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INTRODUCTION

In the industrialised countries the family is the subject of social policy debates from two perspec-
tives. First, changes in family and individual behaviour are modifying the way these societies reproduce
themselves; this involves not only changes in the age-structure profile of the population, but also shifts
in the gender division of labour, inter-generational redistribution and solidarity, and the balance
between caring needs and caring resources. Secondly, welfare restructuring increasingly involves a re-
drawing of the lines between governmental and family responsibilities, redefining individual expecta-
tions and family obligations.

These processes are not homogeneous across the industrialised countries. However, in all of them
the “family question” (Martin, 1996), in this dual sense, as a possible source of social problems and as a
resource for addressing these same problems, is at the centre of policy debates around the restructur-
ing of the welfare state. In addition, the way that other, indirect “family questions”, such as the ageing of
the population or the greater fragility of labour market attachment, are defined in policy debates is
greatly influenced by the way this central “family question” is interpreted in each society.

CHANGES IN FAMILY ORGANISATION AND BEHAVIOUR

Among the behavioural changes which are found to some degree in all the industrialised countries,
and which have a profound impact on social policies, are three in particular:
~ growing labour force participation by women with family responsibilities, particularly by mothers
of young children;
— growing marital instability, and greater fragility of the father-child relationship. There is also a
rising proportion of births out-of-wedlock, although there are considerable cross-national differ-
ences in the size and meaning of this trend (Kamerman, 1995);

- declining fertility, or at least stabilisation of fertility at under-replacement rates.

Growing participation of women in the labour force

Women'’s lives have changed quite dramatically in the industrialised countries over one or two
generations. In all OECD countries, women's activity rate increased substantially from the 1970s, and
women'’s share of total employment has grown (Commission of the European Communities, 1993; OECD,
1995). At the same time, women in the younger cohorts now tend to remain in the labour force
throughout their adult life, even if and when they have children (see Saraceno, 1993)." In 1991, half of al]

. mothers with children under 10 in Europe were employed outside the home (Millar and Warman, 1996¢).

Of course, both the activity rate and the relative presence of women in the different activity sectors
vary between countries and within each country. Thus, in the Scandinavian countries, Canada and the

_United States, women's activity rate is consistently above 60 per cent (touching 70-80 per cent in the
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Growing instability of marriage and the father-child relationship

Marital instability, with its resultant one-parent families, is not a new phenomenon. Only during the
20th century has the sudden death of a parent-spouse at a young age ceased to be a common event,
even in the most affluent regions of the world (Anderson, 1985). In most of the industrialised nations,
with the possible exception of the Scandinavian countries and the United States, the rate of family
break-up today, due to separation and divorce, is far lower than that a century ago arising from the
death of the husband or wife. However, while divorce and separation were permitted in many countries
in the past, they did not occur as frequently as they do today.3

'The gvrowing instability of marriage due to desertion, separation and divorce today must be read
against this background. While separation and divorce affect only a minority of all children even in

acting as the only, or main, responsible parent both for care and for maintenance. National levels of
lone parenthood vary: children in Cana a, Great Britain, Sweden and the United States are more likely
to be affected than those in France or Germany, and far more likely than in Italy, Portugal or Spain.
Nonetheless, the trends are similar everywhere in the industrialised world, including Central and
Eastern Europe.

The proportion of children living in one-parent households in the United States rose by a factor of
2.5 between 1960 and 1986; by 1986 nearly one child in four was living with only one parent, the highest
proportion in the industrialised countries. By the mid-1980s, of all families with children, 17 per cent
were one-parent families in Sweden, I5 per cent in Canada, 14 per cent in Denmark and the
United Kingdom, around 13 per cent in France and Germany, between 10 and 12 per cent in Belgium,
Luxembourg and the Netherlands, between 5 and 10 per cent in Ireland, Italy, Portugal and Spain,
around 7 per cent in Japan and less than 5 per cent in Greece (US Bureau of Census, 1990; Kiernan and
Wicks, 1990; Kamerman and Kahn, 1989). In Czechoslovakia the figure was close to 11 per cent
(Kroupova, 1988).4

If the rate of separation and divorce is the main factor in the increase in the proportion of lone
parent families in recent years,’ the growth of the proportion of children born outside marriage is an
important secondary factor. With the €xception of the Mediterranean countries, the number of children
born to unmarried mothers has increased substantially in recent decades:® for example, in the
United Kingdom one-third of all births are to unmarried mothers, in Ireland one in six. The proportion is
also high in the United States and in the Scandinavian countries, although in the latter a substantial
proportion are born to cohabiting parents (Roussel, 1989; Commission of the European Communities,
1994). 1t is also noticeable that the likelihood of lone parenthood at some stage appears greater where
there has been early child—bearing, whether in or out of marriage.

In the late 1980s, lone parent families were estimated to represent 10-15 per cent of all families
with dependent children in the OECD countries, with the exceptjon of Ireland, Japan and Spain, where
the proportion was below [0 per cent (OECD, 1990). However, the proportion of all families which pass
through a lone-parent phase is higher. Over 90 per cent of non-widow, lone-parent families are headed
fby ‘tll?e mother. Lone-parent families may, therefore, be more accurately defined as lone-mother
amilies.

l.n all countries lone mother families tend to be poorer than two-parent families, notwithstanding
that in most countries the proportion of lone mothers holding a job is higher than that of married

~ Firstly, one adult to provide the care and income which in two-parent households

there is only
are provided by two. This renders it more difficult for the lone parent to balance the demands of
caring and work, constraining the range of employment options. This is particularly the case if
child-care services are scarce, of low quality or too costly. Lone-parent families, in fact, are a new
and specific kind of one-earner family, different from two-parent ones.
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— Secondly, no-longer or never-cohabiting fathers often contribute only a fraction of the cost of
children, irrespective of their own income level. There is a strong tendency for absent fathers not
to acknowledge their financial obligations towards their children after their relationship with the
mother has ended (Festy, 1988; Seltzer, 1994).

- Thirdly, lone mothers' chances in the labour market are often constrained not only by their
present need to balance caring and income demands, but by their past investment in marriage
and child-raising, and by the persistence -of occupational segregation on the basis of gender
(De Singly, 1987).

_ The higher risk of poverty incurred by lone parents thus arises largely from the gender division of
labour and responsibilities within marriage, and from the expectations this encourages at the level of
cial behaviour and at the level of labour market and social policies. At the same time, it is also a
ide-effect” of the growth of dual-earner families, in so far as marital instability is highest where the

:proportion of women in the labour force is higher. The highest proportion of lone-parent families which

experience poverty, however, and risk to remain poor for a longer time, is found among unmarried
mothers who do not cohabit with the father of their children (OECD, 1990). In this case, poverty is not

only the consequence of lack of child support and of the difficulty in balancing caring and work

responsibilities, but often also of lack of education and training, which render it more difficult for
mothers to find jobs which are suitable both from the point of view of income and from that of time

_schedules, as well as to find adequate and affordable child care.

Even where poverty can be avoided, lone mothers face other disadvantages. They must carry the
dual responsibility of being the main breadwinner and the main carer in a labour market where
breadwinners are usually perceived as being free from caring responsibilities, and in relation to other

social organisations which often continue to take for granted the flexibility and availability of a mother's

time (e.g. the time schedule of schools, the offer of child-care services, the time schedule of shops,

. public offices, etc.).

There also appears to be a general weakening of the father-child tie with growing marital instability.
In contemporary societies, while the mother-child bond seems to become stronger, the father-child
bond is on the contrary becoming weaker, in so far as many fathers seem to remain attached to children,
and to feel obligations towards them, only when they live with their mother. Thus, it seems more likely

_ that a man will feel obligations towards the children of his new companion rather than towards his

biological children (lensen, 1992; Seltzer, 1994; Marsiglio, 1995; Arendell, 1995). This phenomenon is
related to the gender division of labour and responsibilities within marriage, in so far as fathers define

~ their responsibilities towards their children mainly in terms of bread-winning, not of caring, and allow

their relationship with their children to be mediated by their mother.”

Marital instability and the growth of lone-parent families confront social policies with two questions
in relation to family and governmental obligations towards children: who should care for the children?

breadwinner and as carer (offering income support, or care support, or both), and with regard to the
degree to which government either enforces or substitutes for fathers' obligations. These differences
directly affect the welfare of children involved, as well as that of their mothers.

Reduced fertility

In most industrialised countries the fertility rate is well below replacement level. In some countries
where the level of fertility is now lowest it continues to decrease, as in Italy, Japan, Portugal and Spain,

© while in others, such as France and Sweden, which were first to fall below replacement level in recent
. Years, a reversal of this trend is seen. Up until the 1970s, the level of fertility was negatively related to

the level of women's participation in the labour force and their level of education. Within the last twenty
years, this association has been almost reversed in inter-country comparisons: the fertility rate is now
lowest in countries where women's participation in the labour force is lowest® and some countries which
have a high level of labour participation by women, such as Sweden, also have the highest levels of
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fertility. This must be due not only to cultural differences, but also to the different ways in which
national policies deal with family obligations and have responded to the growth in female employment.

Notwithstanding these national differences in trends, in all industrialised countries reduced fertil-
ity, together with the lengthening of life, has changed the experience of childhood on the one hand, and
the form of inter-generational ties on the other. There are more grandparents than grandchildren.
Children now have a greater chance of having two or three generations of adults in their family network
than of having two or three siblings or cousins in their own generation.

This phenomenon is usually debated either from the point of view of inter-generational redistribu-
tion, through the pension system, or from the point of view of the cost of children and policies aimed at
supporting fertility. It is less debated from the point of view of the redefinition of children’s experience
in growing up. The fact that children are likelier to have very few other children in their immediate kin
network should prompt a reflection on child-care services and on the role of the school in socialisation.
Child-care services can no longer be viewed only in terms of support to working mothers. They are also
a means of allowing both parents and children to share experiences which otherwise may no longer be
found easily within the kin network. Particularly, they offer children the experience of a peer group
where children at slightly different stages of development are present: an experience once common
within families with three or more children, but now increasingly rare. Analogous arguments may be
offered in the case of the school, which for children and adolescents has become the main social space
in which they can meet, compare and share experiences.

Another consequence of reduced fertility which is not sufficiently reflected in policy debates is that
the next generation of elderly people, if and when it becomes frail, will be less likely to have daughters
and daughters-in-law available to provide care: partly because more women are in the labour force, but
mainly because they will simply be less numerous, Even in those countries, such as Japan, where many
elderly people still live with the next generation, the new cohorts entering old age may find that their

own fertility behaviour has restricted dramatically the pool of children among whom to choose to live, or
by whom to be chosen.

This imbalance will be all the greater as the number of the elderly is increasing in absolute and not
just relative terms, due to the lengthening of life. At the same time increasing marital instability is
weakening expectations of continuity in inter-generational relationships: sons- and daughters-in-law
may no longer feel an obligation to support parents-in-law when their own marriage has ended.

AGEING OF THE POPULATION

Demographic ageing arises from reduced fertility rather than from rising life expectancy. Yet, longer
average life has a great impact on inter-generational relationships within the family.

On the one hand, higher life expectancies mean that more elderly people live longer and better
lives. This implies that the elderly must not be conceptualised as implicitly needy or burdensome. On
the contrary, just as longer life and better health in older age aré prompting a redefinition of the ageing
process in relation to employment, so it should with regard to family relations (see Laslett, 1989). The
elderly may be and often are a resource for younger generations, both in terms of supporting their
children well into adulthood, and in terms of offering care for their fewer grandchildren.

Dependence typically arises only in a few years of the period of life which we call “old age"”, and
affects only a small proportion of the elderly at any one time. Yet when it occurs it is highly costly in
terms of health care and professional services, and in demands on social care and relationships. Recent
research in Italy has indicated that 16.4 per cent of all the elderly suffer from some kind of disability
(ISTAT, 1994). There is in all industrialised countries a general belief that children have an obligation to
care for their needy elderly parents, even if they are not on good terms (Leseman and Martin, 1993),
although this obligation is only expressed in law in a few. Moreover, in all industrialised countries, not
only the most “family-centred"” family members are the main providers of care (Sundstrém, 1994; Moen
and Forest, 1995). The presence of frail elderly relatives has a considerable impact on the family
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etwork, imposing constraints both on economic and time resources (although the degree to which all
r- part of the provision or cost of care is assumed by central or local government makes a great
ifference).

Research has indicated that family care-givers are mostly women (Finch and Groves, 1983; Finch,
989; Ungerson, 1989; Facchini and Scortegagna, 1993): daughters, daughters-in-law, grand-daughters,
ieces, but particularly wives. Given the age differential between spouses, and the greater life expec-
ancy of women, family care-giving to a frail elderly person is largely performed by an elderly wife
Ithough there are also a smaller number of elderly husbands providing care). “Family care”, through a
’ .pouse, is therefore more available to frail elderly men than to frail elderly women. In Italy, for instance,
8.6 per cent of men aged over 80 live with a spouse, while 20.8 per cent live alone, compared to 12 per
cent of women aged over 80 who live with a spouse and 50.4 per cent who live alone. Policies which
ssume that “families” will be available to provide care may therefore overlook the burden they are
allocating to elderly women.? Moreover, elderly women are and will be likely to be exposed to higher
sks of not receiving needed care. Given the interplay between the gender division of labour, women's
agreater life expectancy and the gender age differential within marriage, elderly women, in fact, are more
likely than older men to be widowed and to have lower incomes. This might change with the cohorts
which are not young; but it will be true for a number of cohorts entering old age in the near future.

When a spouse is not available, caring is performed mostly by other female kin. Since in all the
industrialised countries, with the partial exception of Japan, the most common family form has for some
time been the nuclear family, elderly couples and elderly single people often live by themselves out of
their own choice. If and when they become frail, caring by kin involves a number of changes, negotia-
tions and arrangements which are underestimated by policies which stress the primacy of family
‘obligations. Adult daughters and daughters-in-law are now fewer in number, and have their time
_ divided between their own family and work obligations, and also normally live in a different household,
and often in a different town or city, from that of the elderly person needing care. A study in Italy has
shown that 45 per cent of all lone elderly receive help from kin in the form of health and body care, as
well as household chores, compared to about 15-20 per cent of all the elderly receiving this kind of
support (ISTAT, 1994). Even when the person needing care now lives in the same household, this has
often necessitated the reorganisation of the caring person's household and family life, and of the cared-
for person’s life, sense of privacy and autonomy and social relationships.

Research has indicated that in countries where family obligations are more binding, the family
network of elderly people is more dense, but that their overall social network is reduced (Hollinger and
Haller, 1990; Lecchini et al., 1995). The frail elderly in these countries may be able to rely more on their
kin, but are more exclusively dependent upon them. Where they have no kin available, they are left
with few social resources.

FAMILY OBLIGATIONS AND SOCIAL POLICIES

There are variations between countries in the way the trends described above have been experi-
nced, and variations in the ways that national policies have responded. These are accounted for partly
by differences in national labour markets and economies, and partly by differences in religious, political
and family cultures. Particularly relevant are the assumptions concerning gender relations and inter-
generational solidarity that are implied in the different social arrangements and national welfare
regimes: we might say in national concepts and embodiments of social citizenship.

Assumptions about gender relations in social policies

Gender relations have until recently been absent from most analyses of welfare policies and
welfare models.!® The concept of social rights which informed the development of welfare states, and
hich stemmed from the labour and social-democratic tradition, was focused more on men as (full-time,
'stable) workers, enabling them to exercise civil and political rights, than it was on overcoming the sc?cial
and economic inequalities which derived from the gender division of labour. In this section I consider
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the effect of in—builtgender assumptions in three social policy areas: child care and parental leave; care
for disabled and frail elderly people; and the design of social security systems.

Child care and parental leave policies

Even soci'al pf)lfcief which have addressed women specifically, such as maternity leave and child
care, have their origins in the view that, one the one hand, the ability to give birth is a weakness in the
ld.eal won.'ker. and, on the other hand, that the mothers exclusive responsibility for caring for her
children is part of the natural order of things. '

) These assumptions are mirrored in social arrangements and policies in most industrialised coun-
tnes..For example, a study in 1988 of 12 EU countries showed that, with one national exception, fathers
of ch.lldren under 4 years old were taking almost no part in child care, irrespective of the r;lother's
wor.kl.ng status. Only in Denmark was “a high degree of joint responsibility towards children" reported
(Phillips and Moss, 1988, p. 4). Given this lack of fathers’ involvement, it is therefore the availability of

g[?'(;g and inexpensive child care that affects the labour market participation of mothers with pre-school
children.

Onfe conclusion to the 1988 study was that “the single biggest child-care problem in the Common
Market is simply the lack of it.!! Most European working parents cannot choose to go out to work in the
secure knowledge that their children will be well cared-for" (op. cit., p. 15). However, the term “mothers”
should be substituted for "parents™: fathers are rarely hampered from entering the labour market
bec.:ausg of a lack of child-care services. Mothers, on the other hand, may be accused of “abandoning”
Fhelr children to child-care services, and of shifting their duties and the resulting costs to the collectiv-
ity. Their social rights, as workers and as citizens, are therefore less institutionalised and legitimate than

United States and Canada, where only 5 per cent and I per cent respectively of the under two-year olds
and 2 per cent and 35 per cent of the three- to four-year-olds are in publicly-funded child care. The
figures for Australia are 2 per cent and 26 per cent (Kamerman and Kahn, 1991, 1994a, 19945; Gornick et
al., 1996). In these latter countries, and in the United Kingdom, most child care is provided outside the
state sector. In Australia there are low-income subsidies and in the United Kingdom a “free area” within
the in-work benefit Family Credit, both designed to support access to child care, as a different strategy
to direct provision.

Policies concerning maternity and parental leave differ widely between countries, as do the degree
of, and criteria for, compensation for lost wages. A study of EU countries published in 1989 found that
the Netherlands, Portugal and the United Kingdom had the shortest statutory ante-natal and post-natal
leave, while Italy had the longest, followed by France, Spain and Luxembourg (Commission of the
European Communities, 1989). Since then there has been an extension of rights in some countries,
including the United. Kingdom, following the EU's Pregnant Worker's Directive. However, even in Italy,
which appears very generous on the statutory level, many working mothers have in fact no entitlement,
either because they work in the informal labour market or bec.?use they are self-employed, and some
full-time employees, such as housekeepers and domestic servants, have less leave entitlement and
very reduced compensation. Australia and Canada also have mandatory paid leave, although in
Australia it covers only a fraction of working women (about 10 per cent). In the United States it is not
mandatory and it covers about 25 per cent of working women (Gornick et al., 1996).

Some form of parental leave entitlement was identified in 12 out of 14 EU countries studied in
1993. In Ireland and the United Kingdom, however, there is no provision for workers’ parental duties
and family responsibilities beyond those around birth (Pillinger, 1992, pp 26-29). Since this lack is
coupled with a general scarcity of child-care provisions, mothers in these two countries are particularly
hard-put to maintain any continuity of employment while their children are young.!2 In the
United States entitlement either to parental (extended) or to paternity leave is not present, although
labour contracts may provide them. The same occurs in Canada. In Australia both extended leave and
paternity leave are available, although only for those who are covered under publicly-mandated
maternity benefits (Gornick et al., 1996).

FAMILY CHANGE, FAMILY POLICIES AND THE RESTRUCTURING OF WELFARE

The level of labour-market participation by women reflects not simply the age and number of
children and availability of child-care services, but the entire specific national mix of cultural patterns,
social behaviours and available alternative forms of child care. A 1992 study proposed that the Euro-
pean Union countries fall into four categories in this respect:

~ Those in which having children does not influence the mothers’ activity rate, because women are
expected to be in the labour market and there is a high provision of child-care services. This is
the case in the Scandinavian countries.

— Those in which having children has a minimal impact on the female activity rates. This is the case
with France, where the level of employment of mothers does not fall noticeably until the third
child. The same is true of Italy in recent years, although with overall lower activity rates of
employment as well as much lower fertility rates. In Italy it would appear that young women are
reducing their fertility to a minimum, in order to enter and remain in the labour force.!?

— Those in which the difficulties of combining family life and career result in part-time work. This is
the case with Germany'? and the United Kingdom.

Those in which women's activity rate drops with the birth of the first child, as in Ireland and the
Netherlands.

The activity rate of lone mothers, as shown in Table 3.1, appears to depend even more than that of
married mothers on both cultural assumptions and social policy provisions. It is lower in those countries
such as Australia, Germany, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom and, to a lesser extent, the
United States, where income support policies suggest that it is legitimate for mothers to stay at home to
take care of their children, and to receive, therefore, economic support when in need. All these
countries have income support policies specifically designed to help low-income lone mothers. It
should be pointed out, however, that in recent years in these same countries there has been a growing
concern about the development of long-term benefit dependence, leading to more or less dramatic
shifts in policies: through limiting the number of years a lone mother may benefit from income support,
as in the Netherlands and the new United States welfare reform bill, or through promoting education
and training programmes which should help these women to enter the labour market, as in Australia
and Germany, or through changes in benefit rules in order to encourage working while avoiding the
poverty trap, as in Australia and the United Kingdom.

In a recent overview of the institutional framework of family obligations in the European Union,
Millar and Warman (1996) suggest that, even in countries in the first of the above categories, there has
been a recent shift to home child care rather than care in centres, as a cost-containment measure. In
Denmark, a home-care supplement has been introduced and extended parental leave provided for
parents who give up work to care for children at home. Similar provisions apply in Sweden and Finland.
Since it is mostly women who take up this opportunity, particularly within the least-skilled groups,
concern has developed about the implications of such a trend for gender equality. These provisions, as
so often with measures supporting mothers, may be read either as a measure enabling women to deal
more flexibly with their work and family obligations or, on the contrary, as a measure encouraging
women to remain at home (Fagnani, 1994).

Care for disabled and frail elderly people

A similar analysis may be developed with regard to the provision of care for disabled or frail
elderly people. Informal care, and particularly more intensive informal care, is predominantly provided
by women in all industrialised countries. However, the level of public obligation differs quite substan-
tially between countries and has a considerable impact on the resources and rights of those needing
care and on the constraints on women as family carers. More generally, it has been pointed out that
informal family care of the ill or infirm is a tremendous social resource; yet, the absence of policies or
institutional supports for the “hidden patient”, i.e. the caregivers of older or chronically ill relatives, may
have the effect of draining this very resource (Moen and Forest, 1995).
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Millar and Warman (1996), for instance, have proposed a four-way categorisation of EU countries on
the basis of how they conceptualise family obligations to care for disabled adults and the frail elderly:

— In the first group, which includes Italy, Portugal and Spain, there are wide-reaching legal obliga-
tions between kin-members to support each other in both economic and caring terms. Thus, in
Italy home-help is provided by the municipality under a dual test of means, such that it is
provided only to disabled or frail individuals with both a low income and no close kin, particu-
larly female kin, available to provide care.!>

~ In the second group, which comprises Austria, Belgium, France, Germany, Greece and
Luxembourg (to which-may be added Japan outside the EU), there are legal obligations on the
next generation to support the elderly. In some of these countries, however, the costs of long-
term care which are not covered by health insurance can be paid through local social assistance if
the individual cannot meet these costs.!® However, recent changes in Austria and Germany,
where the social insurance systems now include compulsory “care insurance”, have reduced
these obligations, partly in response to growing public expectations of welfare services.

~ In the third group, comprising Ireland and the United Kingdom (to which may be added the
United States), there are no legal obligations on kin to provide or pay for the care of frail or
disabled adults. However, access to nursing homes is means-tested against the disabled or
elderly person's assets, and other family members may feel obliged to meet some of these costs
themselves. As Millar and Warman (1996) observe, this causes discontent, as public attitudes are
different from countries in the first two groups, such that “(...) paying for the care of even elderly
parents is not generally accepted as being 'natural’ in the United Kingdom". The view that
providing constant care is a role for welfare services rather than the family may also grow in
countries where family obligations traditionally have been deeper. There is evidence of this
process happening in the past in, for example, Norway (Daatland, 1990).

— The fourth group comprises the Scandinavian countries and the Netherlands, in which public
obligations to adults with care needs are made explicit and where support is directed to the
individual rather than the family. Although even in these countries adult children, and particu-
larly daughters, are the primary informal care-givers, older people regard access to public
services as an entitlement, independent from their family situation, while help received from
family members is seen as an extra contribution deriving from choice.

This pattern has been somewhat complicated in recent years by the growth of payments for care
(Evers et al., 1994). There are differences between countries where payments go to care-givers and
countries where they go to care-receivers. However, there is a more fundamental difference between
situations in which payments for care are a substitute for other, more expensive, forms of service,!” and
situations where payments have the aim of granting more rights to care-givers and care-recipients, while
promoting more family involvement.!8 Yet, in all payment-for-care schemes, it is mostly women who are
called upon to act as paid care-givers. This form of support may therefore reinforce the traditional
gender division of family caring obligations precisely at the moment when there are fewer daughters
available to care. !

It should be pointed out that while payments for care performed by kin are being introduced in
many countries, time off for caring for handicapped or frail elderly kin has difficulty in finding its way in
social security and leave policy, although various countries have started some usually very limited
experimentation, mostly confined to public sector employees.

The design of social security systems

The way in which social security systems are linked to status in the labour force and to family status
has a strong influence on women's participation in the labour market and on their degree of economic
autonomy.

Many national pension systems, such as those of Belgium, lItaly, the Netherlands and the
United Kingdom, in the past adopted different statutory pensionable ages for men and women. It

st
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indicates the tendency of pension systems originally to be designed around an assumption about the
“normal” age differential between husband and wife, and of the wife's dependence on the wage-earner.
It also indicates the wider tendency of pension systems to be designed largely to protect the future
income status of full-time regular employees. Equal opportunities legislation, as, for instance, within the
EU, has initiated a process of equalising pension ages.

Women remain less likely to be able to earn an occupational pension. Women's interrupted
employment patterns, and the fact that more women than men are employed in the irregular labour
force, reduce their chances of having a significant “second tier” pension from their employment. In
some private pension regimes, for example the United Kingdom, women with rights to an occupational
pension who become widowed must decide which pension to take: their own, or a survivor's pension
deriving from their husband's contributions and work record. Many working women therefore pay
contributions from which they will not benefit.

Since in most industrialised countries there is no universal non-contributory flat-rate public pen-
sion irrespective of work history, many women in old age at present must rely either on a social
assistance pension, which is often very low, or on a survivor's pension. Given the increasing instability
of marriage the latter, however, can become unavailable when it is too late for a woman to start her own
contributory record. At the same time, in countries where the survivor's pension is paid to the surviving
spouse irrespective of her or his income and contributory history, there may be women (as well as, to a
lesser degree, men) who may benefit from two pensions.!?

Income supplementation for those of working age is normally also paid in a way that reinforces the
economic dependence of women. In most industrialised countries income supplements are paid on a
family base and to a family head - that is, there is no individual entitlement to income support. Women
therefore do not have access to an individual income even when the family unit is entitled to social
assistance. At the same time, they are discouraged from seeking paid employment, as this will be taken
into account when testing the family’s entitlement to support. It has been argued by Holland (1993) that
“the institution of the family payment —one payment for the entire family, comprising a payment for the
main claimant and his (in a few cases her) dependents - is probably the single greatest testament to
the state's unwillingness to provide an independent income to women when they are married”.

The obligation to provide for children

The increasing presence of working mothers also raises a different, although intertwined, social
policy issue, which, together with gender relations, is central to the debate about the boundaries
between the family and the State: that of the formal obligations of parents towards their children.

In all countries parents are defined as the main, and natural, responsible actors towards their
children. Yet, the specific boundaries and contents of these obligations vary quite widely both at the
level of social values and at the level of legislation. In addition, there is great variation in the degree to
which government may enforce, or substitute for, parental obligations.

Values differ in relation to public responsibilities towards children. The offer of public child-care
services could be viewed as an interference with family autonomy and responsibility; alternatively, an
effective absence of such services could be viewed as indicating a degree of social irresponsibility
towards children and parents, or even neglect of the individual rights of the child. These varying
responses reflect different underlying ideas about parental responsibilities and the rights of children,
but also about the operation of the principle of subsidiarity by the State.

Subsidiarity in state-family relations may be interpreted as government having the right to inter-
vene only in exceptional cases in which the family is demonstrably inadequate or unfit to care for its
dependent members; alternatively, it may be seen as indicating an obligation on government to
provide support for families to enable them to fulfil their obligations. The latter interpretation may in
turn be used to justify a range of specific policy options, e.g. enabling women with young children to
stay at home; enabling women to reconcile employment and family responsibilities; or enabling both
parents to share in child-care responsibilities.
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In the industrialised countries, parents’ duties of guardianship and care for children generally
cease at the latest at the age of 18-19, when children are deemed “adults”. But while in some countries,
e.g. the Scandinavian countries, the United Kingdom and the United States, this also marks the end of
any legally-enforced financial obligation, in other countries the parent's legal financial obligations can
continue until the child is “self-supporting”, and in some countries may continue indefinitely. In Austria,
Belgium, Germany, Italy?® and Luxembourg, for instance, a child unable to support him or herself, even
if able-bodied, can claim support from his parents throughout his or her life. This means that, for
example, if adult children claim social assistance, the parents may be legally required to
contribute.2!'On the contrary, in Denmark, Finland and Sweden, students are entitled to financial
support in their own right, and without any account being taken of parental income, at 18-20 years of
age, when their parents lose entitlement to child allowances.

A further distinction arises between countries in which parents' financial obligations are actively
supported by government, and those in which they are only expected and enforced. Thus, in the
majority of EU countries, government shoulders a part of the cost of a child up to a certain age (legal
majority, or the end of full-time schooling), through child allowances or child benefit schemes. In other
countries, such as Greece, Italy, Spain and the United States, public support is only provided to parents
in low-income groups.

Bradshaw et al. (1993) ranked the industrialised countries using an index of average income support
offered to families with children (including child allowances, housing allowances, health care costs, etc.).
This indicated that countries are clustered in identifiable groups which do not always correspond to
those used in comparisons of welfare state regimes (see also Wilensky, 1990). As Table 3.2 indicates,
three clusters may be identified by declining order of average level of financial support to families:

~ Belgium, France and Luxembourg cluster with the Scandinavian countries as the most generous;

— Germany and the Netherlands are grouped with Australia and the United Kingdom;

— Greece, Ireland, Italy, Portugal and Spain are grouped with Japan and the United States.

It is noticeable that those countries in which the subsidiarity principle seems to be interpreted as
low direct public support are also those in which both women's labour market participation and (with
the exception of Ireland) rate of fertility are lowest.

Table 3.2. Average ranking of selected OECD countries on the basis of family supports

Before After
housing expenses housing expenses

Sweden 3.6 France 3.7
Luxembourg 3.7 Luxembourg 3.8
Norway 43 Norway 4.8
France 4.5 Belgium 5.1
Belgium 48 Sweden / 5.3
Denmark 7.2 Denmark 7.0
Germany 7.6 United Kingdom 7.6
United Kingdom 9.3 Germany 8.0
Australia 9.7 Netherlands 9.4
Netherlands 10.1 Australia 9.6
Portugal 11 Italy 10.3
Italy 1.4 Portugal 1.3
Japan 1.8 Spain 12.8
United States 12.1 Ireland 13.1
Ireland 13.0 Japan 13.4
Spain 14.1 Greece 143
Greece 14.1 United States 14.9

Note: Rankings have been obtained taking the average of 36 rankings for each of 36 family types. Each ranking goes from | for the most generous
country to 17 for the less numerous. Thus, when household expenses are taken into account France is ranked first, with an average ranking of
3.7, while the United States is 17th, with an average ranking of 14.9.

Source: Bradshaw et al. (1993).
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A further indicator of public responsibility towards children is the degree and type of regulation of
child support when one parent, usually the father, is absent. It is a particularly crucial issue given the
increasing fragility of marriage and of the father-child relationship. Policies in this respect have devel-
oped along two, sometimes alternative, sometimes integrated directions: first, that of strengtheriing and
enforcing of fathers' responsibilities, and, secondly, that of partial substitution of public support for that
of the absent father.

Legislation and practice in many countries tend to encourage, or enforce, the father's responsibility
towards his children, irrespective of his relationship with the mother. Thus, in the event of separation
and divorce, joint custody may be preferred, or even enforced (e.g. in France and California), rather than
custody by one parent. This policy is supported by the need to sustain a continuing relationship
between father and children, and by the belief that, if fathers are given direct responsibility for their

__children, they are more likely to continue freely to support them. Research in the United States (Seltzer,

1991) generally confirms this, indicating that joint legal custody encourages similarities between the
way divorced fathers and fathers in two-parent households invest in their children. Although qualitative
research finds that occasionally fathers with joint custody fail to contribute to the child’s support above
that which they spend on “their” share of custody, irrespective of the mothers’ economic situation
(Arendell, 1995),22 the overall positive outcome of this arrangement should not be undervalued.

A different way to enforce the father's responsibility is that recently adopted in Australia and the

- United Kingdom, where recent legislation has defined the father's financial obligations and a public

agency has taken on the task of enforcing it (Stuart, 1991; Scheiwe, 1994). This approach may be
criticised as being more focused on coercing fathers to do their duty (and obliging mothers to denounce
“failing fathers", with possible conflict as a result), than on providing adequate support when fathers fail
to do so. Yet, the question of how to enforce and support fathers' responsibility may not easily be

. overlooked.

The second policy line, that of partial substitution, does not deny the parents' (and specifically
fathers’) responsibility, but aims to extricate this issue from the personal relationship between the
parents, and to focus directly on the need for material support, rather than on the identity of the ideal

. supporter(s). Therefore, in some countries, e.g. France, the Scandinavian countries and the

United States, government provides material support where the father does not or cannot. The collec-
tion of the non-cohabitant parent’s share of support is a public responsibility (either in all cases or in

_particularly conflictual cases). Further, in the United States objective criteria have been developed

~ first experimentally in Wisconsin and then extended to other states — to get the level of child support
as a percentage of the noncohabitant parent’s income. Thus, the level of child support is no longer left
to negotiation between parties or to judges’ discretion.

As Millar and Warman (1996) have concluded, “In examining the relationship between parents and
children it is clear that there is no simple continuum from interventionist to non-interventionist

. approaches. Much seems to depend on whether the context for intervention is primarily one of family

privacy or one of family support".

A NEW APPROACH TO FAMILY POLICIES

Family policies (or, more accurately, family-relevant policies) draw different boundaries between

. families, between individuals and families, and between the state and families. It has been seen that, in
- Italy, Spain and Portugal, legally-enforced obligations cross household boundaries to include a substan-

tial number of family members (including those through marriage), while in France and Germany these
obligations involve only the nuclear family (with the partial exception of parents and adult children,
whose reciprocal obligations are deemed as lasting through life); and, in the Scandinavian and most

. Anglophone countries, most reciprocal family obligations cease once a young person reaches adult-
- hood, and children may be perceived as having rights of their own, irrespective of their family member-

ship (Therborn, 1993).
The precise role of government within each of these three broadly similar situations varies from
country to country. It may positively enforce family obligations through legal means, or simply require
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them to be met by not providing any alternative supports, or offer positive help in meeting them. To
see legal frameworks, public policies and social expectations as merely reflecting deeply-rooted
national values is to overiook the political conflicts and negotiations which underlie them, and the
specific policy history which has resulted in each current set of national conditions.

The industrialised countries are faced by the task of re-drawing these arrangements in the face of
three-fold pressure:

— pressure from changing social values, e.g. about gender relations, and about trans-generational
obligations;

- pressure from the increasing fragility of traditional forms of support, be this from marital and
family arrangements or from the social security system; !

— pressure from budget constraints.

Countries approach this task from different vantage points, with regard to the nature of their labour
markets, and with regard to their political and social cultures, with the family values and expectations
that these include. From this perspective, it is not surprising that those countries which have most
relied on extended family solidarity and on a gendered division of labour, and which now experience
severe budget constraints and higher unemployment rates, seek a solution in appealing to strength-
ened family solidarity. However, this approach may constrain family, and particularly female, choices,
and perhaps therefore also constrain fertility, hence further aggravating the demographic imbalance.
Alternative solutions appear difficult to articulate in these countries in a way which may gain the
necessary social consensus for redesigning the social policy framework.

This “familistic” approach is less feasible in countries where extended family obligations are less
supported by law and by social practice, and where gender relations are less asymmetrical. There are
some tendencies in these countries towards a re-familisation of social obligations, e.g. with the growth of
payments for care, but the strong culture of individual social rights and of gender equality necessitates
that any re-definition of boundaries and obligations be carefully negotiated.

It has been proposed that a useful way of analysing welfare states is to assess to which degree
economic and social rights are granted to individuals of all ages and family conditions or are vice versa
contingent on family membership and circumstances. From this perspective, some authors have sug-
gested that the concept of “de-familisation” might be useful, indicating “the terms and conditions
under which people engage in families, and the extent to which they can uphold an acceptable
standard of living independently of the (patriarchal) family” (McLaughlin and Glendinning, 1994, p. 65).
As family obligations typically now rest on a smaller circle of family members, and on more fragile family
ties, the extent of de-familisation may be as crucial for the welfare of individuals and families as is the
strength of family obligations themselves.

De-familisation in this perspective does not imply a breaking of family bonds. On the contrary, it
might be conceived as a means to support them by allowing individuals to undertake family responsi-
bilities without being trapped in them; while at the same time avoiding the individual's life chances
being all staked in his or her family circumstances or resources. To quote McLaughlin and Glendinning
again, “The issue is not whether people are completely ‘de-familised’, but rather the extent to which
packages of legal and social provisions have altered the balance of power between men and women,
between dependents and non-dependents, and hence the terms and conditions under which people
engage in familial or caring arrangements” (op. cit., p. 66).

This focuses on the question of what “supporting the family” might mean. If it means enabling the
family and its members to take care of each other, to shoulder the obligations they freely choose to
enter, without at the same time creating power imbalances, over-dependence and closed exits, a
degree of de-familisation could become a basis on which new forms of contract between the individual,
the family and the state may be negotiated. By contrast, over-familisation of responsibilities and rights
may result in over-burdening, thus causing further social problems, or in a growing refusal to assume
family obligations, through (un)reproductive behaviour when young and through reluctance to fulfil
obligations towards the elderly when older. From this perspective, Moen and Forest (1995, p. 827)
suggest that the underlying goal of family policies should be “to foster competence and indepen-
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dence”, allowing families and their individual members “to actively negotiate resources to develop
heir own adaptive strategies and retain maximum independence and autonomy at all stages of the life-

Within this approach, particular attention should be given to children and to families with children.
Not only for demographic reasons, it is apparent that investment in the future and protection from the
isk of poverty during the life-course due to lack of education, of needed professional and social skills,
equire that resources be invested in a sustained way in the younger generation, from early childhood
_on. This might require a shift in the balance of the social budget towards younger cohorts and younger
families.
- : Finally it should be pointed out that families and governments are not the only relevant actors in
this redrawing of boundaries and responsibilities. The labour market, enterprises, and trade unions also
ave a role in shaping a society which is more friendly to individuals — women, as well as men — with
family responsibilities. From this point of view, the flexibilisation of the working time and of the working
life might be perceived and negotiated as a means of meeting the needs both of workers and of
_enterprises.
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Together with this feminisation of employment there has been a feminisation of unemployment. In 1986 women
accounted for 46 per cent of the unemployed in the EC countries, rising to 52 per cent in 1989 (Pillinger, 1992,
p- 17). Women also account for a great share of the under-employed, the “casually employed” and the part-time
employed (Women of Europe, Supplement 1992). Women are therefore more exposed than men to the vagaries
of the market, and have greater economic dependence, either within their families or upon the welfare state.

Within services, as within industry,
of jobs. They are also likely to worl
manual and assembly line jobs whi

women remain segregated from men and concentrated in a narrow number
k in jobs which are lower skilled than men’s and are often clustered in those
ich are most vulnerable to restructuring (Pillinger, 1992, pp. 46-47).

Ong exception is Japan, where one consequence of modernisation, up to the late 1970s, was increased marital
stability, given the different rules concerning marriage and divorce applying in the past. But separation and divorce
are now also increasing in Japan (Kumagai, 1983; Preston and Kono, 1988; Goode, 1993).

All these data must be read with caution, since different c

presence” in the family (on the basis of age) and to define
Hantrais and Mangen, 1994).

ountries use different criteria both to define “a child's
one-parent households (see for instance Ermisch, 1990;

Ve.ry recently, the average duration of marriages which end in divorce has been declining, so that the age of
chlk:lr-en involved tends to be lower. The likelihood of children being involved in a marriage break-up has
diminished, as a larger share of marriages ending in divorce are now childless (Barbagli, 1990; Goode, 1993).

Unmarried mothers tend to be younger women, often teenagers. 10-18 per cent of all 15-19 year old females
become pregnant in Czechoslovakia, Hungary and the United States, the countries with the highest teenage
pregnancy rates in the industrialised world.
An indirect demonstration of this can be s
during marriage or cohabitation, the les
mother ends (Arendell, 1995).

een in the finding that the more fathers have been involved in child care
s estranged they become once their relationship with their children’s

With the exception of Ireland, which has b

oth a low activity rate and the highest fertility in Europe, at about two
children per woman.

Ie may also happen, as in Finland with the introduction of Info
are de facto excluded from receiving cash allowanc:
giver” shall be under 65 (Millar and Warman,

A first attempt at comparin
found in Lewis (1993).

rmal Care Allowances, that caring elderly spouses

es for care. Finnish regulations require that an “informal care-
1996).

g European welfare regimes from the point of view of women's experience may be

Services for children under 3 years old are particularly lacking,
the United Kingdom, services for older pre-school children are also scarce. For instance, in Italy more than
80 per cent of pre-school children aged three years and above are in kindergarten, while less than 10 per cent of
those under 3 years old are in day care; there are wide local variations (Saraceno, 1990).

although in some countries, such as Portugal and

In 1992, 59 per cent of women employed worked part-time in the Netherlands, 33 per cent in the
United Kingdom (Commission of the European Communities, 1994).

It should be kept in mind that in Italy there is a wide geographical variation both in fertility rates and in women's
labour force participation: the fertility rate is lowest, and the labour force participation is highest, in the Centre-
North, where child-care services are most numerous.

The former East and West Germanies had very different approaches to women's work and support for families.
Child-care places for under-threes were available for less that 3 per cent of children in former West Germany
but for 56 per cent of children in former East Germany, largely provided by the employer. Following unification,
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child-care services in the eastern regions are being run-down, and the Western Germany model of child care for
children under three — by the mother — is becoming predominant (Ostner, 1994).

It should be added that in some, at least, of these countries, totally disabled people receive an accompanying
person indemnity which is not means tested, together with a means-tested public pension.

The same is true in some regions in Italy, if they formally renounce their rights to retrieve costs from “liable kin".

For example, social insurance benefits paid to care-receivers in Austria and Germany to allow them to buy

support, or payments made to family care-givers in certain Italian regions on the condition they host an elderly
relative.

For example, the case of the Swedish and Norwegian schemes, which employ family members, thus conferring
rights such as pension contributions and sick leave, and where this recruitment of family members is integrated
into a high level of service provision.

It is, for instance, the case of ltaly, where in the late seventies the Constitutional Court declared it against the
principle of equality that only male contributions could count towards building up survivors' benefits.

In Italy legally enforced financial obligations extend to adult children, parents, parents-in-law and siblings (includ-
ing adult siblings).

Legally prolonged financial obligations towards children may be purely symbolic, if entrance to the labour market
is not difficult and if the cost of higher education is low, i.e. heavily subsidised by local or central government. But
when both youth unemployment and education costs are high, this obligation may increase substantially the cost
of raising children. This seems to be the case, for instance, with Austria, Ireland, Italy, Portugal and Spain.

There is, however, some evidence that enforcing on principle joint custody may have perverse effects when one
of the parents is abusive, or violent, thereby restricting the opportunity for the other parent to create a viable,
independent life for (usually) herself and the children (Arendell, 1995).
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