life balance

Section 1: What is work-life balance

Work-life balance is commonly defined as the amount of time we spend at work compared to what we spend on family and social relationships, but also on health and the pursuit of our personal interests.

In other words, the work-life balance refers to our ability to balance the personal sphere with the professional one in order to maintain a balance that ensures our psychophysical well-being.

Section 2: Why it is important to maintain a good work-life balance

In recent times, the issue of work-life balance has become a popular topic, especially following the increasing use of digital technologies in the workplace due to the consequences of the Covid-19 pandemic and the need to work from home. This has made the boundaries between private and working life increasingly blurred, both in terms of time and workspace. 

This is why maintaining a good work-life balance has become even more important because it is above all a matter of physical and mental health.

In fact, several scientific studies have shown how overwork can lead to sleep and memory disorders, depression, diabetes, cardio-circulatory diseases, stroke.

Even without reaching the most serious consequences for health, the risk of reaching a condition of burnout is in any case very high, which means a state of complete psycho-physical exhaustion due to chronic stress related to the work context. 

It means that improving one's work-life balance is crucial not only to improve the general level of well-being including physical, emotional and mental but also to reduce stress and improve one's productivity.

Section 3: Work-life balance or work-life integration

There is no single interpretation of the concept of work-life balance.  Some, in fact, focus on the idea of equal distribution of resources to be dedicated to family and work life (in terms of time, energy, degree of satisfaction). In this definition the emphasis is put on  the separation of the  personal sphere from the work sphere and the two spheres seem to be in opposition to each other in the competition for our time.

In other more recent interpretations, however, we prefer to speak of work-life integration, to emphasise that these are not separate and opposing aspects of life, but aspects that can be in synergy with each other and that if combined harmoniously, each contributes to the well-being  of the person. From a graphical point of view, this work-life integration approach could be represented by a Venn diagram, like the one below.
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In any case, both approaches, that of work-life balance and that of work-life integration, represent the attempt to effectively manage the various responsibilities and tasks of our day. The unique nature of our lives, made of changing responsibilities and different ambitions means that there is no one-size-fits-all rule.

For people who struggle to keep work out of their personal sphere, as can be the case of employees in particular in the era of smartworking, adopting a clearer separation strategy between the two spheres can be more functional. 

For others, however, the more holistic approach of work-life integration, that brings the work sphere closer to the personal one, can be more useful, allowing them to fulfil their daily responsibilities when it is most comfortable and functional for them.

Insight! 
When was the term "work-life balance" born?

To find the first appearance of the English term work-life balance we must go back to the 70s -80s. At the time,  the Women's Liberation Movement in the UK was fighting for better working conditions and hours for women to help them look after their children.
Thanks to these struggles, the Employment Act of 1980 guarantees women flexible working hours and  maternity leave, so as to promote a better reconciliation of work and personal life.
It is precisely in this context that the English expression work-life balance makes its appearance.

Unit 2: Work-life balance for women and the social rights

Section 1: The importance of work-life balance for women

Women very often find themselves having to choose between family and work, and in any case find it more difficult to develop their skills and participate in the labour market, partly because of problems relating to reconciliation with domestic commitments, and this is even more true for mothers. For socio-cultural reasons, there is even greater social pressure on women to take more responsibility for family care and household chores.[image: ]

In line with the increase in the number of children (although with certain differences among the various European countries), there is a decrease in the employment rate, which shows that the situation of women's employment is still strongly linked to the family situation.

The difficulty of women to access and remain in the labour market, especially if they have a family, is even more stronger in conditions of "intersectionality" with other conditions, such as living in a rural context that offers fewer opportunities than urban contexts, coming from a migrant background, disability, and other personal characteristics.


Section 2 Work-life balance and women's social rights

In this situation of objective disparity of conditions experienced by many women compared to men, it is necessary that politics intervene with ad hoc measures that support them in achieving a better balance with respect to family and care responsibilities, as only in this way can women's potential is enabled to express in the work market and produce benefits for society as a whole.

This means that the formula for a good level of work-life balance for women should be based on an equation that combines rights for shared responsibilities with the personal ability to manage the work and private spheres. 

Shared responsibilities + personal ability to work-life balance = success and personal well-being 

Section 3: Shared Responsibilities

Shared responsibility rights are a number of  benefits and subsidies provided by law in all European Union countries  and which have been strengthened through the recent European Directive on work-life balance for parents and carers.  In particular,  the aim of the Directive is to encourage a better sharing of care responsibilities between women and men.

The new European directive introduces minimum social rights such as:

· Paternity leave: at least 10 paid working days leave at the time of the birth of a child;
· Parental leave: individual right of at least 4 months leave of which 2 are paid and non-transferable between parents; 
· Carers' leave: workers caring for family members in need of care or support due to a serious health reason may take 5 working days per year;
· Flexible working arrangements: working parents up to 8 years of age or older and carers have the right to request the following flexible working arrangements:

1. Reduced working hours
2. Flexible working hours
3. Flexible workplace

Shared responsibilities, however, means not only the division of tasks between parents and other family members but also the involvement of   many other social actors, such as public bodies,  non-profit organisations and companies. 

Advice! Always check what are the benefits and subsidies for parenting  to  which you are entitled (for example school canteen service, vouchers for nurseries, etc.) in the welfare  section of the website of your region or your municipality, or go directly to the welfare desk of your  city.

Unit 3: Strategies and tips to improve your work-life balance

Section 1: The 3-Step Strategy 

In this unit we will guide you to build a new work-life balance tailored to you through a re-evaluation of your typical day and the way you spend your time, with the aim of allowing you to spend your energies on the goals you hold dear, without abandoning your daily responsibilities.

Ready? Start!

1. Take your time and reflect!

Taking the time to understand how the various aspects of our daily lives impact each other  is the first step needed to develop a new integration between work and private life that responds to your real needs. 

When you pause to consider your current work and personal life situation, ask yourself how you feel about it. Some questions you might think about are:

- Am I spending enough quality time on what I really want? 

- Am I devoting enough time and energy to people or things that are meaningful to me? 

- Do I still feel aligned with my professional or personal goals? Why or why not?

- Where do I feel most stuck? What makes me feel this way in this situation?

In practice: get a diary and try to write down on a daily basis for at least 2 - 4 weeks the activities you do, the events, how much time you dedicate to each activity and how they make you feel: what gives you satisfaction and meaning, what instead brings you down and takes away precious energy.

As you ponder these personal questions, writing down your thoughts and feelings helps you to identify areas that you feel need more adjustments. Ultimately, these questions should help you shed more light on your current life situation.

Once you've gathered this information, you can start prioritising the time you spend daily on activities that give you the most satisfaction and contribute to your goals.

2. Re-evaluate and reprioritize

Once you have a better idea of where your work-life balance might be most impacted, you'll need to redefine your  priorities and  goals and reassess your overall approach to achieve them. During this step, identify what is most meaningful to you and why, but also consider alternatives to pursue them in your life. 

During this phase, some questions you may ask yourself are: 

- What is really important to me and am I doing it enough? 

- Where can I compromise? Where can I not? Where have I made too many compromises?

- What are the alternative actions I can take to make sure I devote enough time and energy to my goals and relationships?

- Where can  I combine my responsibilities so that I can honour more than one at the same time?

In practice: 

a) Write the list of your recurring daily tasks

Be honest and keep track of every activity. For example: breakfast, shopping, walking to work, answering emails, etc. The key is to get a clear snapshot of how you're spending your time.

b) Separate the urgent from the important things 

Next, take the list of tasks and classify them according to their level of urgency and importance. The easiest way to do this is by using the Eisenhower Matrix, a simple four-square grid created by former U.S. President Dwight D. Eisenhower.
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Take your daily activities and place them inside the most suitable box.

c) Create your "ideal" program

Reduce, discard, or delegate as many "urgent and non important" tasks as possible, and then create a schedule for your ideal work week.

What do you do at various times of the day?

Does it contribute to some bigger goal or does it only serve to solve contingencies?

Have you planned time for non-work activities or leisure time for things you like?

d) Test the new activity program for at least a week

With the new program in hand, commit yourself for a week. Is it feasible? Can you respect it?

Perhaps that task you delegated should have been discarded altogether, or you realise that what you thought was "urgent" is actually an important part of your new work-life balance. It will take some time to refine the way it works.

3. Reflect, refine and try again

Whatever action you decide to take to create a good work-life balance, you need to be aware that you'll likely need to continue perfecting it over time. Big life changes can take time, so reflecting on the approach you're taking and refining it periodically will likely be an integral part of the process.

Section 2: Practical Advice for a Better Work-Life Balance

Whatever your work and life situation is, there are a few general principles and rules  that are very useful to keep in mind when trying to build a better work-life balance for you. Here are our recommendations:

#1 Learn to say "no"! 

Learn to say no to commitments, requests, events and activities that do not "nourish" you and that do not contribute to your goals. It is not about being selfish, but about self-awareness and the desire to maintain your balance in order to live in harmony with yourself. 

#2 Ask for help and learn to delegate!

It is important to turn to the outside by negotiating with the different actors: husband, grandparents, children (if old enough), boss, colleagues, collaborators, friends. 

If you live with someone, sharing household chores is a great way to reduce the work load.

The greatest difficulty is often the lack of an open confrontation with the various actors of the system. Confrontation, communication and negotiation represent the only way to find common ground towards a better conciliation.

#3 Respect your personal time and set the boundaries!

Give your personal time the same weight and priority you give to work. Turn off your smartphone and computer when you're dining or spending time with family or friends. Similarly, ask friends or family not to interrupt your workday, unless it's an emergency.

#4 Make small changes at a time

When trying to make changes to your daily routine, it's easy to fall into the temptation to set goals that are too ambitious and unrealistic, with the risk of frustrating our good intentions. Therefore, in putting into practice new good habits it is recommended to:

1. Start with small changes that bring a small improvement to your work-life balance
2. Be as constant as possible in the new habit
3.  Start implementing the habits that can be defined as "keystones" or those that can have a driving effect on the others you want to put into practice: for example, if you have set yourself the goal of adopting a healthier lifestyle and therefore intend to do physical activity, eat better, sleep more and be more productive at work,  then it might be enough to start just by doing some exercise to stimulate other good habits as well.

#5 Look for flexible working conditions

Often the pressure of being physically "at work" leads us to work too much and lose sight of the balance we seek.

While it's by no means perfect, remote working or flexible  working hours allows you to work the way that suits you, plan your day based on what you need to do, and have time for activities that are meaningful to you. 

#6 Let go of perfectionism

A big part of what drives us to overwork and compromise our work-life balance is the need to do our best work. But above all it is the compulsive belief that, if we do not commit ourselves beyond expectations, we will fail, be penalised or even lose our jobs.

The problem is that perfectionists view mistakes as personal failures, rather than a natural part of our learning and growth, and are likely to fall victim to one of two bad habits:

- Procrastination for fear of not being able to complete the task at the level we expect of ourselves.
- Over-preparedness for the belief that to get the job done we have to work harder than expected

To break the circle of perfectionism, some psychologists advise:

1. Become more aware of this negative dialogue with yourself and be more compassionate towards yourself
2. Take the time to understand if the goals and expectations you set yourself are actually feasible
3. Talk to someone about  irrational fears of failing

#7 Focus on one task at a time

Focusing on one task at a time will allow you to complete it faster and with fewer errors. Give yourself the right time and focus to put more effort into achieving your goals and priorities.

#8 Disconnect!

Have you ever heard of the right to disconnect?

Long story short: when you work you work and when you're done... You're done!   Especially for those who do smart-working, it is important to draw a line: being at home is not an excuse to always be connected and available 24 hours a day.

Here are some tips:

1. Impose yourself not to use screens before going to bed: using your smartphone or PC before going to bed delays your body's biological clock, which means that it is more difficult to fall asleep or reach the REM state of deeper and more restful sleep. Try to establish the rule of not using screens within 2 hours of going to bed

2. Adjust your smartphone notification settings: Waking up with your phone full of notifications or being constantly bombarded with emails, chats, social media or calls means you're never really "out of work." You can turn them off completely or change them to mute mode.

3. Find other sources for your news or information: many of us fall into the trap of needing to feel informed about everything that happens in the world. But the news cycle never stops, and trying to catch up leads to information overload and increased time spent away from "non-work" activities. To regain balance, try to find sources of "slow news," such as books and magazines, that don't make you feel like you're always missing something out.

Section 3: Conclusions

After understanding what work-life balance is, why it is important for our lives and  what strategies we can put into practice, it is always good to remember that work-life balance is not a state that is reached once and for all. Instead, it is a path, a balance to be re-established every time there are changes or our needs change.

It is in fact a constantly evolving process, influenced by the stages of life, age, generation, motivations and values of a person.

It is true, however, as various psychological theories claim, that the greater the presence and investment in differentiated areas of our existence, the greater the overall quality of our life and consequently our well-being.  For this, we need to experiment in different areas, and not only in the work or family one.


	Glossary (5 glossary terms)
	- Work-life balance:  the amount of time we spend at work compared to what we devote to family and social relationships, but also to health and the pursuit of our personal interests.
- Smart-working (or agile work): it is a particular mode of execution of the work performance introduced in order to improve productivity and the reconciliation of life and work times, without precise constraints of time and place and by the means of technological tools;
- Burnout: literally exhaustion, indicates the stress experienced at work that determines a psychophysical and emotional wear;
- Prioritise: assign a priority to a series of objects, events, or similar
- Intersectionality: overlapping (or "intersection") of different social identities and their possible particular discrimination, oppression, or domination.

	Self-evaluation (multiple choice queries and answers)
	
1. What is work-life balance?

a) a condition of balance and satisfaction in which work needs are reconciled with personal and private ones
b) a situation of perfect balance between the number of hours we dedicate to work and those we dedicate to the family
c) a method to increase work productivity

2. What is the difference between work-life balance and work-life integration?

a) The first is an approach that applies only to employees while the second applies to those who work independently
b) The first is an approach that focuses more on balance as an equal distribution between various aspects of life, while the second approach focuses on a more flexible and personalised combination of work and private life.
c) They are two terms that express the same concept


3. What is shared responsibilities in terms of women's social rights?

a) A more equitable distribution of domestic work and family care within the couple is intended
b) A fairer distribution of domestic work and family care among the various social actors (partners, family, friends, school, non-profit organisations and public institutions)
c) It means the possibility of asking for help from time to time to the people who are close to us

4. What is not the Eisehower matrix? 

a) a mathematical calculation tool
b) a 4-quadrant matrix invented by US President D. Eisenhower 
c) a diagram that can help us categorise and prioritise the activities we need to carry out by urgency and importance

5. To improve your work-life balance it is advisable to...

a) Try to do as few things as possible to have more free time
b) Make more use of digital tools to make work faster and easier
c) change bad habits through small steps and set realistic goals within our reach


	Resources (videos, reference link)
	"3 rules for better work-life balance"| The Way We Work, a TED series, Youtube, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4c_xYLwOx-g 

Work Life Balance is a Lie (DO THIS INSTEAD), Youtube, (English) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RtLOft-5_hI

10 Habits to Follow for a Better Work-Life Balance, Youtube
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=teE-xVO-ljw 

The Eisenhower Matrix: how to manage your tasks with Eisenhower, Youtube
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tT89OZ7TNwc&t=9s


	Related material
	Eisenhower matrix in pdf to download for free
https://www.ionos.it/startupguide/fileadmin/StartupGuide/Downloads/Matrice-di-Eisenhower-IT.pdf

	Related PPT
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