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Preface

As a result of the transformation from industrial society to post-
industrial society, work-life imbalance has become an arduous challenge
facing working men and women in modern society. How to achieve a
work-life balance looms large on the policy agenda of European welfare
states. By the term of work-life balance, we refer to a state of “having
sufficient control and autonomy over where, when and how you work to
fulfill your responsibilities inside and outside paid work”. [1]

During the past two or three decades, research and policies
concerning work-life balance are well developed in the European welfare
states. Earlier, in the 1980s, the Nordic welfare states had recognized
the problem of work-life conflict and its impact on gender equality and
female labor force participation. In order to achieve a balance between
work and life, the governments in the Nordic countries have provided
the most comprehensive and solid support to the working population.
Through institutionalized child care and encouraging fathers to participate in
care work, gender equity is also relatively well incorporated with work-
life balance in these countries. Being enlightened by their success in
maintaining relatively high rates of female labor market participation
and fertility, which are critical to the sustainability of welfare states,
the European Union now plays an important role in advocating the idea
of work-life balance and promoting the social policy agenda related to
work-life balance inEurope. Z

Though China is still a developing country, its social and economic
structures have been experiencing tremendous changes in the past three-
odd decades. More and more women have participated in the labor
market to take paid work; the family size has been shrinking due to the
one child policy and low fertility rate; family functions have become

weak due to the massive rural-urban migration and high divorce rate;

[1] Visser, F. and Williams, L. 2006. Work-Life Balance: Rhetoric versus Reality.
London; Work Foundation,
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and the population is ageing. In addition, the economic competition is
becoming fiercer due to economic globalization. Under these circumstances,
the working men and women in China are also suffering from the
problem of combining work and family life. Tragic events concerning the
labor market are not uncommon. For example, people often come across
news reports on the death of young white collar workers due to overtime
work and heavy work pressure. During a period of three months in early
2010, a wave of suicides occurred at the Shenzhen-based Foxconn Company:
more than ten young workers in their twenties committed suicide. The
fierce competition in the labor market has made it difficult for many
young people to get married, and even when they are married, it is still
difficult to have and take care of babies. Actually, a large number of
unmarried ladies has become a severe social problem in China. More
impressively, the massive migration of people from villages to cities has
left millions of children at home without parenting care. These children
are now labeled as “left-behind children”, as their parents have to take
jobs in cities, and it is not affordable to have a family in cities.
Nowadays, the common complaints of Chinese people are that they are
“too tired”, “have no time to rest”, and “have not enough sleep”.
Recently, the government’s policy proposal to postpone the retirement
age has been resisted strongly by the public. Though the common
conflicts between work and life have aroused wide concerns and
discussions, studies and social policies relevant to work-life balance are
relatively rare. Therefore, it is very timely to direct much more
academic and policy attention to the issue of work-life balance in China.

In this regard, China can draw many lessons from the theories and
practices of work-life balance in European welfare states, though China
has a different socio-economic, demographic and cultural background.
With the intent of taking lessons from Europe, the School of
Government/Centre for Chinese Public Administration Research of Sun
Yat-sen University and the University of Bergen of Norway jointly
organized the international conference of “Work-life Balance: Theories
and Practice” in Guangzhou on June 27—28, 2011. More than 20
scholars from Norway, Mainland China, Taiwan and Hong Kong
attended this conference. This edited volume is based on the papers
presented at this conference. It is expected that this conference and its

outcome, the edited book, can function as a pilot study on how to
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properly combine European (especially the Nordic welfare states)
experiences with Chinese culture and realities, so as to provoke wider
academic attention and research on the topic of work-life balance, and
provide some practical and effective guidance to the practice of work-life
balance in corporations and governments in China.

One of the themes of this book is about experiences from Europe.
Four scholars from Norway introduced some experiences of work-life
balance in Europe (especially the Nordic welfare states). Professor Stein
Kuhnle points out that European welfare states are facing serious
challenges both internally and externally. To invest more in policies of
family and work-life balance could be a possible political strategy to
maintain the sustainability of welfare states. Sevil Siimer reviews the
development of work-family reconciliation policies of the European
Union and makes some critique of it. She argues that the EU should pay
more attention to the gender division of care work. Anne Hege Strand
examines the impact of divorce on income in Britain and Norway. Her
study shows that the Norwegian welfare system has larger gender
equalizing effects on the economic consequences of divorce. Nina
Berven’s study shows that despite of comparatively extensive public
policies and high levels of gender equality, there is still undesirable
gender division on paid and unpaid work between Norwegian men and
women. She calls for a rediscovery of gender in contemporary welfare
state research. :

The edited book also includes a section on work-life balance issue in
other areas of Asia. Chen Mingfang compares the problems of work-life
conflict in Republic of Korea and China Taiwan. She argues that it is
time to review the welfare models in China Taiwan and Republic of
Korea in order to deal with the new social risks such as work-life balance.
Hong Kong’s practices of work-life balance constitute the main body of
this theme. Community Business, a nonprofit organization based on Hong
Kong, is a main advocate of work-life balance in Hong Kong. The survey
reports and research outputs by Community Business included in this
book provide us with a brief view of the current situation of employees’
work-life balance and the employers’ practices in Hong Kong.

The current situation of work-life balance in China is the major
concern of this book. Ngok Kinglun and Yan Xueyong give a

comprehensive review of the problems of work-life balance and their
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policy responses in European welfare states. Based on this, they try to
make some preliminary discussions on what China could learn from
European Union. Liu Yunxiang and Zhu Yapeng have identified the
characteristics of work-family balance in China. Based on intensive
interviews, Fang Ying makes a close investigation of the issue of career
women’s work-life balance in China. She finds that Chinese working
women have to mobilize all available resources to coordinate their paid
work and care responsibilities. By comparing the provisions of labor law
with the real working life, Ngok Kinglun contends that there are big
inconsistence between the legal provisions and the working situation in
China. Though Chinese labor law concerning working time is relatively
strict, it has not been enforced effectively. Fan Lulu makes a case study
of time management politics in a Chinese factory. Based on the rich
empirical data, she concludes that the control over working time by the
employer has many negative impacts on employees’ life and work.

It is impossible for the book to be published without the support
from a variety of people and institutions. First of all, we would like to
express our gratitude to the School of Government/Center for Chinese
Public Administration Research of Sun Yat-sen University, and to the
Department of Comparative Politics and Department of Sociology of the
University of Bergen, and the Stein Rokkan Centre/Uni Research of
Norway for their generous support. We should acknowledge the
contributions made by all our authors. We are grateful to the Jowrnal
of Public Administration to allow us to include some of its published
articles in this book. Thanks should go to Community Business for her
generosity to let us reprint her survey reports and research papers in this
book. Lastly, but not least, we would also like to thank Professor Ma
Jun, Professor Xiao Bin and Professor Zhu Yapeng from School of
Government, Sun Yat-sen University for their great help in preparing
the conference and this edited book. We are also grateful to colleagues,
especially Ms. Wang Yali, in Shanghai People’s Publishing House/
Truth & Wisdom Press for so ably handling its production.

Ngok Kinglun, Stein Kuhnle, Yan Xueyong
Sun Yat-sen University and University of Bergen
February, 2014
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