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Abstract 

This article examines the persistent gap between the formal recognition of work–life bal-
ance (WLB) policies and their effective implementation in Italy, within the broader Euro-
pean framework of gender equality. It adopts a multi-level approach that integrates the 
analysis of EU policy developments—particularly Directive (EU) 2019/1158—with pan-
demic-related dynamics and organizational practices The study is based on a combined 
methodology, including policy analysis, recent statistical evidence, and an original empir-
ical dataset on corporate initiatives, focusing on the Code of Corporate Self-Regulation on 
Maternity. The findings indicate that, despite significant regulatory advances, structural, 
cultural, and institutional constraints continue to limit the accessibility and uptake of WLB 
measures in Italy. These shortcomings were further exacerbated during the pandemic, 
which intensified unpaid care burdens and reinforced traditional gender roles. Company 
initiatives show uneven levels of engagement and are often driven by organizational ca-
pacity rather than a substantive commitment to gender equality. Overall, the study high-
lights that the effectiveness of WLB policies depends on the interaction between institu-
tional capacity, cultural norms, and governance arrangements. It concludes that bridging 
the gap between formal rights and everyday practices requires a shift toward integrated 
strategies based on social investment, coordinated governance, and shared responsibility. 
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1. Introduction 
Bridging the gap between formal policy commitments and effective gender equality 

remains one of the core challenges of European social policy. While the 2019 Work–Life 
Balance Directive marked a significant step forward in redefining care responsibilities and 
promoting gender-equitable labour markets, its implementation has revealed a persistent 
disconnect between normative ambition and practical realisation. This is particularly ev-
ident in Italy, where entrenched cultural norms, fragmented governance, and uneven ac-
cess to services limit the transformative potential of work–life balance (WLB) measures. 
The Italian case is relevant because it combines several structural features that make im-
plementing work–life balance policies especially challenging: a familistic welfare tradi-
tion, strong territorial disparities, limited public care infrastructure, and persistent gen-
dered expectations regarding caregiving responsibilities. These characteristics make Italy 
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a critical case for examining the gap between formal policy commitments and their con-
crete implementation in everyday life. 

Rooted in the United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development—and espe-
cially Goal 5 on gender equality—WLB policies are increasingly understood not only as 
instruments of personal well-being but also as structural levers for social sustainability. 
Yet the case of Italy illustrates that formal compliance with EU directives does not auto-
matically translate into substantive change, especially when caregiving is still viewed as 
a private, maternal responsibility. 

This article contributes to the literature by adopting a multi-level perspective that 
integrates European policy frameworks, pandemic dynamics, and organizational prac-
tices, in order to explain the persistent gap between formal work–life balance entitlements 
and their effective implementation. It begins by tracing the European policy context and 
its transposition into national law, highlighting the structural and political obstacles to 
inclusive implementation. It then examines pandemic-related dynamics, which intensi-
fied unpaid care burdens and reinforced traditional gender roles exposing the limitations 
of emergency responses that lacked a gender-sensitive framework. 

In particular, the paper addresses the following research questions: (1) How and un-
der what conditions are work–life balance policies effectively implemented in the Italian 
context? (2) To what extent do institutional, cultural, and organizational factors shape un-
equal access to these measures? (3) What role can public and private actors play in reduc-
ing the gap between formal rights and everyday practices? 

To address these questions, the article adopts an integrated analytical framework 
combining three complementary perspectives. First, it draws on welfare regime and social 
investment approaches to examine how institutional structures and care arrangements 
shape gender inequalities in work–life balance policies. Second, it mobilizes gender and 
intersectional perspectives in order to analyze how care responsibilities, labor market in-
equalities, and family norms unevenly affect women and men across different social 
groups. Third, it adopts a governance and organizational perspective to explore how pub-
lic institutions, firms, and territorial actors contribute to the implementation—or limita-
tion—of work–life balance measures in practice. 

These perspectives are treated as interconnected rather than separate analytical di-
mensions. European policy frameworks define formal rights and regulatory goals; insti-
tutional and cultural arrangements shape their accessibility and social legitimacy; and or-
ganizational practices mediate their concrete implementation in everyday working life. 

To interpret the uneven implementation of work–life balance measures within or-
ganizations, the article introduces the distinction between “welfare of convenience” and 
“welfare of conviction”. This distinction is broadly consistent with existing debates on 
corporate welfare, diversity management, and organizational responsibility, which differ-
entiate between instrumental approaches driven by economic rationales and more sub-
stantive forms of organizational commitment to gender equality and workers’ well-being 
(Lascoumes and Le Galès 2007; Parisse 2025). While some initiatives appear primarily 
driven by economic incentives, reputational concerns, or organizational adaptation, oth-
ers reflect a more substantive commitment to gender equality and workers’ well-being. 
This is also an analytical lens for understanding the different logics underpinning corpo-
rate engagement in work–life balance policies. 

Building on this analysis, the article explores innovative governance approaches that 
have emerged at the local level and within collaborative frameworks between public, pri-
vate, and third-sector actors. These examples suggest that effective WLB strategies require 
not only legal entitlements but also institutional capacity, cultural change, and participa-
tory governance. 
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The article concludes by arguing that bridging the gap between formal rights and 
everyday practices requires more coordinated and inclusive approaches to work–life bal-
ance governance, capable of integrating institutional capacity, organizational responsibil-
ity, and cultural change. In this perspective, diversity management, corporate social re-
sponsibility, and gender-sensitive welfare arrangements emerge as potentially important 
dimensions for improving the effective implementation of work–life balance policies. 

2. Work–Life Balance for Gender Equality: A Policy Perspective in the 
European Framework 

The pursuit of gender equality and work–life balance (WLB) has emerged as a fun-
damental pillar of the European Union’s (EU) social and employment policies. These twin 
goals reflect a growing recognition that gender parity in the labor market cannot be 
achieved without a substantial transformation of care arrangements, family policies, and 
employment structures (Bonoli and Natali 2011; Esping-Andersen 2009). At the heart of 
this effort lies Directive (EU) 2019/1158 on work–Life Balance for Parents and Carers, 
which aims to promote the equal sharing of care responsibilities between women and 
men, improve reconciliation between professional and private life, and enhance the par-
ticipation of women in the workforce (Chieregato 2020; Oliveira et al. 2020; EIGE 2020; 
D’Andrea 2022; Arabadjieva 2022). 

This Directive replaced the outdated 2010 Parental Leave Directive 2010/88, introduc-
ing a broader and more ambitious framework. It mandates, among other things: (a) ten 
working days of paternity leave remunerated at least at the level of sick pay; (b) two 
months of non-transferable parental leave per parent; (c) five days of carers’ leave per 
year; and (d) the right to request flexible working arrangements (De la Porte et al. 2023). 
These rights apply to both public and private sector workers, with the aim of fostering a 
more profound cultural and institutional transformation in how care work is distributed 
between genders. Still, as Parisse (2025) argues, the mere existence of these rights is insuf-
ficient if inclusive organizational cultures and diversity management strategies do not 
support them. As Pircher et al. (2024) emphasize, institutional frameworks play a crucial 
role in ensuring real access to these new rights. 

What makes the 2019 Directive innovative is not just its content but its symbolic di-
mension: it repositions men as legitimate and necessary caregivers, making male engage-
ment in care both a legal entitlement and a policy objective (Oliveira et al. 2020). It pro-
motes a “defeminization” logic, shifting responsibility for care away from women and 
families to public institutions (Bonoli and Natali 2011; Ćalić 2025). However, such trans-
formations require more than legal instruments—they demand investment, awareness 
campaigns, and coordinated multi-level governance (De la Porte et al. 2022). 

However, the Directive’s implementation has proven uneven and fragmented. These 
implementation asymmetries become particularly visible when examining national wel-
fare configurations and institutional capacities across member states. Member States enjoy 
broad discretion in how they implement their provisions, especially regarding payment 
levels, eligibility conditions, and the actual availability of services that make care work 
manageable (Pircher et al. 2024). While countries like Sweden, France, and Portugal have 
gone beyond the minimum requirements, others—such as Poland or Hungary—have ap-
plied the Directive in ways that reproduce traditional gender roles, offering minimal com-
pensation and little outreach to working fathers. This fragmentation is also discussed by 
Zacharenko (2024), who highlights conflicting state-level gender norms, and by Dobrotić 
and Iveković Martinis (2023), who stress the inclusivity challenges in policy design. Com-
parative research (Žofčinová and Košíková 2022; Andrei 2024) confirms this and countries 
like France and Portugal have accompanied legal reforms with public campaigns, digital 
tools for leave applications, and widespread involvement of trade unions and employers. 
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In Italy, none of these mechanisms has been systematically deployed. Communica-
tion remains minimal, employers often discourage paternity leave, and enforcement is 
weak (Pircher et al. 2024). Regional disparities further exacerbate this problem: workers 
in the north have more access to family services and stable contracts, while those in the 
south—especially women—face more precarious conditions and lower institutional sup-
port (ISTAT 2021; OECD 2021). 

The Italian case is emblematic of a broader issue observed in the implementation of 
EU social directives: the tendency to formally adopt obligations without embedding them 
in existing institutional frameworks or cultural norms. More specifically, Italy represents 
a particularly significant case because the implementation of WLB policies occurs within 
a welfare regime historically characterized by familism, fragmented care infrastructures, 
strong territorial inequalities, and persistent gendered expectations surrounding unpaid 
care work. As Korca et al. (2021) note in the context of non-financial disclosure, compli-
ance in Italy often emphasises form over substance, resulting in a “tick-box” approach 
that weakens transformative potential (Calafà 2020). Similar dynamics are explored by 
Dordoni (2025) in the context of academia and by Gaiaschi (2025) regarding professional 
women in Italy. See also Addabbo and Militello (2023) for an economic perspective. 

In this regard, although Italy formally incorporated into national law the Directive in 
2022, its implementation remains weakly transformative. The country already had forms 
of parental and paternity leave prior to the Directive (notably Law 53/2000), but these were 
modest in scope and insufficiently utilised, especially by men. The Directive introduced 
mandatory paternity leave of 10 days and slightly improved carers’ rights, yet substantial 
structural or cultural changes did not accompany these reforms. Moreover, financial com-
pensation remains limited for many types of leave, further discouraging men from using 
them. Recent studies (e.g., Alfano et al. 2024; Isailovic 2021) further show how COVID-19 
exacerbated structural barriers to WLB implementation across Europe. 

Studies highlight that in Italy, fathers’ leave uptake remains among the lowest in Eu-
rope, while female employment rates and fertility continue to stagnate (OECD 2021; Moss 
and Deven 2020). This is not merely a consequence of policy design, but of deeply embed-
ded gender norms that frame caregiving as inherently feminine (Esping-Andersen 2009). 
These norms are reinforced by fragmented childcare infrastructure, limited part-time op-
tions for men, and a political culture often hostile to gender-sensitive welfare reform (Pa-
risi et al. 2021; Plantenga and Remery 2010; Buonocore et al. 2025). 

The Directive also excludes key categories. As Chieregato (2020) argues, the Directive 
remains primarily oriented toward full-time, formal-sector workers in nuclear families. In 
Italy, a significant share of caregivers are informal or migrant workers, often excluded 
from formal protections. LGBTQ+ families, single parents, and non-married couples may 
also face access barriers due to administrative or cultural hurdles. Thus, even when rights 
exist on paper, the “inclusiveness gap” remains substantial (Renga 2023; Buonocore et al. 
2025). 

From a legal-institutional perspective, Italy has also struggled with delays in legisla-
tive adaptation and a lack of integration with broader family policy reform. There is still 
no national strategy that fully aligns fiscal, labour, and care policies toward the goals of 
WLB and gender equality. Moreover, the judicial system has only recently begun to hear 
discrimination cases regarding denial of paternity or carers’ leave, and jurisprudence re-
mains fragmented. 

Yet, despite these challenges, Italy also demonstrates areas of potential. Municipal 
and regional innovations (e.g., in Emilia-Romagna; Trentino-Alto and Lombardia, Italian 
north regional areas) have shown how locally embedded WLB strategies, supported by 
European funds, can generate positive results. These cases underline the importance of 
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multi-level governance and territorial experimentation. Still, these initiatives often lack 
scalable mechanisms and rely on local political will. 

In sum, the Work–Life Balance Directive introduces a promising framework. Still, its 
potential remains partially unfulfilled, particularly in countries like Italy, where struc-
tural, cultural, and administrative constraints limit its reach. While the Directive pushes 
the EU towards upward social convergence, the Italian case illustrates the gap between 
legal obligation and social transformation; rights on paper must be matched by real access, 
information, and incentives. 

To bridge this gap, scholars (De la Porte et al. 2023) call for a triangular strategy: first, 
improving the inclusivity of the policies (e.g., extending protections to atypical workers 
and diverse family types); second, increasing financial compensation and incentives for 
fathers; and third, strengthening institutional mechanisms, such as centralized infor-
mation portals, automatic application procedures, and active labor market policies that 
reward gender-equal behavior (Oliveira et al. 2020; Parisse 2025). 

The Italian case therefore illustrates how the transformative potential of work–life 
balance policies depends not only on the formal expansion of rights, but also on the insti-
tutional, cultural, and organizational conditions that shape their effective accessibility and 
social legitimacy. 

3. Work–Life Balance and Gender Inequalities in Italy During the 
COVID-19 Pandemic 

The COVID-19 pandemic served as a stress test for work–life balance (WLB) policies 
across Europe, exposing structural weaknesses and amplifying entrenched gender ine-
qualities. 

In Italy, these vulnerabilities were particularly acute: the pandemic disproportion-
ately affected women through unpaid care responsibilities, employment precarity, and 
limited access to social protections (ISTAT 2021; Crespi et al. 2023). Emergency measures 
largely prioritized economic continuity and health system resilience, while gender-sensi-
tive WLB strategies remained marginal or underdeveloped. As a result, temporary poli-
cies failed to account for the unequal care burden within families, exacerbating already 
pronounced disparities. 

From the outset, Italian women faced heightened vulnerability on multiple fronts. 
They were more likely to be employed in sectors severely disrupted by lockdowns—such 
as hospitality, education, and retail—and more likely to hold part-time or informal posi-
tions (OECD 2021; Boccacin and Bosoni 2024). Concurrently, the closure of schools, day-
care services, and eldercare facilities led to a surge in unpaid domestic labour, dispropor-
tionately borne by women (EIGE 2020). Research shows that during lockdowns, women 
performed over 70% of unpaid care work, a burden intensified by the retraction of external 
supports and public services (ISTAT 2021). 

This re-domestication of care work reflected and reinforced pre-existing cultural 
norms that cast caregiving as an inherently female responsibility. In dual-earner house-
holds, the division of labour regressed toward traditional arrangements, with women be-
coming the “default parent” regardless of professional obligations (Buonocore et al. 2025). 
Martucci (2023) highlights that, while both partners technically “worked from home,” 
mothers were overwhelmingly those trying to balance professional duties with full-time 
childcare—a dynamic that rendered their labour largely invisible and unsustainable. 

The COVID-19 pandemic definitely worsened this picture. During lockdowns, the 
unequal division of unpaid care became more visible and pronounced. In Italy, mothers 
were far more likely than fathers to reduce or interrupt paid work to care for children and 
dependents (ISTAT 2021). Even when teleworking became more common, caregiving re-
mained asymmetrically distributed within households. 
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Gaiaschi (2025) highlights this as a key factor limiting women’s advancement in high-
skilled and scientific professions, revealing a persistent gender paradox despite formal 
equality mechanisms. Moreover, as Chung (2022) argues, flexibility in working arrange-
ments—often framed as a progressive solution to work–life conflict—can become a dou-
ble-edged sword. In practice, flexible work may lead to increased self-exploitation, espe-
cially among women, who internalise both the pressures of caregiving and the expectation 
of uninterrupted productivity. As highlighted by de Castro (2024), this “flexibility para-
dox” helps explain why the Directive’s right to request flexible work, while symbolically 
significant, may fall short in contexts where gender norms remain rigid and institutional 
support is weak. 

The Italian government’s policy response to this intensification of care work included 
short-term interventions such as the Cassa Integrazione Guadagni (CIG), emergency pa-
rental leave, and babysitting vouchers. However, these measures were limited in both du-
ration and compensation, and crucially, they lacked a gender lens (Pircher et al. 2024; De 
la Porte et al. 2023). Emergency parental leave, for instance, was compensated at just 50% 
of salary and failed to incentivise paternal uptake, leaving the care burden on mothers 
unchallenged (Oliveira et al. 2020). Similarly, the babysitter bonus benefited families with 
access to care markets but excluded those in lower-income brackets or precarious employ-
ment (Chieregato 2020). 

Women in informal or marginal labour markets—including migrant domestic work-
ers—were often excluded from such supports altogether (D’Andrea 2022). This exclusion 
illustrates the intersectionality of the crisis: gender, class, and migration status intersect to 
create compounded forms of vulnerability. Boccacin and Bosoni (2024) argue that these 
blind spots in policy design demonstrate the urgent need for inclusive WLB strategies that 
recognise the diversity of family and labour conditions in contemporary Italy. 

Teleworking, widely promoted as a solution for reconciling work and care, proved 
to be a double-edged sword. On the one hand, it allowed many professionals to remain 
employed; on the other, it blurred the boundaries between work and family life in ways 
that were deeply gendered (Gaiaschi 2025; Moss and Deven 2020). Women working re-
motely often did so in inadequate conditions, managing children’s online schooling and 
household tasks alongside professional obligations. In Martucci’s (2023) qualitative study, 
mothers reported feeling like they were “always failing someone”—either their employer 
or their children—highlighting the emotional toll of this invisible overload. 

Moreover, telework was not equally accessible across the population. It remained 
largely the privilege of urban, middle-class, white-collar workers. Many women—espe-
cially those employed in health care, domestic services, and the informal economy—could 
not benefit from this flexibility (De la Porte et al. 2022). Regional disparities further com-
pounded these inequalities: in southern Italy, limited digital infrastructure and childcare 
services exacerbated the challenges faced by working mothers (OECD 2021). 

In addition to material strain, the pandemic profoundly reshaped family dynamics. 
Several studies observed a “withdrawal into the nuclear family” as a protective but iso-
lating strategy (Mazzucchelli et al. 2020; Di Nicola 2022). The loss of intergenerational 
support, social networks, and institutional care structures increased emotional and psy-
chological burdens, particularly for women. Parisi et al. (2021) note that physical distanc-
ing measures also strained intimate relationships and increased the risk of family conflict, 
further complicating women’s efforts to manage work and caregiving. 

These dynamics highlight how the pandemic did not generate new inequalities, but 
rather exposed and intensified pre-existing gaps between formal policy provisions and 
their concrete accessibility and use. This suggests that the effectiveness of WLB measures 
is strongly conditioned by underlying institutional and cultural arrangements, which 
shape how policies are translated into everyday practices. 
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Yet, despite these regressive trends, the pandemic opened a discursive and policy 
window for reform. The visibility of care work—its essential nature and unequal distri-
bution—sparked renewed calls for gender-sensitive public investment and cultural 
change. 

Italy’s National Recovery and Resilience Plan (PNRR), funded by the EU’s NextGen-
erationEU initiative, allocated significant resources to early childhood education, elder-
care, and digitalisation—sectors critical for enabling more sustainable WLB (Buonocore et 
al. 2025). However, critics have warned that without coordinated governance and gender 
mainstreaming, these funds risk reproducing pre-pandemic inequalities (Pircher et al. 
2024). 

Public narratives briefly celebrated caregivers and essential workers—most of whom 
were women—but such recognition has yet to translate into structural change. The idea 
of care as a shared societal responsibility remains peripheral in Italian political discourse, 
where the family is still implicitly framed as the default provider of welfare (Crespi et al. 
2023; Volosevici 2025). 

Several critical lessons emerge from the Italian experience that are vital for informing 
post-pandemic work–life balance (WLB) policies. 

First, emergency measures must evolve into structural reforms. While instruments 
such as temporary leave schemes and babysitting bonuses offered short-term relief, they 
did not alter the underlying inequalities in the distribution of care work. These interven-
tions often reinforced the existing reliance on families—particularly women—as the de-
fault providers of care, rather than prompting a reconfiguration of state and institutional 
responsibilities. Long-term investment in universal, accessible, and affordable care ser-
vices is therefore essential to move beyond reactive policy models and establish a stable 
WLB infrastructure. 

Second, WLB policies must be gender-responsive by design, not merely gender-neu-
tral in appearance. Policies that do not explicitly address gendered care responsibilities 
risk reinforcing traditional norms. For instance, emergency parental leave during the pan-
demic was formally available to all parents but was overwhelmingly taken up by mothers, 
due to both cultural expectations and inadequate incentives for fathers. This indicates that 
effective WLB frameworks must actively promote equitable sharing of care duties through 
targeted financial incentives, public communication campaigns, and employer accounta-
bility measures. 

Third, intersectionality must be central to future policy approaches. Caregiving bur-
dens are not equally distributed among all women: migrant workers, single mothers, and 
those in informal or precarious employment often face cumulative disadvantages. These 
groups were also more likely to be excluded from pandemic-related support schemes, re-
vealing deep gaps in the inclusiveness of existing welfare instruments. Designing WLB 
policies that reflect this diversity is crucial to ensuring both equity and effectiveness. 

Fourth, gender-sensitive data collection and monitoring systems are indispensable. 
Italy continues to lack real-time, disaggregated data on how WLB measures are accessed 
and used across different socio-demographic groups. This absence of data hinders both 
policy evaluation and the ability to respond dynamically to emerging inequalities. Devel-
oping comprehensive indicators and longitudinal datasets would enable more precise tar-
geting of resources and the continuous refinement of policy tools. 

Finally, cultural change must accompany institutional reform. As multiple studies 
have shown, formal entitlements alone are insufficient unless supported by a broader shift 
in the social valuation of care work. Deeply rooted norms around gender roles continue 
to shape individual choices, employer expectations, and institutional behavior. Promoting 
care as a collective, societal responsibility—rather than a private, maternal obligation—
remains one of the most significant cultural challenges for Italian society. 
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In sum, the COVID-19 pandemic has not only exposed the fragility of Italy’s WLB 
infrastructure but has also revealed the pathways through which transformative change 
could occur. If Italy is to make lasting progress toward gender equality, it must move 
beyond fragmented emergency responses and commit to a long-term vision that inte-
grates WLB into a broader social investment strategy—one that values care, empowers all 
caregivers, and challenges. 

Such critical issues make it necessary to move beyond a purely policy-oriented per-
spective and examine more closely how work–life balance measures are accessed, imple-
mented, and experienced in practice, as explored in the following section. 

4. Family Policy and Gender Equality in Italy: The Post-Pandemic Era 
and Beyond 

The transition out of the COVID-19 emergency phase has marked a significant mo-
ment in the reconfiguration of family policy in Italy. Beyond the emergency measures en-
acted through legislative decrees, the period following 2020 has been characterized by the 
consolidation of a policy framework aimed at supporting families in their everyday re-
productive and social functions. This development has unfolded alongside the National 
Strategy for Gender Equality 2021–2026, which articulates an integrated and measurable 
policy architecture grounded in coordinated actions across multiple domains. 

Within this evolving framework, the enactment of the Family Act (Law No. 32/2022) 
represents a pivotal step in redefining the role of family policy. The Act delegates legisla-
tive authority to the Government to implement measures oriented towards promoting 
gender equality within the family, strengthening its social and educational functions, mit-
igating the economic costs of childrearing, and enhancing work–life balance mechanisms. 

More specifically, the Family Act introduced a broad framework of measures aimed 
at supporting parenting and fertility through both direct economic support and work–life 
balance provisions. These include the reorganization of parental leave schemes, incentives 
for female employment, childcare support measures, and the strengthening of flexible 
working arrangements. The reform also explicitly encouraged the involvement of private 
actors and employers in the promotion of family wellbeing and gender equality, reinforc-
ing the growing role of corporate welfare within the Italian welfare mix. 

From a theoretical perspective, this legislative framework reflects an understanding 
of the family as a relational and dynamic institution, shaped by the intersection of gen-
dered and generational asymmetries (Saraceno 2022; Naldini and Saraceno 2022). Within 
this perspective, processes of social reproduction—encompassing care, socialization, and 
the reconciliation of productive and reproductive labor—emerge as central to both family 
life and welfare arrangements. These dynamics challenge welfare systems historically 
structured around the male-breadwinner model (Crompton 1999; Lewis 1992; Esping-An-
dersen 1999). 

The reform trajectory initiated by the Family Act also marks a conceptual shift to-
wards a social investment paradigm (Hemerijck 2013), distinguishing family policy from 
anti-poverty interventions and emphasizing its role in fostering human capital and inter-
generational equity (Esping-Andersen et al. 2002; Morel et al. 2012). The introduction of 
structural measures—such as the Single and Universal Allowance, childcare subsidies, 
expanded parental leave, fiscal incentives for working mothers, and birth-related cash 
transfers—reflects a partial move in this direction, albeit within the hybrid configuration 
typical of Southern European welfare regimes (Ferrera 1996). 

At the European level, the Next Generation EU program and Italy’s National Recov-
ery and Resilience Plan (PNRR) have further reinforced gender equality and generational 
inclusion as cross-cutting priorities. Within this framework, instruments such as gender 
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certification (UNI/PdR 125:2022) exemplify forms of soft governance aimed at promoting 
organizational change through performance indicators and incentive mechanisms. 

The interconnection between work–life balance and gender equality goals is further 
reflected in the Code of Corporate Self-Regulation for Maternity, introduced in November 
2023 by the Minister for Family, Natality and Equal Opportunities. This initiative can be 
interpreted as part of a broader policy framing that constructs declining birth rates as an 
issue of public concern and shared responsibility, while also engaging with persistent gen-
der inequalities in the distribution of reproductive labor. In line with feminist approaches 
to social reproduction (Fraser 2016; Folbre 2006), the Code appears to promote a revalua-
tion of maternity within the workplace, positioning it both as a socially relevant function 
and as a potential site of structural inequality. 

More broadly, the Code frames fertility as a public good and a relevant policy objec-
tive, while acknowledging the limited capacity of public intervention alone to address 
demographic decline. In this respect, it encourages a more active involvement of private 
actors—particularly firms—in supporting reproductive choices. This orientation may be 
seen as contributing to an ongoing redefinition of the boundaries between public and pri-
vate responsibility in the governance of social reproduction (Daly and Lewis 2000). At the 
same time, it is consistent with a wider trend toward more plural and territorially embed-
ded welfare arrangements, in which public, private, and third-sector actors are expected 
to interact within coordinated governance frameworks (Ascoli and Pavolini 2015). 

From a policy perspective, the adoption of an intersectional lens appears particularly 
relevant for assessing the effectiveness and inclusiveness of work–family balance 
measures (Collins 2019). Care responsibilities are not evenly distributed, and tend to dis-
proportionately affect specific groups of women, including migrant workers, single moth-
ers, and those in informal or precarious forms of employment. This suggests the im-
portance of designing policy interventions that take into account differentiated needs and 
constraints, in order to avoid reinforcing existing inequalities. 

4.1. Work–Life Balance and Gender Equality in Italy: Evidence from Recent Data 

Gender equality is closely intertwined with the reconciliation of work and life time, 
and its realization follows a multidirectional trajectory spanning both primary social net-
works and institutional arrangements. In the Italian context, these dynamics are deeply 
shaped by a familistic welfare model, in which care responsibilities are predominantly 
assigned to families and, within them, to women. As a result, gender inequalities in the 
labor market cannot be understood solely in terms of individual preferences but must be 
interpreted through the interaction between institutional constraints and persistent cul-
tural norms (Aassve et al. 2024). 

Comparative evidence indicates that female labor market participation in Italy re-
mains significantly lower than that of men and continues to rank among the lowest in 
advanced economies (OECD 2023; Eurostat 2023). National data confirm the persistence 
of this gender gap: according to the INPS (2025 Gender Report, the female employment 
rate stands at approximately 53.3%, compared to 71.1% for men—a difference of nearly 18 
percentage points) (INPS 2025). This persistent disparity reflects structural features of the 
Italian labor market, including the limited availability of accessible childcare services, 
weak work–family reconciliation policies, and enduring gender norms that position 
women as primary caregivers. 

Within this broader inequality, parenthood emerges as a key structuring factor. 
Among women aged 25–49, the employment rate reaches approximately 76.6% for those 
without children but declines to 55.5% among those with children under six, producing a 
gap exceeding 20 percentage points (Eurostat 2023). This differential—commonly referred 
to as the motherhood employment gap—is substantially higher than the EU average of 
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around 5 percentage points. Rather than being the outcome of individual choices alone, 
this gap reflects the interaction between institutional constraints and normative expecta-
tions surrounding motherhood. In this sense, it can be interpreted through the lens of the 
“maternal wall”, which captures both the direct and anticipatory penalties associated with 
motherhood and shapes women’s employment trajectories even before childbirth. 

Furthermore, the gap widens with the number of children: ISTAT data show a de-
cline from 64.7% among women without children to 40.9% among those with three or 
more children (ISTAT 2023). This pattern points to the cumulative effect of care responsi-
bilities and highlights how women with greater caregiving burdens are more likely to 
experience constrained labor market participation. These dynamics can also be inter-
preted through the concept of the “sticky floor”, as many women—particularly those with 
lower educational attainment or living in Southern regions—remain concentrated in low-
paid, low-mobility and often precarious jobs, with limited opportunities for upward mo-
bility. 

Evidence also highlights significant difficulties in employment retention following 
childbirth. Approximately 16% of women interrupt or suspend their employment after 
becoming mothers, while more than 70% of resignations in the early years of a child’s life 
involve women, often due to work–care reconciliation challenges (INAPP 2024; Save the 
Children 2022). These patterns are not merely the result of individual decisions, but reflect 
the lack of supportive institutional arrangements, rigid working conditions, and the per-
sistence of cultural expectations assigning caregiving responsibilities primarily to women. 
As argued by Williams (2004), labor market institutions continue to be structured around 
the norm of the “ideal unencumbered worker”, implicitly assuming the absence of care 
responsibilities. This norm contributes to penalizing mothers both directly and indirectly, 
reinforcing gendered employment trajectories. 

While motherhood is associated with reduced labor market participation, fatherhood 
tends to reinforce men’s employment trajectories. Across Europe, fathers exhibit system-
atically higher employment rates than men without children, frequently exceeding 90% 
(Eurostat 2023). A similar pattern emerges in Italy, where 62% of mothers with minor chil-
dren are employed compared to over 91% of fathers, reflecting strongly divergent gen-
dered trajectories. This asymmetry highlights the persistence of a gendered division of 
labor, whereby motherhood triggers employment penalties while fatherhood strengthens 
labor market attachment. Such divergence reflects both institutional arrangements and 
deeply rooted cultural norms that continue to support a male breadwinner model. 

These patterns indicate that the transition to parenthood represents a key mechanism 
through which gender inequalities are reproduced, reflecting not only individual choices 
but also structural constraints and normative expectations. In this context, the child pen-
alty may be understood as the intersectional outcome of gender inequality and the une-
qual distribution of care work. The penalty is particularly pronounced among women in 
Southern Italy, migrant women, and those with lower educational attainment, highlight-
ing the role of intersecting inequalities in shaping labor market outcomes. The issue, there-
fore, lies not only in the absence of gender equality, but in the lack of gender equity-ori-
ented approaches. As mothers and fathers do not begin from equivalent starting positions, 
equality-based policies alone are insufficient to address deeply embedded structural ine-
qualities (Goldin 2021; Nussbaum 2011). 

Several conceptual frameworks help interpret these dynamics. The glass ceiling de-
scribes invisible barriers preventing women from accessing top positions despite apparent 
equality of opportunity, while the sticky floor refers to the concentration of women in low-
paid, low-mobility jobs. The maternal wall, by contrast, captures the structural and antic-
ipatory penalties associated with motherhood. In the Italian case, these mechanisms op-
erate simultaneously: the maternal wall helps explain the sharp employment penalties 
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associated with motherhood, the sticky floor accounts for the persistence of women in 
precarious and low-mobility positions, and the glass ceiling continues to limit access to 
leadership roles. Taken together, these mechanisms contribute to the intersectional repro-
duction of labor market inequalities. 

Once pregnant—particularly in professional and managerial roles—women are often 
subject to stereotypes concerning their commitment and productivity and are evaluated 
against the norm of the “ideal unencumbered worker”. As Williams (2004) argues, the 
maternal wall arises precisely from the interaction between rigid gender norms and insti-
tutional structures that remain organized around a worker model historically premised 
on the male breadwinner supported by a partner responsible for family and domestic life. 

The evidence discussed above highlights how the achievement of gender equality is 
closely linked to the consequences of motherhood within labour markets and workplaces. 
Research on the child penalty has consistently shown that many of the disadvantages ex-
perienced by women after childbirth emerge in organizational settings, affecting employ-
ment participation, career opportunities, and earnings. In the post-pandemic context, this 
has contributed to a growing convergence between family policies aimed at supporting 
motherhood and gender equality policies. At the same time, the complexity of these chal-
lenges has encouraged the adoption of governance approaches that increasingly involve 
multiple stakeholders beyond public institutions alone. Within this framework, the Code 
of Corporate Self-Regulation on Maternity represents a particularly relevant case. As a 
soft governance instrument promoted by public authorities, it seeks to encourage firms to 
adopt measures supporting motherhood and work–life balance precisely in those organi-
zational contexts where gender inequalities are often produced and reproduced. 

4.2. Corporate Responsibility for Work–Life Balance and Gender Equality: The Case of the Code 
Corporate Self-Regulation on Maternity 

Within this broader context, to what extent and under what conditions do corporate 
initiatives contribute to effective work–life balance together with the gender equality? 

The Code of Corporate Self-Regulation on Maternity can be interpreted as an instru-
ment aimed at operationalizing corporate responsibility in the field of work–life balance 
and gender equality. It is grounded in the recognition that motherhood, more than gender 
alone, constitutes a key axis of disadvantage for women in the labor market. 

In its original formulation by the Department for Equal Opportunities (DPO), the 
Code already identifies three areas of intervention and provides a predefined list of 
measures supporting maternity, identified by the Department and referred to as “ac-
tions.” The first area concerns career continuity for mothers and includes measures such 
as continuous information on organizational and professional developments during peri-
ods of leave, targeted training and support for psychological and physical well-being 
upon return to work, consideration of maternity within career pathways involving logis-
tical constraints, and gender pay gap analyses designed to neutralize the effects of career 
interruptions. The second area concerns health prevention and care initiatives, including 
vaccination campaigns, periodic screening and maternity-focused health check packages, 
attention to gender-specific medicine, and supplementary healthcare provision. The third 
area concerns the adaptation of working time and arrangements, alongside support for 
childcare and education costs, including extended and better-compensated leave, flexible 
working hours, part-time arrangements, remote working, and the provision or reimburse-
ment of childcare and domestic support services. 

The instrument is based on voluntary corporate participation. Upon joining, compa-
nies are explicitly required by the Department to submit “a letter of intent outlining the 
good practices implemented in accordance with the Code or planned by the company for 
the current year”. Participating organizations are publicly listed and continuously up-
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dated on the website of the Department for Equal Opportunities of the Presidency of the 
Council of Ministers. The Code is conceived as a “light” and flexible instrument, and these 
same characteristics represent both its strength and its weakness. Its principal advantage 
lies in its adaptability across sectors and company sizes; its main limitation, however, is 
the absence, at present, of any formal incentive or reward for participating organizations. 
Unlike other instruments linked to certification or economic benefits, the Code does not 
provide a direct mechanism encouraging activation and institutionalization of socially re-
sponsible organizational practices. 

Methodology and Data Analysis 

The case study about the Code of Corporate Self-Regulation on Maternity examines 
the implications associated with the introduction, by the central administration, of “light” 
regulatory instruments and initiatives promoting corporate social responsibility aimed at 
encouraging the involvement of companies in responding to family needs from a gender 
equity perspective. In particular, the research is guided by the following questions: how 
do companies that adhere to these policies act? What characteristics do the welfare 
measures they implement assume, and which logics orient corporate action? The objective 
is to understand to what extent these practices contribute to the construction of forms of 
territorial governance of wellbeing capable of supporting work–life balance from a gender 
equity perspective. The interpretative hypotheses guiding our analysis are the following. 

HP1. Companies mainly implement measures driven by economic incentives and/or fiscal ad-
vantages (welfare of convenience), rather than interventions embedded within an organic and per-
sonalized corporate welfare plan, designed around the real needs of the workforce and coherent with 
the organization’s culture (welfare of conviction). 

HP2. The inequalities—with intersectional effects—that traditionally characterize work–life bal-
ance policies, particularly those related to company size, productive sector, and geographical area, 
tend to be reproduced also within policy instruments characterized by a light regulatory framework 
and limited incentive capacity. 

The empirical analysis is based on a dataset developed by the authors by collecting 
the data on all the 160 companies adhering to the Code as of 6 November 2025 from the 
dedicated web page of the Department for Equal Opportunities of the Presidency of the 
Council of Ministers. The construction of the database was based on companies’ self-re-
ported declarations regarding the individual actions implemented or in the process of be-
ing implemented. The adopted procedure is easily replicable, allowing for subsequent up-
dates of the database, as well as for diachronic comparisons aimed at capturing potential 
expansions or contractions in the range of measures adopted, both at the level of individ-
ual firms and as aggregate. 

Company data were then grouped according to the type of measures implemented, 
firm size, and geographical location, and cross-matched. Given that the analysis concerns 
the implementation of a specific voluntary policy instrument, the statistical sample is nec-
essarily limited in size based on the effective participation of companies, and comparative 
benchmarking is therefore not feasible. 

Approximately 40% of signatory companies are located in Central Italy, 37.4% in the 
North-West, 17.8% in the North-East, and only 4.3% in Southern Italy and the Islands. In 
the North-West, the province of Milan is the most represented with 37 companies, while 
in Central Italy the province of Rome predominates with 50 companies (almost a third of 
the total) (See Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. Geographic location of signatory companies. 
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namic economic environments, and higher female labor force participation are concen-
trated, while the South remains marginal. This pattern reflects the combined effect of a 
greater presence of organizations more attuned to welfare-related issues and a higher re-
sponsiveness to policy opportunities, particularly those promoted by non-economic pub-
lic actors. These dynamics point to a process of selective adoption shaped by organiza-
tional networks and intermediary structures. 

In terms of size, 40.1% are large enterprises, 28.6% are medium-sized enterprises, and 
30.4% are small and micro enterprises. Although this distribution does not reflect the over-
all structure of the Italian productive system—where small and medium-sized enterprises 
account for the vast majority of enterprises—it is consistent with patterns commonly ob-
served in the field of corporate welfare (See Figure 2). 

 

Figure 2. Size of signatory companies. 
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rather than the effect of a single isolated factor. From this perspective, organizational size 
(small-scale production), territorial context (the socio-economic conditions of the Mez-
zogiorno), and institutional factors (unequal access to resources and informational net-
works) interact to produce cumulative constraints. Small companies tend to have more 
limited economic, organizational, and administrative resources to adopt and formalize 
maternity-support practices; at the same time, operating in territorial contexts character-
ized by weaker infrastructure, more limited welfare provision, and a lower density of in-
stitutional networks may further reduce both the capacity and the incentives to engage 
with voluntary policy instruments such as the Code. These factors do not operate inde-
pendently, but instead reinforce one another, generating a selective exclusion effect that 
affects both participation in the Code and the effective implementation of its measures. 

Approximately half of the sample joined the Code in the first half of 2024, shortly 
after its introduction. This can be interpreted as the result of a strong “launch effect,” 
driven by immediate visibility, institutional endorsement, and concentrated communica-
tion efforts at the time of introduction. In the absence of subsequent promotional cam-
paigns, relaunch initiatives, or sustained outreach activities, this initial momentum ap-
pears to have weakened over time, leading to a significant decline in new adhesions. This 
pattern suggests that participation was largely stimulated by the temporal proximity to 
the policy’s introduction, rather than by a continuous process of engagement, highlighting 
the importance of ongoing institutional activation in maintaining and expanding partici-
pation in voluntary policy instruments. 

According to the ATECO classification of economic activities adopted by ISTAT, the 
most represented sector is professional, scientific, and technical activities, followed by 
manufacturing and information and communication technologies. This sectoral distribu-
tion of participating companies is likely the outcome of structural and selection dynamics 
linked to the nature of voluntary policy instruments. Professional, scientific, and technical 
activities emerge as the most represented sector, reflecting the higher propensity of 
knowledge-intensive organizations to adopt formalized human resource practices, en-
gage with regulatory frameworks, and invest in reputational strategies related to corpo-
rate social responsibility and gender equality. The significant presence of manufacturing 
can be attributed both to its weight within the Italian productive system and to the in-
volvement of medium and large companies equipped with more structured organiza-
tional and administrative capacities, which facilitate the adoption and reporting of mater-
nity-related measures. Similarly, the prominence of the information and communication 
sector is consistent with its orientation toward innovation, international standards, and 
flexible work arrangements, which align with maternity protection policies and support 
talent retention. Overall, this distribution highlights a self-selection mechanism whereby 
sectors characterized by greater organizational capacity, institutional embeddedness, and 
reputational incentives are more likely to engage with the Code, while more fragmented 
or resource-constrained sectors remain comparatively underrepresented. 

Turning to the measures implemented by companies, the most developed area con-
cerns the adaptation of working time and arrangements, accounting for 504 measures out 
of a total of 878. The prominence of this domain is not surprising, insofar as it primarily 
encompasses interventions based on internal organizational flexibility, which tend to be 
less costly, more easily reversible, and more compatible with existing managerial prac-
tices. From a sociological perspective, the diffusion of these measures can be interpreted 
as part of a broader shift toward “flexibilized” models of work organization, where the 
reconciliation of productive and reproductive responsibilities is increasingly delegated to 
temporal and spatial adjustments rather than to structural transformations of work. The 
most frequently implemented interventions—remote working (81%) and flexible working 
hours (77%)—are emblematic of this trend. They are particularly suited to enabling work-
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ers—and mothers in particular—to reconcile paid work with care responsibilities across 
diverse family configurations and care needs. At the same time, their prevalence also re-
flects the persistence of a gendered division of labor, insofar as these tools often operate 
as adaptive mechanisms that allow women to remain in the labor market without funda-
mentally challenging the unequal distribution of unpaid care work. 

The second most developed area concerns measures aimed at ensuring career conti-
nuity for working mothers. In this domain, 47% of companies provide information and 
training during the return-to-work phase following maternity leave, signaling a recogni-
tion of the risks of professional marginalization associated with career interruptions. From 
an institutional perspective, these interventions can be seen as attempts to mitigate the 
well-documented “motherhood penalty,” yet their relatively uneven diffusion suggests 
that such awareness is not uniformly translated into comprehensive organizational strat-
egies. More structurally demanding measures remain less common: gender pay gap mon-
itoring is implemented by only 25% of companies, while initiatives addressing the logis-
tical constraints linked to maternity—such as work-related mobility requirements —are 
adopted by just 12.5%. These patterns point to a stratification in the capacity to engage 
with more complex and resource-intensive equality measures, which tend to require for-
malized procedures, data monitoring systems, and long-term organizational commit-
ment. Consequently, they are predominantly observed in larger companies, highlighting 
how organizational size operates as a key axis of differentiation in the adoption of sub-
stantive gender equality practices (See Figure 3). 

 

Figure 3. Total actions implemented by signatory companies in support of mother’s welfare divided 
by areas of intervention. 

The least developed area concerns health and prevention initiatives for mothers, with 
only 97 companies engaged in this domain, again predominantly large enterprises. The 
most frequently implemented measure is supplementary healthcare provision, which is 
often already embedded in sectoral or company-level collective bargaining agreements. 
The limited diffusion of this area can be interpreted through both economic and cultural 
lenses: on the one hand, such measures involve direct costs and coordination with external 
service providers; on the other, they reflect a more expansive understanding of maternal 
welfare that goes beyond immediate productivity concerns. The stronger involvement of 
large companies underscores their greater organizational capacity and the presence of 
more structured human resource practices, which facilitate the institutionalization of 
work–life balance measures. More broadly, this distribution suggests that while voluntary 
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policy instruments can promote the adoption of certain categories of interventions, they 
tend to privilege those that are most compatible with existing organizational logics, 
thereby reproducing existing inequalities in the scope and depth of maternity-related pro-
tections across firms. 

Overall, company engagement in WLB seems to be driven less by normative com-
mitment and more by organizational capacity and existing welfare infrastructures: these 
findings are consistent with broader research on corporate welfare and work–life balance. 
Public support mechanisms often tend to reinforce pre-existing organizational initiatives 
rather than fostering genuinely innovative practices. As a result, larger firms—already 
equipped with socially responsible organizational cultures and more developed manage-
rial structures—are more likely to act as the main actors in this field. 

Moreover, many of the implemented measures coincide with those benefiting from 
fiscal incentives under Italian corporate welfare legislation. Yet these incentives were not 
originally designed to promote work–life balance or gender equality, but rather to reduce 
labor costs. This distinction can be captured by the contrast between welfare of conven-
ience and welfare of conviction. The former refers to measures adopted primarily because 
of their fiscal advantages, whereas the latter designates initiatives grounded in organiza-
tional culture and genuinely responsive to workers’ welfare needs. 

At present, the absence of a systematic assessment of how these measures are associ-
ated with the quality of life of working mothers limits the ability to determine whether 
they can produce virtuous policy feedback loops. 

5. Rethinking Governance for Work–Life Balance: The Role of Public 
and Private Actors in Advancing Gender Equality 

Starting from these results, this section reflects on the governance implications 
emerging from the Italian case. 

New social risks such as work–life balance and gender equality (Taylor-Gooby 2004), 
once recognized as relevant policy issues, tend to interact with broader processes of wel-
fare restructuring and territorial differentiation (Kazepov 2010). In this perspective, work–
life balance can be understood as a cross-cutting policy domain whose effective imple-
mentation depends not only on formal rights, but also on the coordination between wel-
fare institutions, labor market structures, organizational practices, and territorially em-
bedded resources. 

The findings of this study suggest that voluntary policy instruments alone are un-
likely to reduce structural inequalities in access to WLB opportunities. The analysis of the 
Code of Corporate Self-Regulation on Maternity shows that organizational participation 
is unevenly distributed across territories, sectors, and company sizes. Larger firms and 
organizations operating in economically stronger areas appear more capable of adopting 
and institutionalizing maternity-related measures, while smaller firms and companies lo-
cated in more fragile territorial contexts remain comparatively underrepresented. This in-
dicates that the implementation of WLB policies risks reproducing pre-existing inequali-
ties unless broader coordination mechanisms and supportive institutional infrastructures 
are in place. 

From this perspective, the Italian case highlights the importance of territorial and 
multi-actor governance arrangements. Particularly in the field of work–life balance, more 
effective and inclusive interventions appear to emerge when public institutions, firms, 
and third-sector actors are able to coordinate their actions within locally embedded wel-
fare systems. Experiences such as family districts, territorial alliances, and collaborative 
welfare networks suggest that local governance arrangements may facilitate the integra-
tion of services, organizational practices, and social support mechanisms, thereby improv-
ing the accessibility and usability of WLB measures. In this regard, the effectiveness of 
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territorially embedded welfare arrangements can be further understood through their ca-
pacity to mobilize context-specific knowledge and to adapt policy instruments to the dif-
ferentiated needs of local populations and labor markets. Unlike centralized or purely 
sectoral approaches, multi-actor governance configurations foster processes of co-produc-
tion in which diverse stakeholders—public authorities, employers, trade unions, non-
profit organizations, and community groups—contribute complementary resources, com-
petencies, and perspectives. This interactive dynamic not only enhances the responsive-
ness of work–life balance (WLB) measures but also promotes institutional learning and 
the diffusion of innovative practices across organizational boundaries. Moreover, locally 
coordinated systems tend to reduce fragmentation in service provision by aligning formal 
welfare services with informal support networks, thereby addressing structural inequali-
ties in access that often affect women, precarious workers, and migrant populations. 

At the same time, the empirical evidence also suggests that many corporate initiatives 
remain concentrated on measures that are more easily compatible with existing organiza-
tional structures, such as remote working and flexible working hours. While these inter-
ventions may support workers in reconciling paid work and care responsibilities, they do 
not necessarily challenge the unequal distribution of unpaid care work within households. 
In the absence of broader cultural and institutional change, flexible arrangements may 
therefore risk reinforcing adaptive strategies that continue to place the main burden of 
reconciliation on women. 

These dynamics point to the need for governance approaches capable of combining 
flexibility, coordination, and continuous policy learning. In this regard, the experimental-
ist governance approach (Sabel 1994; Sabel and Zeitlin 2012) appears particularly relevant. 
This model combines the definition of shared goals at the central level with a significant 
degree of local discretion in implementation, fostering processes of experimentation, 
monitoring, and iterative policy revision. Rather than assuming that one single model can 
be uniformly applied across contexts, experimentalist governance emphasizes continuous 
adjustment based on feedback and comparative learning. The analysis of the implemen-
tation of the Code can be conceptualised then as a particularly valuable learning experi-
ence when situated within an experimentalist approach to social and labour market poli-
cies. Within this framework, policies are not understood as rigid sets of rules to be uni-
formly enforced, but rather as open-ended governance frameworks that articulate broad 
objectives and shared principles, while leaving room for local adaptation, organisational 
discretion, and iterative learning processes. In this regard, the Code—precisely because it 
relies on voluntary participation by firms and lacks binding enforcement mechanisms—
should not be assessed solely in terms of its immediate effectiveness or overall coverage, 
but rather as a laboratory for observing and analysing organisational practices. The vol-
untary nature of adherence is a key feature, as it enables the examination of how, and 
under which organisational conditions, measures aimed at supporting maternity and fa-
cilitating work–care reconciliation are translated into concrete practices. This makes it 
possible to analyse implementation dynamics, including organisational reinterpretations, 
forms of symbolic compliance, and the conditions under which formal commitments re-
sult—or fail to result—in substantive change. Within an experimentalist framework, the 
primary value of such initiatives lies not in their automatic scalability or replicability, but 
in their capacity to generate lessons learned that can inform broader processes of policy 
learning. Through a systematic analysis of these voluntary experiences, it becomes possi-
ble to identify which instruments are effective for which types of firms, and under which 
institutional and organisational conditions, as well as to uncover unintended effects and 
structural limitations. A more detailed and systematic examination of these implementa-
tion processes constitutes the focus of the ongoing research. 
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Applied to work–life balance policies, this approach may help overcome some of the 
limitations emerging from the Italian case. The uneven participation of firms, the territo-
rial concentration of organizational initiatives, and the selective diffusion of more sub-
stantive welfare measures all suggest the need for governance mechanisms capable of 
supporting weaker actors and reducing implementation gaps across contexts. In this 
sense, multi-level coordination, monitoring systems, and territorial networks may play a 
crucial role in transforming voluntary initiatives into more inclusive and sustainable wel-
fare arrangements. 

More broadly, the Italian experience suggests that the effectiveness of WLB policies 
depends less on the formal existence of rights than on the institutional and organizational 
conditions that make those rights concretely accessible and socially legitimate. Voluntary 
corporate initiatives can contribute to this process, but their transformative capacity re-
mains limited when they are not embedded within broader governance frameworks ca-
pable of linking public policy, territorial coordination, organizational responsibility, and 
gender-sensitive welfare strategies. 

From this perspective, advancing gender equality through work–life balance policies 
require moving beyond fragmented and purely adaptive interventions toward more inte-
grated governance models based on shared responsibility, territorial embeddedness, and 
continuous institutional learning. 

6. Conclusions 
This article has examined the persistent gap between the formal recognition of work–

life balance (WLB) rights and their effective implementation in the Italian context, adopt-
ing a multi-level perspective that integrates European policy frameworks, pandemic dy-
namics, and organizational practices. The analysis has shown that, despite significant reg-
ulatory advances, most notably the transposition of Directive (EU) 2019/1158, Italy con-
tinues to face structural, cultural, and institutional barriers that limit the transformative 
potential of WLB policies. 

The findings highlight three main dimensions of this implementation gap. First, at 
the macro-institutional level, the Italian welfare system remains characterized by frag-
mentation, weak coordination, and limited investment in care infrastructure, which con-
strain the accessibility and usability of formal entitlements. Second, the COVID-19 pan-
demic has acted as both a magnifying lens and a stress test, exposing the fragility of exist-
ing WLB arrangements and reinforcing traditional gender roles, particularly through the 
disproportionate allocation of unpaid care work to women. Third, at the organizational 
level, company initiatives, such as the Code of Corporate Self-Regulation on Maternity, 
demonstrate the potential of private actors to support WLB, but also reveal significant 
limitations related to voluntariness, uneven participation, and the tendency to reproduce 
existing inequalities. On the whole, these dimensions show that unequal access to work–
life balance policies in Italy is not the result of a single institutional deficiency, but rather 
emerges from the interaction between fragmented welfare arrangements, persistent gen-
der norms, and uneven organizational capacities. 

Taken together, these results suggest that the effectiveness of WLB policies cannot be 
understood solely in terms of their formal design. Rather, it depends on the interaction 
between institutional capacity, organizational practices, cultural norms and governance 
design. In this sense, the Italian case exemplifies a broader European challenge: ensuring 
that formally recognized rights are effectively translated into accessible, usable, and so-
cially legitimate practices. 

From a theoretical perspective, the article contributes to the literature by conceptual-
izing work–life balance implementation as a multi-level process structured through the 
combined effects of the interaction between welfare regimes, organizational environ-
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ments, and cultural norms. Rather than treating gender inequalities as the outcome of in-
dividual preferences alone, the analysis highlights how institutional fragmentation, selec-
tive organizational engagement, and persistent care norms jointly structure unequal ac-
cess to work–life balance opportunities. The distinction proposed in this article between 
welfare of convenience and welfare of conviction may offer a useful analytical framework 
for interpreting the uneven implementation of corporate WLB initiatives. While the first 
model is largely incentive-driven and adaptive, the second implies a deeper organiza-
tional commitment to gender equality and social sustainability. The Italian case suggests 
that without a transition toward more conviction-based approaches, corporate involve-
ment risks reproducing existing inequalities rather than transforming them. 

The findings also carry important policy implications. Strengthening WLB requires 
coordinated action across multiple domains: expanding public care services, increasing 
financial incentives for equitable leave uptake, promoting inclusive access for diverse fam-
ily and employment conditions, and enhancing monitoring systems based on disaggre-
gated data. At the same time, greater attention should be devoted to the role of organiza-
tions and local governance arrangements, which can act as key intermediaries in translat-
ing formal rights into everyday practices. 

This study is not without limitations. The empirical analysis of corporate initiatives 
is based on a specific dataset that, while original, remains limited in scope and may not 
fully capture the diversity of organizational practices across sectors and territories. More-
over, the lack of longitudinal data prevents a systematic assessment of the long-term rel-
evance of these measures for career trajectories and well-being. 

Future research should therefore focus on developing more robust evaluative frame-
works capable of measuring the effectiveness of WLB policies over time and across differ-
ent social groups. Comparative analyses across countries and regions, as well as mixed-
method approaches combining quantitative and qualitative data, would be particularly 
valuable in identifying the conditions under which WLB policies can produce genuinely 
transformative outcomes. 
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