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 Towards a sustainable future world of work in the Nordic countries

Introduction  

The Nordic Council of Ministers Action Plan for Vision 2030 describes the rapid 
and continuous changes in the labour markets in the Nordic countries, and how 
the transition to a green economy as well as digital development are imposing new 
demands. This knowledge base focuses on challenges that have been identified for 
achieving a sustainable world of work. As a cooperation body of the Nordic Council 
of Ministers, Nordic Information on Gender (NIKK) is to contribute to realising the 
Council’s Vision 2030. NIKK’s areas of activity all deal with one or other of the ma-
jor challenges of our time and are based on the global sustainable development goals 
(SDGs). By communicating a gender perspective on urgent questions, NIKK strives 
to contribute to sustainable solutions for social development in the Nordic countries. 
This knowledge base was compiled and written by Susanna Young Håkansson, 
Jimmy Sand, Ulrika Jansson, PhD in Working Life Science, and Angelica Simonsson, 
PhD in Educational Work, all of whom are analysts at the Swedish Secretariat for 
Gender Research where NIKK is located. 
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Background
The future of work has been high on the global 
agenda in recent years, with ILO, the OECD, the 
World Economic Forum and not least the Nordic 
Council of Ministers as some of the more 
prominent actors in this regard. Although what 
the future world of work is predicted to be like, 
and what processes of change will lead there vary, 
common to all analyses is that they identify 
complex phenomena that have to do with the 
whole of social development – at the global, 
national, regional and local levels. 

Ahead of its centenary in 2019, the International 
Labour Organization (ILO) appointed a Global 
Commission on the Future of Work to investigate 
the megatrends that are transforming labour 
markets around the world with a view to 
presenting policy proposals for a sustainable and 
decent future of work. The Commission 
identified four such megatrends: globalization, 
technological change, demographic shifts, and 
environmental and climate change (ILO, 2017, 
2019). This was the starting point for the Nordic 
Future of Work project, which was initiated by 
the Nordic Council of Ministers, where the world 
of work in the five Nordic countries was analysed 
in relation to these four megatrends (Dølvik & 
Steen, 2018; Alsos & Dølvik, 2021). 

In its contribution to the discussion, the Organiza-
tion for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) focused on developments in information 
technology, robotics and artificial intelligence, 
rising integration through international trade, and 
an ageing population (OECD, 2019). 

The World Economic Forum, which brings 
together world leaders from politics and the 
business community every year for a conference 
in Davos, has focused mainly on technological 
change (the Fourth Industrial Revolution) and 
has also highlighted the need for a reset after the 
COVID-19 pandemic (Leopold et al., 2016; World 
Economic Forum & Mercer, 2020).

In light of these identified challenges, what might 
a world of work that is sustainable – in human 
terms and in terms of its environmental impacts 
– look like in the future? A response to this 
question is formulated in the 2030 Agenda in the 
form of the commitment made by all the UN 
Member States: To work towards sustainable 
economic, social and environmental development 
(UN, 2015). The 2030 Agenda is based on the 
three horizontal principles of human rights, leave 
no one behind, and gender equality. These 
principles are both fundamental to and goals for 
sustainable development and should permeate all 
efforts to achieve the SDGs. The Agenda should 
be understood as a whole, and aims to ensure that 
development is economically, socially and 
environmentally sustainable. Gender analyses 
indicate that prevailing norms and social 
structures assign women and men different roles, 
opportunities and responsibilities – and that 
these norms and social structures are limiting our 
possibilities to transition to a sustainable society 
(Widegren & Sand, 2002). It is not sustainable, 
for example, to allow economic sustainability to 
negatively impact social or environmental 
sustainability. This knowledge base addresses 
examples of when this happens, and how it 
perpetuates inequalities based on gender, class, 
age and ethnicity, for example. Intersectional 
analyses of how different systems of power 
interact are key to understanding gender and 
sustainability.

An overarching understanding of environmental, 
economic and social sustainability is the starting 
point for Nordic Co-operation’s Vision 2030: The 
Nordic region aims to be the most sustainable 
and integrated region in the world by 2030. This 
Vision’s three strategic priorities focus on a 
Nordic region that is simultaneously green, 
competitive and socially sustainable (Nordic 
Council of Ministers, 2020). The realisation that 
these three are interconnected – for example, that 
the social dimension is a prerequisite for 
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economic development and competitiveness – fol-
lows from the Nordic model concerning welfare 
and the labour market that has emerged through 
collective mobilisation. This model takes the view 
that gender equality is based on the idea that men’s 
and women’s living conditions are dependent on 
social institutions for the organisation of the world 
of work and care work. This has been expressed in 
paid parental leave, individual taxation, and 
publicly funded childcare (Nordic Council of 
Ministers, 2019). 

The Nordic countries are consistently at the top of 
European and international indices on various 
dimensions of gender equality (UNDP, 2020; 
OECD, 2018), but there are major challenges that 
still need to be worked on. While women’s labour 
market participation is higher in the Nordic 
countries than in other parts of the world, pay 
gaps between women and men remain. There is 
considerable gender segregation in the labour 
market and women take a greater share of the 
responsibility for unpaid domestic and care work 
than men do (see Jansson & Sand, 2021; Simons-
son, 2022). 

But the Nordic countries are also highly ranked in 
international indices of progress in sustainability 
in terms of the economic and social SDGs, while 
significant challenges remain in relation to the 
environmental SDGs (Sachs et al., 2021). Since all 
three dimensions interact, efforts in relation to the 
environmental SDGs should also be pursued in 
the social context, where gender analyses are vital 
to achieving progress (cf. Lander Svendsen et al., 
2022). All in all, this results in a complex picture, 
where there are no simple solutions to bringing 
about social change. Progress requires a cross-sec-
toral and integrated approach. 

About this knowledge base
Labour markets and the world of work are facing a 
variety of challenges, including challenges 
emanating from technological change, demograph-
ic shifts and regional differences. How knowledge, 

learning and education, and the logics of 
governance are viewed have all changed. This 
knowledge base describes these changes and 
focuses on three challenges for a sustainable world 
of work:

• Lifelong learning: being schooled in readiness 
to change  

• The significance of place: teleworking and 
work on site 

• Forms of employment and working condi-
tions: the gig economy and entrepreneurship 
as examples 

By identifying the challenges from a gender 
perspective, one can problematize assumptions 
about technology-driven social development that 
have a bearing on the world of work and the supply 
of skills. They are also seen in relation to policy 
goals for sustainable economic, social and 
environmental development. 

What needs to be done to enable sustainable 
development based on human rights, gender 
equality and no one being left behind? It is clear 
that development brings opportunities, but also 
challenges. For each of the three challenges, we 
present key messages to include in future 
discussions.

The knowledge base concludes with a discussion 
of the opportunities and challenges in relation to 
a sustainable world of work from a gender 
perspective. 
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Both the world of work and welfare systems are facing challenges related to techno-
logical change, demographic shifts, and regional differences. These include migra-
tion patterns and changes in the population structure, with an ageing population 
and a rising demand for health care and care of the elderly. These factors affect 
financing, where fewer and fewer need to support more and more, and raises ques-
tions about who will do this and under what conditions. The organisation of the 
labour market, supply and demand for labour, working conditions and issues related 
to the supply of skills are thus key aspects. 

The supply of skills is also linked to what is understood as being important knowl-
edge in the society and in the education system. How knowledge, learning and 
education are viewed affects individuals’ opportunities and their capacity to exercise 
their citizenship and participate in a democratic society. In addition, there are chal-
lenges in terms of urbanisation and regionality, meaning migratory flows from rural 
to urban areas and local conditions that differ between regions within the Nordic 
countries.

This Nordic knowledge base was developed using a gender studies approach to un-
derstanding technology, governance and the supply of skills. The following chapters 
review these themes and how they can be understood, in order to provide starting 
points for further discussion. 

Gender perspectives on  
a changing world of work
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Assumptions about  
technology-driven development
A common element in various descriptions of the 
future of work is the importance they attach to 
technological innovation and technological 
change. There is an underlying assumption that 
social development, the world of work included, 
is primarily technology-driven (cf. Perez, 2009). In 
what is described as the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution (OECD, 2019; WEF, 2020), digitalisa-
tion, robotics and artificial intelligence are 
assumed to be crucial to the future of work and 
what work will look like. Describing future 
labour markets in terms of technological 
development is nothing new. The Fourth 
Industrial Revolution has been preceded by three 
others, all involving different technological leaps, 
and all of which have had a range of effects on the 
labour market and the organisation of work (see, 
for example, Johansson et al. 2017). Technologies 
that dissolve the boundaries between the 
physical, the digital and the biological in a more 
fundamental way and in more sectors than ever 
before are indeed features of the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution (Schwab, 2015).

New technologies thus provide new ways to 
organise and perform work. Engineering and 
technology are gender-labelled phenomena in 
various ways. Conceptions of technology interact 
with conceptions of men and masculinity. In the 
research field of gender and technology, technolo-
gy is seen not only as an artefact and as technical 
systems, but also as part of gender and technolo-
gy relationships (Wajcman, 1991; Berner, 2003). 
With a gender perspective on technology and 
technologisation, it is apparent that technology is 
mostly designed and used by men. It is about 
technology sectors as well as technical occupa-
tions being male-dominated and about technolo-
gy in its various forms being traditionally 
strongly gender-labelled, in this case being 
associated with masculinity. The assumption that 
men are better suited to work with technology 

and in technical occupations is an expression of 
conceptions of masculinity in combination with 
what a particular occupation or job requires. 
Ideas about women are instead expressed in their 
being described as too few, both in technology 
and engineering degree programmes and in a 
labour market where skills in engineering and 
technology are highly rated. It is assumed that 
women do not have the same obvious interest in 
technology as men, but are seen as having the 
potential to contribute to the high-tech world of 
work and the upskilling wanted for the future. 
This is often linked to an assumption of what 
kind of work is seen as productive or reproduc-
tive. The manufacturing industry is an example 
of a productive and traditionally male-dominated 
sphere, while care work, which is traditionally 
unpaid and done by women, is an example of 
reproductive work. It is a division of labour 
between the sexes that has existed at least since 
the first industrial revolution (Federici, 2014; cf. 
Widegren & Sand, 2021). Research into girls’ and 
boys’ interest in technology in early childhood 
shows both similarities and differences, but that 
girls’ interest wanes during their school years. 
This is explained in various ways by researchers. 
For example, it is seen as a consequence of how 
they are taught and their teachers’ enthusiasm, 
but also as a consequence of gender labelling and 
traditional understandings of what technology is 
or should be, and of discrimination (Jansson & 
Sand 2021). Ideas about gender are perpetuated 
through this pronounced gender labelling as well 
as in the gender-segregated labour market. 

Changed governance logics
Linked to the view that social development is 
technology-driven, where technological 
innovations remould socio-economic structures, 
including ways of organising the labour market, 
there is also a presumption that this drives 
changes in the governance of economic activities. 
After a time during the post-war period when 
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there was consensus on the need for public 
funding for education, health and other social 
benefits, during the 1980s the world experienced a 
swing towards what can be described as 
neoliberal policies (cf. Widegren & Sand, 1980 
2021). Neoliberalism has been described as a 
theory which assumes that the best way to 
promote people’s welfare is to avoid restricting 
their entrepreneurial freedoms and skills by 
maximising commercial transactions (Harvey 
2005, cf. Agenjo-Calderón & Gálvez-Muñoz, 
2019). From another perspective, neoliberalism 
can be seen as a form of political rationality, a 
logic of governance and the exercise of power that 
extends beyond economic policy (Brown 2006, 
2015).

This political rationality is expressed in various 
ways in the Nordic countries, such as variations 
in market solutions in the world of work. 
However, all the Nordic countries, often 
described as ‘women-friendly’ welfare states 
(Hernes, 1987), are now being challenged by 
economic policies that are affecting these 
countries’ capacities to promote gender equality 
and value the work and well-being of all equally 
(Elomäki & Koskinen Sandberg, 2020). 
Neoliberal labour market reforms such as 
privatisation and the renegotiation of working 
conditions have impacted the female-dominated 
public sector in particular. For example, in the 
case of the healthcare system, we can see that 
outsourcing public services has shifted jobs from 
the public sector to multinational companies as 
well as small businesses.  The labour force of 
small businesses in the healthcare sector consists 
mainly of immigrants with insecure employment 
conditions (Brodin & Peterson 2020). 

Women and minorities, especially minori-
ty-group women, are hardest hit by economic 
restructuring. Financial crises have ended up 
leading to a general increase in atypical forms of 
employment – or insecure jobs – as was the case, 
for example, with the crises that Finland and 

Sweden experienced in the 1990s (Jonung et al., 
2009). This has negatively affected different 
groups to different extents. Economic restructur-
ing, combined with the technological develop-
ment underlying what is termed the platform 
economy1, has established the basis for the 
demand for gig jobs with insecure conditions 
(Hauben et al., 2020).

Supply of skills and its consequences 
for the education system
The assumption that technological development 
remoulds society, for example that certain jobs 
are assumed to disappear while demand for 
highly educated labour increases (Card & 
DiNardo, 2002; Tåhlin, 2019), also leads to 
changed ideas about the role of education for the 
society. Ideas about the function of education in 
social development influence demands for change 
in the task of education. Changes in the 
conditions under which the labour market 
operates and in the world of work therefore 
combine and interact with changes in the 
education system, in terms of its task, as well as its 
organisation and the content taught.

The school is often highlighted as one of the most 
important social institutions, given its role in 
furnishing the future society with a set of citizens 
who have the qualities, knowledge and skills that 
are seen as desirable and presumed to be needed 
in the future. To have the society we want in the 
future, we need to equip its future citizens with 
the necessary knowledge to make this possible. 
From this perspective, education has a fundamen-
tal role to play for democracy (see also Jarl & 
Albin Larsson, 2020; Nylund, Ledman & 
Rosvall, 2020).

1.  The gig economy is also sometimes referred to as the 

sharing economy, on-demand economy or platform 

economy. See for example Palm (2019) for a more detailed 

description of how these terms are used in research. 
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However, the role of education in society is also 
essentially about providing people with the 
requisite knowledge and skills to be able to 
ultimately participate in the labour market, to 
support themselves, and to contribute to general 
prosperity. The focus today is increasingly on 
education systems producing pupils and students 
who are employable at the end of their studies. At 
both the community and individual levels, 
education plays a major role in the world of work. 
However, women and men are largely found in 
different sectors and in different positions in the 
world of work, which is also evident in how boys 
and girls are distributed within the education 
system. The skewed gender distribution in the 
workplace is therefore not just an issue that 
concerns the social partners, it is also an issue for 
education policy. 

9
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As previously described, labour markets and the world of work have changed in a 
variety of ways, and in part as a consequence of technological development, deregu-
lation and the changing role of education. Digital technology enables rationalisation, 
automation and flexible forms of employment and work, and this creates the condi-
tions for businesses to increase their profitability. 

However, new ways of organising work and the demand for a more flexible work-
force also challenge previous norms that work is attached to a fixed place where 
there is a clear employer responsibility. Flexibility in relation to temporal, spatial and 
organisational boundaries is one of the basic tenets of what is termed ‘boundless 
work’. How this is expressed can be illustrated by the following example, which is at 
different levels. 

X Lifelong learning: Being schooled in readiness to change  

X The significance of place: Teleworking and work on site 

X Forms of employment and working conditions: The gig economy and entrepre-
neurship as examples. 

Boundlessness risks leading to a situation that is unsustainable in a number of 
ways. The examples below are just some of the issues that must be highlighted in a 
discussion on the future of work. Doing this from a gender perspective is crucial to 
achieving sustainability.

 Towards a sustainable future world of work in the Nordic countries

Challenges for a sustainable 
world of work from  
a gender perspective 
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Lifelong learning: Being schooled in 
readiness to change and employability 
The new ways of organising work, where 
demands for a flexible workforce are steadily 
rising, are interacting with changes in demands 
on what the education system should achieve. 
There are a number of problematic aspects of 
these changes, which will be highlighted here. In 
particular, the gender perspective can highlight 
and problematize aspects of the changed function 
of education, its organisation, and the view of 
knowledge and learning as instrumental. These 
are aspects which are all closely tied to the needs 
of the labour market and the workplace. What 
roles do sex and gender play for and in education 
when the role of education is so closely tied to the 
labour market’s need for employable labour?  

Gender-segregated education 

There is strong segregation in the labour market, 
where men and women are largely found in 
different industries and positions. This segrega-
tion corresponds largely to the distribution of 
pupils in different specialisations within the 
education system. The sorting function that is 
integral to education systems, the differentiation, 
results in the population being divided up, or 
dividing up, into a number of almost exclusively 
parallel tracks based on sex (Swedish National 
Agency for Education, 2020; see also Jansson & 
Sand, 2020; Simonsson, 2022; Mellén, 2021; 
Imdorf, Herna and Reisel, 2015). Thus, education 
systems can be said to perpetuate inequalities and 
structures in a society, and in particular in the 
labour market, on the basis of sex and class 
among other things.  

Education specialisations in the Nordic countries 
are highly gender-segregated. In some areas, the 
dominance of boys is almost total. This applies, 
for example, to Electricity and energy, and 
Building and construction. In Health and social 
care, the majority of students are girls, but the 
dominance here is not as great as the boys’ 

dominance in other areas. The research provides 
many different explanations for the fact that both 
education specialisations and labour market 
pathways are so strongly gender-segregated. It is 
about complex interplays of phenomena, where 
family, societal traditions, norms of masculinity 
and femininity, and relationships between 
identity and education, all interact. The 
organisation of the education system and how 
education is delivered also have an impact (see 
also Kanny, Sax and Riggers-Piehl, 2014). One 
example of this is Sweden’s upper secondary 
schools, where specialisations in science and 
technology adapted to the labour market seem to 
have resulted in an even greater and perpetuated 
divide between girls and boys in the STEM area2 
(Mellén, 2021).    

How education is organised into programmes  
and the basis for this therefore become important 
questions to consider in an analysis of the 
challenges for a sustainable future world of work. 
What education specialisations are established, 
what purposes do they serve, what is the content 
of the courses, and how do they steer the students 
based on sex? All these questions become relevant 
to ask from a perspective that takes into account 
the gender labelling, or ‘gender coding’ (Hären-
stam och Björk, 2021), that is perpetuated in the 
courses and their associated occupations and 
professions. How does the teaching, learning and 
knowledge focused on in the courses relate to 
masculinity and femininity, and what value is 
assigned to areas of knowledge and their 
occupational and professional skills? These are 
questions of relevance to creating sustainability 
in education systems.  

Boundless work and boundless learning

In the last 50 years, the main features of global 
discourses on education have moved away from 

2.  STEM stands for Science, Technology, Engineering, 

Mathematics.
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an emphasis on the rights perspective on 
education and towards a more instrumental 
approach to the function of education (Elfert, 
2019). In the Nordic countries’ education models, 
the rights perspective has been highly visible in 
the form of clear ideas that state-controlled 
education should help to reduce social inequali-
ties among citizens (Imsen, Blossing & Moos, 
2017). An increasingly instrumental approach to 
education places more importance unilaterally on 
the benefit of education for economic growth 
(Fejes & Dahlstedt, 2018). From a sustainability 
perspective, this can be expressed as giving 
priority to the economic dimension at the 
expense of the social dimension. Education is 
assigned the function of creating employable 
labour to benefit economic development at an 
overarching societal level. Individuals then 
become responsible for adapting themselves and 
their choices to the changes that occur (Fejes & 
Dahlstedt, 2018) in the society and in the labour 
market. Fundamental to this transformation is 
the concept of lifelong learning and the introduc-
tion of lifelong learning as a concept in education 
policy. The learning that occurs should be linked 
to the needs of the labour market and to a 
conception of an ever-changing future. Individu-
als should learn to be prepared and have the 
capacity to develop or adopt new attitudes, and 
acquire new knowledge and skills based on the 
needs that exist. Under the current conception of 
lifelong learning, knowledge thus has a strong 
utility value. The research shows, however, that 
education that focuses primarily on the utility 
value of knowledge risks side-lining its education-
al value and civic education (see, for example, 
Carlsson & Jacobsson, 2019).   

The idea of lifelong learning is not new. Learning 
new things and learning continuously gives 
citizens greater opportunities to control their 
own lives and to influence social development 
through active citizenship. The change that has 
taken place instead is a shift in focus from what 

society offers and its capacity to create equal 
opportunities for education and training, and 
thus equal opportunities to access the labour 
market and the community, towards making the 
individual responsible for continuously learning 
new things and new skills in order to respond to 
the needs of the labour market. Consequently, 
the endeavour to equalise the structural 
differences in society as one of the primary tasks 
of education systems risks being side-lined in 
favour of the function of education systems being 
to produce employable individuals.  

Sex, the individual and employability

A strong focus on employability and lifelong 
learning thus entails the risk that the individual’s 
education and career pathways end up in the 
spotlight while structural barriers and enablers 
get side-lined. What is the significance of sex and 
gender for conceptions of employability, for 
example? And what is the nature of this 
relationship when it is linked to educational 
choices and the way in which education systems 
are organised? It is also relevant to problematize a 
decline in the democratic mission of education 
from the point of view of sex, for example. The 
function of education in supporting citizenship 
in a democracy is central to the survival and 
development of equal and gender-equal societies. 
In order to address the problems of the gen-
der-segregated labour market, structural barriers 
and enablers must also be identified and changed 
in an appropriate direction. 

An ever-increasing focus on lifelong learning also 
means that there is no clear boundary for when 
learning ends and entry to the labour market can 
be declared permanent. Thus, learning can be 
said to be boundless and now more clearly tied to 
the individual’s “learning career” (Webb, 2006) 
and continuous employability. It is paradoxical 
that being able to keep up with change can be 
seen as security in a rapidly changing labour 
market. The primary tool for having this attitude 
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is the generic skill of being able to learn new 
things, again and again, and thus being always 
prepared to make new adjustments in order to 
strengthen one’s employability in creative ways. 
When the labour market and employment 
conditions change, the individual needs to 
respond to these changes by becoming a learner 
again and adapting themselves in order to 
maintain or restore their own employability. An 
essential part of the conceptual toolbox offered 
by current discourse on education is entrepre-
neurship as a skill. The entrepreneurship that is 
written about (see, for example, SOU 2008:27) is 
associated with conceptions of self-employment 
and the responsibility of the individual to carve 
out a place in the labour market for themself. 
Willingness to take risks, independence and 
innovation are focused on as desirable values. But 
the research shows that courses in entrepreneur-
ship feature implicit masculinity norms where 
women are seen as gendered, as women in 
particular, and also need to relate to and accept 
these norms (Aggestam & Wigren-Kristoferson, 
2021). Attempts to make changes in the gen-
der-segregated labour market often focus on the 
opportunities for individuals, especially women, 
to carve out their own place in different parts of 
the world of work, in particular through a 
conceptual focus on entrepreneurship, both as 
knowledge content in schools and as labour 
market measures. Where the issue of gender 
imbalance is seen more in terms of masculinity 
and femininity and how these are valued, 
attempts to make changes ought to focus instead 
on norms and values rather than placing this 
responsibility on individuals in the under-repre-
sented group. If, for example, the STEM area 
lacks women, then most projects focus on women 
needing to change, instead of focusing on 
changing the prevailing structures and workplace 
cultures.  
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K E Y  MESSAGES

X If learning specific knowledge is increasingly tied to specific professions, there is a risk that gender 
imbalances in courses will be strengthened, both in terms of which courses boys and girls choose 
and in terms of the knowledge content that they learn. At an overarching level, this instrumental 
outlook on learning and education – where the function of education is so strongly tied to the needs 
that have been identified by the labour market and the workplace – needs to be considered against 
the background of the clear gender segregation that prevails in the labour market. 

X Education systems that focus primarily on individual skills and achievements risk supplanting 
values that are essential to the democracy project. Values associated with democratic citizenship and 
the community we all share, which are of the utmost importance for progressing towards a more 
equal and gender-equal society, risk becoming less important in such an education system – as 
content and as guiding principles for its organisation.  

X When education increasingly focuses on the individual’s learning for their own employability, there 
is a risk that structural differences between men and women such as those based on social back-
ground and immigrant background will be concealed, while at the same time generating more 
negative consequences for different groups in society. Structural barriers to participation by women 
and men in the world of work and the community risk being side-lined and therefore not addressed 
and rectified, and being seen instead as obstacles for individuals to overcome.  

X As the boundaries between the world of work and education become increasingly blurred in the 
wake of lifelong learning, there is a risk that inequalities in the world of work will be strengthened. 
This primarily affects women because of the unequal distribution of care responsibilities in the 
home.   

X When it is the utility value of knowledge that is given priority in education, with employability as 
the ultimate goal, the gender labelling of occupations and professions risks being perpetuated in an 
unproblematized way, and strengthening the segregation patterns of men and women in the labour 
market. If knowledge is more closely tied to specific education specialisations and vocational 
pathways, it becomes relevant to ask questions about who gets access to what kind of knowledge, 
and how gendered occupational identities are perpetuated, as a clear aspect of the education system’s 
task to convey knowledge.  

X There is a need to ask more questions about how a one-sided focus on employability is specifically 
affecting the education specialisations and working lives of adults. In particular, this should be 
linked to immigrant and geographical background and to those who migrate to the Nordic 
countries as adults for whom the way into the community in these countries is to be paved by means 
of adult education. It is important, for example, to ask questions about what the premises are for 
recently arrived immigrants’ access to education in the Nordic languages.    

 Towards a sustainable future world of work in the Nordic countries
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The significance of place:  
Consequences of more teleworking 
from a gender perspective
Boundless work is defined by flexibility in 
relation to temporal, spatial and organisational 
boundaries. Teleworking has been both a 
rising trend and a relevant question for 
research on the world of work for decades, but 
the COVID-19 pandemic that struck the whole 
world in 2020 made teleworking part of 
everyday life for many more people and to a 
much greater extent than previously. For many, 
online meetings and home offices have become 
the new normal, and developments in digital 
technologies have been accelerated by several 
years as a result of the pandemic (OECD 2020). 
At the same time, many people, particularly in 
manual occupations, have never been able to 
work remotely because of the nature of their 
tasks, and will not be able to do so in the 
future either. In a variety of ways, this leads to 
greater gaps between those who can work from 
home and those who cannot. Gender 
perspectives on teleworking can highlight and 
problematize aspects of women more often 
having jobs that cannot be done from home. 
What are the effects of gender equality on 
teleworking in relation to unpaid domestic 
work? How are mobility and travel patterns 
affected, and what effects does this have on 
sustainability in rural and urban areas?

More teleworking creates greater gaps 

Many essential services occupations in 
healthcare, schools, social care, service and 
transport will never be possible to perform 
remotely. Most of these sectors are strongly 
dominated by women, and a high proportion 
of people with ethnic minority backgrounds 
work in these occupations. Many occupations 

in these sectors are lowly paid and entail 
insecure employment conditions. The Nordic 
labour market is clearly gender-segregated. To a 
large extent, women and men work in different 
sectors and occupations, and there are clear 
differences in employment conditions and 
incomes between men and women. Women 
have lower wages, often work part-time, and 
more often have temporary jobs. They are also 
more dependent on their pay because they have 
less capital (Dahlqvist, 2021). The gender-segre-
gated labour market is, of course, a matter of 
gender, but also a matter of class, and the class 
issue has ethnic overtones to a large extent in 
much of the Nordic region. There are clear 
economic dimensions associated with whether 
you can work remotely or not. For those who 
were able to work from home during the 
COVID-19 pandemic and had mild symptoms 
of the disease themselves, their work could 
continue as usual, without risking loss of 
income. For those who were unable to work 
from home, however, it was not possible to 
combine paid work with being ill or care for 
those who were. Days with mild symptoms of 
illness or sick children instead meant days of 
lost income. 

Eight out of 10 women in manual occupations 
stated in the survey that they work in close 
contact occupations, which means occupations 
that require face-to-face contact with people 
who are not their colleagues (LO, 2021). People 
working in close contact occupations have also 
experienced more problems than others because 
it has not been possible to keep encounters with 
the people they work with safe (free from 
exposure to the coronavirus). This makes 
women more vulnerable than men when it 
comes to exposure to infection in the workplace. 

16
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Gender imbalances in this respect are greater in the 
Nordic countries than in large parts of the rest of 
Europe. These gender imbalances can be partially 
explained by the major challenge represented by 
the highly gender-segregated labour market in the 
Nordic countries, but also by research findings 
which show that women interact more often with 
clients, pupils and patients and are therefore more 
exposed to infection than men working in the 
same sector. This should be seen in light of the 
gender segregation that exists in a sector, where 
women more often have occupations where they 
encounter many people. Young women are more 
often found in occupations requiring physical 
contact with others and are a particularly 
vulnerable group (Lewandowski et al., 2021). 
People in close contact occupations, especially 
women, are highly exposed in other ways as well, 
such as to violence, harassment and sexual 
harassment in the workplace (see for example 
Svensson, 2020). 

The rise in teleworking increases the gap between 
those who can work from home and those who 
cannot. In general, this means a greater gap 
between salaried employees and manual workers. 
These increased gaps have clear economic 
dimensions, but also health dimensions, and the 
various aspects of these dimensions are gender-la-
belled and affect men and women differently. It 
should also be pointed out that some research 
emphasises that more teleworking can be one way 
of including more people in the labour market. 
For example, teleworking can be a way of creating 
better conditions for integrating functionally 
diverse people into the labour market, or 
facilitating a return to work for people who are in 
rehabilitation after injuries or illness (Liljeröd & 
Wingborg, 2022). 

Better balance in life or a setback  
for gender equality? 

According to a number of surveys, including 
those carried out by trade unions, teleworking is 

here to stay. A majority of academics and salaried 
employees want to continue teleworking for 
several days of the working week (Liljeröd & 
Wingborg, 2022). Workplaces have discovered 
that some types of tasks are perhaps better suited 
to teleworking, while others are not. Few office 
workplaces think that they should go back to the 
way things were in the past. All the evidence 
suggests that the rapid change brought on by the 
pandemic broke patterns that have resulted in a 
major shift in the organisation of the workplace. 
This leads to questions such as: In what ways can 
more teleworking cause changes in the sharp 
distinction between paid and unpaid work, 
between the public and private spheres – a 
distinction strongly influenced by how gender is 
perceived? What are the risks associated with 
these new ways of organising work? For many 
people, more teleworking has made it easier to 
combine gainful employment with care work. 
Many people have been able to combine working 
while being at home with sick children, and 
occasionally hearing children in the background 
during online meetings has become common-
place for many people. When the home becomes 
our workplace, it becomes clear that we are not 
only productive beings in the world of work, but 
also reproductive beings, dependent on and 
responsible for providing care. 

Previous research, as well as various Swedish trade 
union surveys, have shown that women like 
teleworking somewhat more than men do (see for 
example Rydell 2022; Liljeröd & Wingborg, 2022; 
Chung & van der Lippe, 2018). Many people feel 
that teleworking makes it easier to puzzle 
together their working life in private life. Women 
see teleworking as an opportunity to combine 
work with their private lives to a greater extent 
than men do, for example, because greater 
flexibility in how they work increases their 
chances of maintaining their rate of employment 
during the early childhood years (Liljeröd & 
Wingborg, 2022; Chung & van der Lippe, 2018). 
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Women are also over-represented in part-time 
work. If more teleworking allows more people to 
go from part-time to full-time work, and still 
combine full-time work with parenthood for 
example, it could lead to greater equality in 
incomes between men and women. 

Women spend more time on unpaid domestic 
work than men do. Many studies have shown that 
women are more likely than men to perform 
domestic work during the working day, and that 
the time spent by women on unpaid domestic 
work increases when they work from home 
(Akavia, 2022; Chung & van der Lippe, 2018). 
There are also indications that those who work a 
lot remotely risk being adversely affected in terms 
of their career and pay.  It is too early to say 
anything about how this will pan out, but among 
other things international studies have shown 
that teleworkers are often rendered ‘invisible’ and 
are less often promoted and get less continuing 
professional development than those who work 
more in the office (see for example Unison, 2021). 
If women work more from home due to care 
responsibilities, and if this is not taken into 
account, women’s careers and pay trends risk 
being adversely affected by this flexibility.  In 
both an international study and a Swedish study 
carried out by the Akavia union, it has been 
found that men are more able to influence when 
they will work from home and when at the office 
(Rydell, 2022; Chung & Van der Lippe, 2018). 

It should also be pointed out that the research 
does not provide unequivocal support for 
teleworking leading to a better work–life balance. 
One reason for this is that teleworking often leads 
to more hours of gainful employment – but also 
an increase in unpaid domestic work (Chung & 
Van der Lippe, 2018). A number of studies have 
shown that teleworking leads to more jobs and 
that the ‘ job sphere’ expands and takes up more 
space in the person’s private life, rather than the 
other way around (see for example Lott and 
Chung, 2016; Lott, 2018). Instead of leading to a 

better balance between the world of work and 
private life, teleworking leads to more multitask-
ing and boundless work over many more hours of 
the day than the hours we think of as office hours 
(Schieman and Young, 2010; Glavin and 
Schieman, 2012). This is in line with surveys 
showing that many people who have worked from 
home worked more than they did before (see for 
example Hallberg & Saar, 2020). 

The boundaries of place between working hours 
and leisure time become blurred, which is also 
reinforced by technological development and 
‘always-on’ connectivity. Excessive workloads, 
miscalculations, lack of support and other things 
can be compensated for by additional hours put 
in outside of normal working hours. One relevant 
concern to raise in relation to this is that time for 
recovery is in danger of being squeezed out. 
Many of the research findings also highlight the 
risks of techno-stress, meaning stress associated 
with the increased utilisation of technological 
solutions (Christiansen et al., 2021). Inadequate 
time for recovery and increased stress can lead to 
mental and physical ill-health and, ultimately, to 
sick leave. 

There are therefore several risks associated with 
the blurred boundaries that are a feature of 
teleworking. Although it is a great economic 
advantage to be able to work from home despite 
having cold symptoms, the flip side of this coin is 
that there is a risk that teleworkers never feel so ill 
that are not able to turn on their computer and 
work, even when they are ill it ought to be 
resting. Teleworking can be a pathway to greater 
gender equality and a better work–life balance. 
However, traditional gender norms, and the 
unequal distribution of unpaid domestic and care 
work between men and women, mean there is a 
risk of teleworking cementing traditional gender 
roles in the home and the world of work, thereby 
instead constituting a setback for gender equality.  

All the evidence suggests that more teleworking 
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means a new era in the world of work for many 
salaried employees and academics. Traditional, 
gendered norms concerning who performs what 
tasks and who gets to decide where the work is to 
be done will become part of, and be expressed in, 
teleworking in various ways unless we actively 
identify these gender-unequal patterns and how 
they can be countered. This needs to be done at a 
range of levels so that more teleworking can 
ensure greater gender equality and a better 
balance in life, rather than the other way round. 
A gender perspective at all levels is needed in 
order to develop effective policies related to crisis 
preparedness, health and the world of work.   

New ways to work, new ways to travel and live 

Greater opportunities to telework are affecting 
migration patterns and travel patterns. Telework-
ing entails both opportunities and challenges for 
urban as well as rural areas. Many employees who 
have jobs that can be done from home today live in 
the metropolitan areas, because there is a higher 
proportion of office-based occupations in these 
areas than in smaller towns and sparsely populated 
areas. With more teleworking comes the possibility 
of living in a place other than where one’s job is 
located, temporarily or permanently, full-time or 
part-time. During the pandemic, many of those 
who were able to work from their summer 
cottages, and the demand for houses outside the 
metropolitan areas rose considerably. During the 
2020 pandemic year, for example, Stockholm 
County had Sweden’s largest net emigration, that 
is, more people moved from there than to there 
(SCB, 2020). More opportunities for teleworking 
could also increase opportunities for people living 
outside the metropolitan areas to remain living 
there, and still be able to take a job that would 
otherwise have required relocating to a major city. 
There are also many initiatives from cities and 
regions in rural areas throughout the Nordic 
countries that in various ways aim to attract 
teleworkers. These initiatives are intended to help 

strengthen local communities (Futurion & The 
Remote Lab, 2021). Can more teleworking breathe 
new life into rural areas with previously high rates 
of emigration? 

Most surveys in fact suggest that few people want 
to work remotely the entire time; most want to 
come into an office from time to time. This could 
instead mean that people will move outside the 
big cities, but not so far away from them that it 
difficult to get to the office sometimes – and that 
commuting distances will therefore increase 
instead. Research has already shown that the 
pressure on increased mobility has meant that 
people have spent more and more hours of their 
daily lives on commuting to work (Gil Solá, 2013). 
It is important to look into the distance travelled 
and who is expected to commute from a gender 
perspective. Statistically, men travel more and 
further to get to work. On average, women live 
closer to their workplaces and take a greater share 
of the responsibility for unpaid care work, such as 
dropping off and picking up children from 
pre-school and school. Dahl et al. (2003) also 
showed that men’s pay increases faster in a 
growing labour market in a region, and conse-
quently so do pay gaps between men and women. 
Therefore, the trend towards regional expansion 
in many cases leads to greater gender inequality 
(Grip, 2020). More commuting means in many 
cases more car travel, which has negative 
consequences for the climate and the environ-
ment and a negative factor for sustainability and 
the green transition. But it is also possible that 
more teleworking might reverse this trend by 
reducing the number of commuting trips, which 
could have positive consequences for the 
environmental dimension of sustainability. 

There are hopes that more teleworking will 
contribute to the development of rural areas, as is 
already happening in several places. In the Nordic 
countries, there are several examples of munici-
palities and their initiatives which are using 
teleworking to attract talent in the competition 
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for skills. There is talk of co-living labs and 
co-working labs and a ‘new green wave’ as part of 
the solution to demographic problems, but these 
rarely include a gender perspective. More men 
than women have occupations where they can 
work from home, and as has been described 
previously, most in manual occupations cannot 
work from home. When people talk about digital 
nomads, meaning those who take their jobs with 
them when they move to new places, and other 
potential ‘nomads’, they primarily mean highly 
educated middle- and high-income people 
without families. The ideal picture of the digital 
nomad is a young man with a good income, often 
in the tech industry or in a creative profession, 
and without a family. Digital nomads who are 
women have different demands on their 
destinations than many digital nomads who are 
men, such as the question of whether a destina-
tion seems safe to visit or not as a single woman. 
The child perspective is rarely present. So that mi-
gration trends develop in a sustainable way, it is 
important to consider how projects and places 
can be developed in ways that make them 
attractive for families with children. This makes 
issues of welfare such as childcare and schools 
absolutely central.  

More teleworking can be advantageous for both 
the climate and health as people commute less to 
their jobs, thus reducing the climate impact of 
commuting. But it could also have the opposite 
effect – depending on how frequent and how 
long commuting trips are. It is also conceivable 
that occupational groups with lower pay scales, 
often those who are unable to work from home 
and who find it difficult to compete in the 
housing markets of big cities, will move out of 
cities if job opportunities were to increase away 
from the big cities. However, concern has also 
been expressed about reverse patterns in the 
housing market: that house prices in rural areas 
will be pushed up when cashed-up teleworkers 
from the housing market in big cities move in.  
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K E Y  MESSAGES 

X The rise in teleworking increases the gap between those who can work from home and those who 
cannot. In general, this means a greater gap between salaried employees and manual workers. 
These increased gaps have clear economic dimensions, but also health dimensions, and these 
different aspects are gender-labelled and affect men and women differently. Some research 
emphasises that more teleworking can be one way of including more people in the labour market.

X Many essential services occupations in healthcare, schools, social care, services and transport 
will never be possible to perform remotely. Most of these industries are strongly female-domi-
nated and many occupations within them feature low pay and insecure employment condi-
tions. The gender-segregated labour market is about gender, but also about class, and the class 
issue has ethnic overtones to a large extent. We need more knowledge and concrete measures to 
prevent inequality increasing when the conditions for where work is to be performed are 
changing – but not for everyone.

X Many more women than men come into contact with other people in their jobs and, as a 
result, have been more exposed to infection than men. Young women are particularly exposed. 
This can be linked to the gender-segregated labour market, where men and women are found 
in different sectors. Women in close contact occupations are also more often exposed to 
violence and sexual harassment.  

X More teleworking means a new era in the world of work for many salaried employees and 
academics. Traditional, gendered norms concerning who performs what tasks and who gets to 
decide where the work is done will become part of and be expressed in teleworking in various 
ways. Gender-unequal patterns need to be identified and countered, so that more teleworking 
can mean greater gender equality and a better balance in life, rather than the other way round. 

X Unequivocal support for teleworking leading to a better work–life balance is lacking. One reason 
for this is that teleworking often leads to more gainful employment – but also an increase in 
unpaid domestic work, where the ‘job sphere’ expands and takes up more space in the person’s 
private life. Instead of leading to a better balance, teleworking often leads to more multitasking 
and boundless work over many more hours of the day than the hours we think of as office hours. 

X It is anticipated that greater opportunities to telework will affect migration patterns and travel 
patterns. This can entail both opportunities and challenges, especially for rural areas. To date, 
initiatives aimed at attracting teleworkers to sparsely populated areas have often not included 
either the gender or child perspectives. They are also often based on the idea of the teleworker 
as a young man without a family. For this kind of development to be sustainable, these 
perspectives need to be taken into account. 

X In the different regions in the Nordic countries, access to post-secondary education is more or 
less closely tied to the specific industries and companies established in that region. This 
provides opportunities to break gender-based patterns of education choices, but also entails 
risks of perpetuating these patterns.   
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Discrimination and inequality in 
changing forms of employment
New ways of organising work entail new forms 
of employment and changes in working 
conditions. Work that is flexible in terms of 
time, space and organisational boundaries also 
creates a demand for highly flexible labour. 
Across the board, atypical forms of employ-
ment – or insecure jobs – have increased in the 
Nordic countries. There is no accepted 
definition of ‘insecure job’ and furthermore, 
different forms of employment are embraced 
by different actors. One way of describing 
insecure jobs is to compare them with the 
characteristics of safe or secure jobs. Work-re-
lated security is expressed through a number of 
factors: labour market security, employment 
security, job security, work security, skill 
reproduction security, income security and 
representation security (Standing, 2013). On 
the other hand, insecure jobs, or precarious 
jobs, are characterised by poor conditions in 
many of these respects – and these jobs have 
increased in a world of work marked by digital 
tools of work and a high degree of flexibility. 
The use of digital platforms by global 
companies is the most important factor 
transforming work and employment condi-
tions in ways that differ from previous ways of 
organising work (Johansson et al., 2017). 
Workers are subject to high demands in terms 
of flexibility, self-management and skill 
reproduction. Often, the employee’s work is 
measured on the basis of completed tasks and 
results, or outputs, rather than working hours. 
A clear example of how these changes have led 
to new and changed forms of employment and 
working conditions is the growing gig 
economy, where short-term jobs or gigs are 
negotiated via digital platforms. In the gig 
economy, these forms of employment are 
characterised by a high degree of flexibility and 

insecurity, and the work itself is characterised 
by a high degree of control by means of digital 
tools.  Another example is conceptions of 
entrepreneurship and self-employment as 
being drivers for more and new openings and 
jobs. Without entrepreneurs, there would be 
no development (Tesfahuney & Dahlstedt 
2008). The idea is to create more jobs through 
self-employment and entrepreneurship and 
thus generate higher economic growth, but 
also provide an opportunity for people to work 
according to their own preferences and in 
flexible ways. 

Both the gig worker and the entrepreneur as 
economic subjects are marked by conceptions 
of gender, but also other systems of power. In 
this report, we highlight new and changed 
forms of employment and working conditions 
from the gender perspective, with gig work and 
entrepreneurship as examples.  

Insecure working conditions and a high 
degree of control in the gig economy

The gig economy and gig work are a growing 
part of the Nordic labour market and can be 
seen as an effect of the weakening of labour law 
among other things. Gigs are temporary jobs 
negotiated by digital platforms, generally an 
app. In contrast to the regular labour market, 
where employers and employees are the two 
parties to the contract, there are three parties 
involved in the contract in the gig economy. 
There are those who perform the tasks, 
customers and a digital platform where gigs are 
negotiated. However, there is rarely an 
employer per se; the gig worker in most cases is 
seen as self-employed and an independent 
contractor. It also means that the gig worker 
themself is responsible for providing the 
equipment and any on-the-job training that 
the work requires. Gig jobs exist today in a 
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large – and growing – number of sectors. Often 
gigs are divided into different categories 
according to where the work is carried out and 
how skilled it is. A common and important 
division is distinguishing between work 
performed online and offline (Palm, 2019; Dølvik 
& Jesnes, 2017). Skilled work negotiated via a 
digital platform and performed digitally/online 
includes translation, programming and graphic 
design. Unskilled work performed online is called 
microwork, often involving monotonous click 
work, such as entering data or sorting images 
(Palm, 2019). Gigs negotiated online via a digital 
platform but carried out offline include services 
performed in the home such as domestic services 
and trades services, as well as transport, such as 
the delivery of goods and taxi services. We will 
focus here on the latter category, which in recent 
years has become a rapidly growing part of the 
Nordic labour market, principally in urban 
environments. 

Gig work is promoted as very flexible, and this is 
an aspect that the platform companies themselves 
highlight in particular as attractive. The gig 
worker is their own boss and decides their own 
working hours. But the research shows that gigs 
and the working conditions of gig workers are 
marked by  great uncertainty, insecurity and 
vulnerability (see for example Weidenstedt et al. 
2020, Broughton et al. 2017; Petriglieri et al. 2019; 
Stewart & Stanford 2017). Gigs have no job 
security, nor regulated working hours nor to a 
large extent any social insurance. Nor are gig 
workers able to make their voices heard (Weiden-
stedt et al. 2020). A number of studies have 
shown that the degree of external control and 
control of the work is generally great, far greater 
than how the platform companies themselves 
describe it. The platform companies use a variety 
of mechanisms and algorithmic management to 
control when and how much gig workers can 
work (see for example Berg, 2016; Jamil & 
Noiseux, 2018; Lehdonvirta, 2018). Gig workers 

performing physical work offline generally have 
the least control over what tasks they can take on 
and the income they can get for them, because 
this is determined by algorithms. According to 
several studies, many gig workers state that it is 
difficult to find enough gigs, and that searching 
for paid work takes a lot of unpaid time. In 
addition, many state that the risk of non-pay-
ment, should the customer not be satisfied with 
the service, is a stress factor (Drahokoupil & 
Piasna, 2017; Kuhn & Maleki, 2017).   
 

Discrimination and gender segregation in the 
gig economy

There are relevant points to highlight from the 
gender perspective, especially in relation to 
discrimination and gender segregation. Many 
studies show that women and female-dominated 
sectors in the gig economy have lower pay 
(Barzilay & Ben-David, 2017; Foong, Vincent, 
Hecht, & Gerber, 2018) and that the norm of the 
ideal gig worker as a man, flexible, without 
disabilities, and without any care responsibilities 
is particularly strong in the gig economy (Webster 
& Zhang, 2020). Many studies show that the 
labour market in the gig economy is highly 
gender-segregated and that a gender-stereotypical 
divide is perpetuated in terms of who works with 
what, for example when it comes to gig cleaning 
jobs, transport services, trades jobs, but also 
within IT  (Palm, 2019; Leung & Koppman, 
2018; Schor, 2017; Ticona & Mateescu, 2018).    

Most of the people who work in the gig economy 
are men. According to a 2016 survey, twice as 
many men as women applied for gigs via digital 
platforms in Sweden, most of them were 16–24 
years old, and the majority were foreign-born 
(SOU 2017:24). According to an international 
survey by the ILO, about two-thirds of all gig 
workers are men (Berg et al.) 2018). In two of the 
largest sectors in the gig economy, taxi and 
courier services (such as the delivery of food and 
goods), more than 90 per cent of the gig workers 
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were men (ILO, 2021). In the Nordic countries, 
most gig economy platforms are those that post 
gigs in lowly paid sectors such as cleaning, 
transport, babysitting and domestic services, 
where high competition for jobs increases the risk 
of wage dumping. Many of the gig workers in 
these occupational categories have an immigrant 
background and are in more vulnerable situations 
than those with more skilled occupations (Jesnes 
& Dølvik, 2017).   
 
Research also shows that vulnerability due to 
gender, race, ethnicity and immigrant status is 
widespread in the gig economy (Qiu, 2018; van 
Doorn, 2017). Rosenblat (2018) shows how 
gendered and racialised norms are a feature of 
how the gig economy is marketed, while platform 
companies can profit from gig workers’ vulnera-
bility and insecure living situations. One study 
examined what the world of work looks like for 
immigrant women who get work via a cooking 
app in Sweden (Webster & Zhang, 2020). The 
app is a food service that acts as an intermediary 
for contact between home-based cooks and 
customers. The study concluded that a number of 
macro-level trends are interacting: the gig 
economy is growing rapidly, many recently 
arrived immigrants find it difficult to get a job, 
and integration policies are increasingly focusing 
on the immigrant getting their ‘first job in 
Sweden’ as indicative of integration. Using an 
intersectional perspective, the study showed how 
gender, immigrant status and other social 
categories are strongly interconnected with 
economic and political processes. The study also 
showed how gig work blurs the boundaries 
between home and work, between the personal 
and work spheres. Boundless work is expressed in 
specific ways in the gig economy, but the trends 
are the same as in the world of work in general.  

Another factor that should be highlighted in 
relation to discrimination is the ratings that are a 
key aspect of most gig apps, where the buyer of a 

service rates the performer of the service in the 
app. This is a factor that many gig workers 
experience as stressful, because one’s rating is the 
basis of continuing to get job offers. In addition, 
several studies show how conscious and 
unconscious norms and values concerning 
ethnicity and gender risk facilitating discrimina-
tion through these ratings (Bajwa et al., 2018; 
Blackham, 2018; Kullman, 2018a; Palm, 2019; 
Rosenblat et al., 2017). A study also shows that it 
is not only in these ratings, but also in the 
algorithms of the apps, that systems of power 
such as gender, ethnicity and other categories are 
at risk of being perpetuated (Kullman, 2018a). 
This can happen both consciously and uncon-
sciously. Consciously because the algorithms are 
based on human-made calculations and ideas, 
where unproblematized conceptions can be built 
in. It can also happen unconsciously when the 
app’s artificial intelligence is based on an 
incomplete picture of an individual. Because this 
kind of ‘built-in discrimination’ through ratings 
and algorithms is about the customers’ ratings 
and about complex technical systems, they often 
fall outside the laws to protect workers from 
discrimination.  

Most of the people who work in the gig economy 
are young, foreign-born men. The gig economy is 
often claimed to contribute to lowering  the 
threshold to labour markets and is highlighted as 
a way for groups who are experiencing difficulty 
getting into the labour market, such as young 
people and immigrants, to gain entry to it. Gig 
jobs are described as ‘entry-level jobs’, which can 
be a ‘springboard’ to the world of work and more 
secure forms of employment, as is also claimed for 
other types of temporary work and temporary 
forms of employment. However, research on 
temporary employment in the regular labour 
market shows that the employer’s incentives for 
flexibility affect the worker’s possibilities of 
obtaining a secure form of employment (Gash, 
2008). There is a greater risk of getting stuck in 
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temporary employment for those with ‘flexibili-
ty-driven temporary employment’ – driven by the 
employer’s need for a flexible workforce – com-
pared to temporary employment with a view to 
determining whether a person is suitable for a 
specific position (Berglund et al., 2017). Gigs 
belong to the first category, where flexible, 
self-employed workers work on demand. There is 
therefore a risk that gig work instead contributes 
to segmentation and increases inequality through 
individuals becoming stuck in unattractive, 
low-paid jobs with insecure working conditions 
(Palm, 2019).  

In a Swedish study, Adermon and Hensvik (2020) 
examined how experience of gig work is valued 
and whether such work can function as an 
entry-level job, where the authors sent out 
fictitious applications to 10,000 job advertise-
ments for ‘basic jobs’. In the applications, they 
claimed to be young men with either Swedish or 
Arabic-sounding names. The study compared the 
proportion of responses from employers to 
applications that included experience from gig 
work, regular jobs, or unemployment. The results 
showed that gig economy experience is valued 
higher than unemployment and lower than 
experience from regular jobs, but only for 
applicants with Swedish-sounding names. For 
people with Arabic-sounding names, there were 
no visible effects of having any form of work 
experience at all. The study thus found no 
support for the hypothesis that gig work acts as a 
door opener to the labour market for minority 
groups. The study also noted a high degree of 
ethnic discrimination in general: for applications 
that used Arabic-sounding names, the share of 
positive responses was 10.6 per cent for those 
without any work experience, while the corre-
sponding figure for applications that used 
Swedish-sounding names was almost double this. 
This is in line with previous research. The 
incidence of ethnic discrimination in the Swedish 
labour market is well documented (see for 

example Ahmed, 2005; Bursell, 2007; Carlsson 
and Rooth, 2007) and applies equally to first- and 
second-generation immigrants (Carlsson, 2010). 

More knowledge and concrete measures are 
needed to protect workers in the gig economy. It 
is also important to continue to examine the 
impact of gig work on those who perform it, 
especially those who belong to already marginal-
ised groups and therefore are more at the mercy of 
the growing gig economy.  

Entrepreneurship from a gender perspective  

In a description of the labour market and world 
of work of the future in the Nordic countries, it is 
not possible to ignore conceptions about 
entrepreneurship in self-employment as being 
drivers for more and new openings and jobs. 
Entrepreneurship and self-employment have long 
been prioritised areas of policy, and are often 
described as a patent solution in a range of policy 
areas – as a prime mover (Tesfahuney & 
Dahlstedt 2008). The idea is to create more jobs 
through self-employment and entrepreneurship 
and thus generate higher economic growth, but 
also provide an opportunity for people to work 
according to their own preferences and in flexible 
ways. The 2030 Agenda highlights innovation 
and enterprise as particularly beneficial for 
sustainable economic growth that is inclusive for 
entire communities. It is not only industry and 
the finance world that are assumed to benefit 
from entrepreneurship. Large sections of the 
community can be described as fostering an 
entrepreneurial spirit and skills. In particular 
schools. As previously described, ideas about 
entrepreneurial learning have had a great impact 
in education contexts in the Nordic countries and 
beyond, and are part of the timetable at all levels 
of the education system. Among other things, 
this is about adolescents and young adults being 
persuaded to perceive self-employment as being as 
natural as being employed – that they themselves 
can carve out their own place in the labour 



 Towards a sustainable future world of work in the Nordic countries

27 27



 Towards a sustainable future world of work in the Nordic countries

28 28

market. In summary, the idea of the ‘entrepre-
neur’ has replaced the idea of the ‘citizen’. The 
citizen, in the sense of someone who is guaran-
teed full political and social rights regardless of 
how ‘active’ they are in the society, is contrasted 
with the entrepreneur, who is willing to take 
risks, is independent and constantly pushing the 
boundaries of accepted norms.    

Empirically, entrepreneurship and self-employ-
ment in the Nordic countries follow the same 
trends as the segregated and hierarchical labour 
market in general. In other words, self-employ-
ment is divided into traditional ‘gender-typical’ 
areas, where women and men start and run 
businesses/entrepreneurship in different 
industries and sectors. 

Traditional research on entrepreneurship and 
entrepreneurs is conducted in a wide range of 
disciplines and is addressed broadly. Studies deal 
with the community level as well as the organisa-
tional and individual levels, but often take 
entrepreneurial ideals for granted. Studies with 
more critical starting points, on the other hand, 
make it apparent that entrepreneurs are assumed 
to be the obvious, rightful and important 
change-makers both in the labour market and in 
the broader community (Harvey 2005, Styrhe 
2005). With the gender perspective, assumptions 
about the entrepreneur as a genderless and 
gender-neutral individual have been revealed and 
critically analysed. Ogbor (2000) describes 
conceptions of entrepreneurship as discriminat-
ing, gendered, ethnocentric and ideologically 
controlled. Research shows that male-coded 
industries and men’s entrepreneurship/self-em-
ployment are the yardstick for women’s entrepre-
neurship/self-employment, which renders 
women’s entrepreneurship/self-employment 
invisible while stipulating its conditions (see for 
example Holmquist & Sundin 2002, Berglund 
2007, Ahl 2002). Women are assumed to be 
different – another type of entrepreneur. For 
example, Holmquist (2005:66:234) describes how 

men are expected to “develop new big companies 
based on technological innovations, generate 
growth, create new job opportunities” but that 
women are assumed to become entrepreneurs and 
start businesses to “save sparsely populated areas, 
and employ themselves and other under-privi-
leged groups”. Women are also assumed not to 
have entrepreneurial traits to the same extent as 
men, such as courage and a willingness to take 
risks. Bruni et al. (2004) discusses three 
commonly accepted obstacles to women’s 
entrepreneurship are discussed. The first 
concerns women’s responsibilities for the home 
and the family, the second is that they are 
assumed not to have access to networks and 
contacts, and the third concerns having capital at 
their disposal and access to it. All in all, these 
conceptions mean that women are believed to suf-
fer from a lack of the resources that are considered 
to be the most essential in entrepreneurship. But 
these are not just conceptualisations. It is a reality 
that the situation in which many women find 
themselves – with high levels of care responsibili-
ties and a lack of financial resources – means that 
being self-employed does not work well for them 
(Ahl & Marlow, 2021). 

Empirically, entrepreneurship and self-employ-
ment in the Nordic countries follow the same 
trends as the segregated and hierarchical labour 
market in general. Women start up fewer 
businesses than men, at least those types of 
businesses that are large-scale and are based on 
innovations in engineering and technology 
industries (Grünfeld et al., 2020). Entrepreneur-
ship and self-employment can have many faces 
and many different motivations. Since entrepre-
neurship is defined in so many different ways, it is 
difficult to compare data from the different 
Nordic countries. Whatever form it takes, 
self-employment is often divided into traditional 
‘gender-typical’ areas – women and men start and 
run businesses/entrepreneurship in different 
industries and sectors. 
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It is not just gender-based norms that play a role 
in entrepreneurship. Within an intersectional 
perspective, how racialised norms stipulate the 
conditions for entrepreneurship can be revealed. 
A study of immigrant women who work via a 
cooking app was described above (Webster & 
Zhang, 2020). This is work that can be described 
as a form of entrepreneurship, or small enterprise, 
at the intersection with home-based work. 
According to Webster & Zhang (2020), women, 
especially immigrant women, often take as their 
starting point unpaid family and care work when 
they start small-scale businesses. However, the 
fact that their entrepreneurship is pursued in the 
home often leaves them outside support and 
policy systems. In relation to traditional business 
ideals, the entrepreneurship of these women is 
not really counted.

In summary, structural, gendered and racialised 
constraints and conditions need to be taken into 
account, given the prominent position of 
entrepreneurship in both the world of work and 
education. In university courses in economics, 
where entrepreneurship is taught, norms that 
emphasise and privilege men as the primary 
entrepreneurial actors prevail. Women thereby 
risk ending up in outsider positions (Aggestam & 
Wigren-Kristoferson, 2021).

The norm of the ideal entrepreneur as a man is 
strong. Flexible, without care responsibilities, 
with large contact networks and access to much 
higher levels of venture capital, male entrepre-
neurship is what counts. This then also becomes 
the yardstick for women’s entrepreneurship. It is 
not only problematic expectations about the 
goals and meanings of entrepreneurship that 
differ. There are also conceptions that women 
and men are essentially different and therefore 
run different types of businesses. These 
expectations and perceptions both produce and 
reproduce entrepreneurship in ways that uphold 
the norm. 
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K E Y  MESSAGES

X Discrimination on the grounds of sex, race, ethnicity and immigrant status is widespread in 
the gig economy.  

X There are clear gender norms in the gig economy. A number of studies show that the gig 
labour market is highly gender-segregated and that a gender-stereotyped divide is perpetuated 
in relation to who works with what. Women and female-dominated gig sectors have lower pay 
than those that are male-dominated, and their work is often done in the home – their own or 
the homes of others – while gigs in male-dominated sectors are often performed in the public 
arena. 

X The norm for the ideal worker as a man, flexible, without disabilities and without any care 
responsibilities is particularly strong in the gig economy. Boundless work is particularly 
evident in the gig economy, but the trends are the same as in the world of work in general.   

X Norms concerning gender, immigrant status and other social categories are strongly linked to 
economic and political processes. A number of macro-level trends are interacting: the gig 
economy is growing rapidly, many recently arrived immigrants find it difficult to get jobs, and 
integration policies focus a great deal on the immigrant getting their ‘first job in the new 
country’ as indicative of integration. 

X Platform companies can profit from workers’ vulnerability and insecure living situations 
through precarious working conditions. It is not certain whether work experience from gig 
jobs helps individuals to enter the regular labour market, especially for those who are subject 
to ethnic discrimination. There is instead a risk that gig work contributes to segmentation and 
increases inequality through individuals getting stuck in unattractive, low-paid jobs with 
insecure working conditions.  

X Digital control through algorithms, ratings and other technical systems is another factor worth 
illuminating in relation to the gig economy, but also other forms of employment in a growing 
number of sectors. In the rating systems used in the gig economy, conscious and unconscious 
norms and values concerning ethnicity and gender risk contributing to discrimination 
through these ratings. Even in the apps’ algorithms, conceptions of gender, ethnicity and other 
categories are at risk of being perpetuated. This type of ‘built-in discrimination’ through 
ratings and complex technical systems often falls outside the laws intended to protect workers 
from discrimination.   

X The norm of the ideal entrepreneur as a man is strong. Flexible and without care responsibili-
ties, with large contact networks and access to much higher levels of venture capital, male 
entrepreneurship is what counts and becomes the yardstick for women’s entrepreneurship. It is 
not only problematic expectations about the goals and meanings of entrepreneurship that 
differ. There are also conceptions that women and men are essentially different and therefore 
run different types of businesses, which both produce and reproduce entrepreneurship in ways 
that maintain the norm.

30

 Towards a sustainable future world of work in the Nordic countries



 Towards a sustainable future world of work in the Nordic countries

31 31

How can we create a sustainable world of work? 
Labour markets and the world of work are facing a 
variety of challenges, including challenges 
emanating from technological change, demo-
graphic shifts and regional differences. How 
knowledge, learning and education, and the logics 
of governance are viewed have all changed. 
Assumptions about technology-driven social 
development that have a bearing on the world of 
work and the supply of skills have been problema-
tized, and in this report are positioned in relation 
to policy objectives for economic, social and 
environmental sustainable development. What 
needs to be done to enable sustainable develop-
ment based on human rights, gender equality and 
no one being left behind? 

Gender analyses indicate that prevailing norms 
and social structures assign women and men 
different roles, opportunities and responsibilities, 
and that this is an obstacle to the transition to a 
sustainable society. Economic interests and thus 
economic sustainability are often given priority 
over social and environmental sustainability. This 
goes against the Nordic model for the world of 
work and welfare, which has traditionally been 
based on an understanding that the social 
dimension is fundamental to economic develop-
ment. The labour force is not some abstract entity, 
but flesh and blood people who exist in a social 
context and depend on what the reproductive 
sphere provides in the form of social care. Women 
still take a greater share of the responsibility for 
care work, which includes both unpaid work in 
the home and caring for others in the extended 
family, as well as paid work in the formal labour 
market. This norm has consequences in the form 
of gender segregation for example, where some 
occupations – particularly technology-oriented 
occupations – become gender-labelled as 

masculine, while others – particularly care-orient-
ed occupations – become gender-labelled as 
feminine. When climate policy is focused on 
promoting technology sectors as key to the green 
transition, and on making households better at 
consuming organically produced food and goods 
and sorting their waste, it risks strengthening this 
gender divide. Green jobs go to male-dominated 
industries, and women’s responsibilities for 
unpaid domestic work become even more 
burdensome. The three dimensions of sustainable 
development – economic, social and environmen-
tal – need to be integrated if initiatives for change 
are going to be sustainable. 

Gender norms concerning labour, which see 
individuals in an abstract way outside of any social 
context, are also expressed in ideas about skills and 
education. Individuals are meant to be equipped 
for employability in order to promote economic 
development in a rapidly changing world of work. 
The social dimension of sustainability has to take 
a back seat. Instead of developing into consum-
mate citizens and responsible employees through 
education, both at work and beyond, the labour 
force is being stratified into a world of work that is 
segregated based on gender, ethnicity, class and 
other systems of power. This is apparent in 
particular in relation to who can work from home, 
who might be able to move to a rural area where 
they can enjoy the natural environment between 
their online meetings, and who has to go to a 
workplace to do their work, for example those 
working in healthcare, in retail shops, or as 
cleaners. This is also apparent in gigs in the gig 
economy, which is marketed as an opportunity to 
make money while anyway taking a bike ride for 
example. Gigs which are in fact lowly paid, with 
insecure employment conditions, and a high 
degree of external control.

Discussion  
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The aspects of changes in the world of work that 
have been highlighted in this report are often 
focused on in various ways. However, the 
importance of gender perspectives on these issues 
is seldom emphasised, even though a number of 
studies show that it is highly relevant. There are 
not many years left before the sustainable 
development goals set out in the 2030 Agenda 
should be met. It is therefore of the utmost 
importance that efforts in the Nordic countries 
take this knowledge into account.

This knowledge base raises some important issues 
concerning changes in the world of work from a 
gender perspective using intersectional approach-
es. From this knowledge base, it is clear that 
development brings opportunities, but also 
challenges. Changes in the organisation of work 
and education are leading to greater gaps - eco-
nomic as well as in terms of health and other 
living conditions, and then being able to 
determine where work is done. This is leading to 
increased segregation between groups and this 
segregation being perpetuated by education 
systems and labour markets that are perpetuating 
inequalities and structural injustices based on 
gender, class, ethnicity and other systems of 
power. 

There are many opportunities to make the world 
of work in the future more sustainable, but for 
this to happen, power relationships must be taken 
into account. Power relationships do not 
automatically change as a consequence of 
technological or economic changes; they simply 
find new forms of expression, sometimes 
additional forms of expression. Resources and 
negotiating positions – and thus opportunities 
– are unevenly distributed. Utopias are not 
realised by themselves, and injustices do not 
simply disappear because society changes, and 
nor do they simply change with time. There is 
inequality in our communities and, in order not 
to perpetuate it, it is essential that changes are 
considered on the basis of this fact. 

This knowledge base does not claim to be 
comprehensive. There are many more aspects and 
areas that are relevant to highlight from a gender 
perspective. The world is changing, and in all 
certainty the changes of the future will also 
require new knowledge that considers power 
relationships from an intersectional gender 
perspective. This is essential for achieving the 
2030 Agenda and its sustainable development 
goals, and for creating a sustainable world of 
work, where no one is left behind. 
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Labour markets and the world of work are facing a variety of challeng-

es, including challenges emanating from technological change, demo-

graphic shifts and regional differences. How knowledge, learning and 

education, and the logics of governance are viewed have all changed. 

This knowledge base describes these changes and focuses on three 

challenges for a sustainable world of work: 

X Lifelong learning: being schooled in readiness to change  

X The significance of place: teleworking and work on site 

X Forms of employment and working conditions: the gig economy 

and entrepreneurship as examples 

By identifying the challenges from a gender perspective, one can 

problematize assumptions about technology-driven social develop-

ment that have a bearing on the world of work and the supply of skills. 

They are also seen in relation to policy goals for sustainable economic, 

social and environmental development. 

What needs to be done to enable sustainable development based on 

human rights, gender equality and no one being left behind? In this 

knowledge base, opportunities and challenges are discussed. 
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