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Introduction
 

Uwe Uhlendorff, Marina Rupp & Matthias Euteneuer

European societies have undergone profound changes in family life over 
the last few decades. Putting it very simply, these changes have involved 
a diversification of family forms over the life-course of family members. As 
an integral part of this process, families are developing different ways of 
dealing with parenthood, child rearing, and work-life balance. One result of 
this is that there is a lack of suitable models for how to best reconcile work 
and family life. Establishing a fulfilling family life is therefore much more of 
an individualistic challenge for every family member and for the family unit 
as a whole. 

Despite this, there are considerable cross-national differences between 
European societies regarding the living conditions of families. Legal systems, 
welfare structures, educational systems, health-care provision and economic 
policies vary from country to country, and the structures of families and 
trends in these areas are therefore quite diverse. 

Social innovations and evidence-based policies are needed to cope with 
the new plurality of family life. In doing so, they should also tackle the decrease 
in fertility rates all over Europe, increases in rates of divorce and separation of 
families and changes in gender roles. Family-related issues are an important 
factor in the formulation of national social policies. Family policy is not an 
explicit area of competence of the European Union, although many family-re-
lated issues are on the European agenda. These are dealt with using the open 
method of co-ordination by EU Member States. They include gender equality, 
reconciliation of work and family life, intergenerational solidarity, life-long 
learning, and the expansion of day-care systems for children.

The European Union took an important step towards strengthening 
family-related policy issues with the establishment of the European Alli-
ance for Families in 2007. Although this has given greater prominence to 
family-related issues, there is a continuing need for further research on 
family issues to enhance policy strategies and improve the wellbeing of 
families. A first step in this direction was taken by the European Founda-
tion for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions: the Second 
European Quality of Life Survey1, which focused on the theme of family life 
and work, looking mainly at how to achieve a better balance between work 
and family life across Europe. Furthermore, several research projects on 

1 See http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/htmlfiles/ef0852.htm.
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family issues have been initiated and funded by the European Commission, 
many of them within the Seventh Framework Programme, which includes  
FAMILYPLATFORM in its roster.

The main purpose of FAMILYPLATFORM as a co-ordination and support 
action for the European Commission was to build up a social platform 
involving a wide range of stakeholder representatives, including policy 
makers and family and welfare organisations, grass root initiatives and 
researchers. The idea was to match different stakeholder groups and their 
perspectives, to identify vital societal challenges regarding the future 
wellbeing of families, and to derive key policy questions from interac-
tions between stakeholders. The final objective of FAMILYPLATFORM was 
to launch a European agenda for research on the family, to enable policy 
makers and others to cope with the challenges facing families in Europe. 

This book summarises the main results of FAMILYPLATFORM, focussing 
on four areas:

State of the art of existing research on family life and family policies;1. 
Critical review of existing research;2. 
Key policy questions and research issues focused on the wellbeing 3. 
of families;
Research Agenda on Families and Family Wellbeing for Europe.4. 

Overall, more than 120 civil society representatives, policy makers, and scien-
tific experts were involved in the work of FAMILYPLATFORM. Encouraging diverse  
societal groups to share and negotiate their sometimes quite contradic-
tory perspectives and thoughts and ensuring an effective working process in 
managing all of the tasks of the project was an undeniable challenge. But overall 
there has been very fruitful and productive co-operation between these diverse 
groups, resulting in a great deal of shared learning for everyone involved.

State of the art of existing research on family life and family policies

The state of our knowledge on families has only partially kept up with changes 
in society, family life and its global frameworks. In general this is due to the 
great variety of family life and its legal and social contexts. In addition, Euro-
pean policies and research are currently confronted with a situation in which 
some aspects of family life are thoroughly researched, while others (such as rare 
family types) remain largely unexplored. In addition, the intensity of research 
covering specific themes varies between European countries and regions. 
For these reasons, the first objective of FAMILYPLATFORM was to establish an 
empirical foundation for further discussion and decisions, by working out the 
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current state of family research and bringing recent and relevant research find-
ings together. An overview of policies and social systems was also compiled, to 
help give shape to the contextual framework of family life. 

As family is related to nearly every area of society, FAMILYPLATFORM had 
to define specific areas of major concern in order to have a concrete starting 
point. The following (so-called) “Existential Fields” were taken into account 
when outlining the current state of family research, identifying significant 
trends and differences between countries, discovering research gaps, and 
analysing methodological problems: 

Family structures and family forms in the European Union;1. 
Family developmental processes;2. 
State family policies;3. 
Family living environments;4. 
Family management;5. 
Social care and social services;6. 
Social inequality and diversity of families;7. 
Media, communication and information technologies.8. 

Different expert groups worked on the Existential Field reports, summarising 
the state of the art of European research in each field. Each report provides 
an overview of the focal points of research over the last few decades, high-
lights trends (in family life, as well as family policies) and points out gaps 
in existing research. These reports were the basis for intense discussion in 
workshops in Jyväskylä (Finland) in February 2010. Chapter One “Research 
on Families and Family Policies in Europe: Major Trends” by Marjo Kuronen 
and Kimmo Jokinen is based on this work, and provides an in-depth over-
view of existing family research in Europe.

Focused critical review of existing research

One of the special characteristics of FAMILYPLATFORM, which made it a 
social platform rather than a ‘simple’ research project, was involvement of 
a wide range of stakeholder representatives. For the critical review on the 
state of the art it was essential to include the views of representatives of 
family associations as well as policy makers and social partners. Participants 
in the critical review process worked out key policy questions and appro-
priate research perspectives. This was a very fruitful step in the work of the 
platform, as these groups seldom meet up to engage with each other’s 
thoughts, understandings and agendas. By critically reviewing the current 
state of research from different perspectives, future challenges for family 
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research and important research gaps were highlighted, and key policy 
questions for future Europe identified. 

To encourage critical comments and statements from a wide range of 
experts and stakeholders, two discussion forums were established. First, a 
conference took place in Lisbon in the spring of 2010. This conference was not 
only an opportunity for participants to hear statements on the state of the art 
reports, but also saw eight focussed discussion groups and eight workshops 
take place. More than 120 participants engaged in lively and open discus-
sions, providing the platform with recommendations for future research and 
key policy questions, each discussion being documented by a rapporteur. 
The conference in Lisbon was thus a milestone in the work of FAMILYPLAT-
FORM2. In addition, an internet platform opened up further possibilities for 
discussion and involvement of stakeholders who were unable to come to 
the conference. Its design provided an opportunity to ask questions, get in 
contact with researchers, and most importantly, to add critical statements 
or new ideas online. In Chapter Two, Karin Wall, Mafalda Leitão and Vasco 
Ramos present the major findings of this stage of the work.

Key policy questions and research issues focused on the 
wellbeing of families 

One of the main findings of FAMILYPLATFORM is that the concept of “well-
being of families” should be considered an important long-term compass 
when implementing research and developing policy. 

To help achieve this, the Foresight Approach was used. It enabled a group 
of experts and stakeholder representatives to generate common visions of the 
future, and to explore possible strategies for dealing with their possible conse-
quences. In the spring and summer of 2010, more than 35 researchers, policy 
makers and representatives of civil society organisations met to discuss and 
develop four future scenarios using this approach. The participants worked out 
the preconditions and facets of wellbeing for families, described factors that 
may have a strong impact on families in the future, and tried to forecast future 
developments that challenge the wellbeing of families. Based on these assump-
tions, four future welfare societies and 16 family narratives were sketched out. 
By elucidating these scenarios, policies to support the wellbeing of families were 
defined, and areas for future research to support such policies were highlighted.

The method and the results of this procedure are summarised in Chapter 
Three, “Facets and Preconditions of Wellbeing of Families: Results of Future 

2 All of the statements and rapporteur reports are currently available to download from the  
FAMILYPLATFORM website (http://www.familyplatform.eu).
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Scenarios” by Olaf Kapella and Anne-Claire de Liedekerke. It has attracted 
the attention of scientists and stakeholders, evoking vibrant discussion. 

The European Research Agenda

As shown in Diagram 1, the European Research Agenda brings together 
all of the previous steps, distilling the key findings and concerns of stake-
holders into an agenda for research on families for the European Union and 
its Member States. Taking all of the prior stages of the work into account, 
it outlines major societal trends, challenges for policy and main areas for 
future research, and considers methodological issues. It can be seen as a 
roadmap for future research on families, providing not only smaller topics 
for research, but also societal challenges that need to be tackled using a 
multidisciplinary and multi-research method approach.

To enable the involvement of stakeholders in this final stage of the work, 
a conference in Brussels took place where over 100 representatives from 
civil society organisations, policy and scientific backgrounds were able to 
give their input on a preliminary outline of the agenda. Loreen Beier, Anna 
Dechant, Christian Haag and Marina Rupp present a shortened version of 
the Research Agenda in Chapter Four.

Diagram 1. The road to the European Research Agenda
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This book is the result of the encounters of many experts from all over Europe 
and beyond, creating a lively think tank on family issues. We want to thank 
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everybody involved in the process for sharing their thoughts and ideas, and 
for their commitment and their contribution to the project. Special thanks 
go to all of the members of the Advisory Board, and also to the external 
experts for their valuable input at every stage of the project. This volume is 
based on the scientific work of all members of the Consortium, who care-
fully compiled all of the results.

In addition, we would like to thank Linden Farrer for doing a great job 
co-ordinating production of this book, and Elie Faroult, whose experience 
helped guide the work on the Future Scenarios. Finally, we would like to 
thank Pierre Valette and Marc Goffart from the European Commission 
(Directorate-General Research & Innovation) for their extensive advice at 
every important stage of our work, and also Ralf Jacob (Directorate-
General Employment, Social Affairs & Equal Opportunities) for his support 
throughout the project.

FAMILYPLATFORM was funded by the European Union’s 7th Framework 
Programme (Socio-economic Sciences and Humanities 2009) for 18 months 
(October 2009-March 2011).
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Chapter 1: Research on Families and Family Policies in 
Europe: Major Trends 

Edited by Kimmo Jokinen & Marjo Kuronen

1.1 Introduction

The work of FAMILYPLATFORM encompasses four key steps, the first of which 
is to chart and review the major trends of comparative family research within 
the EU. This first step consists of eight Existential Field Reports, two additional 
Expert Reports and WP1 Final Report, State of the Art of Research on Families 
and Family Policies in Europe. The partners involved have conducted exten-
sive and systematic literature reviews on European comparative research 
published since the mid-1990s using existing scientific and statistical data-
bases, reports from previous and ongoing EU-funded research projects, and 
other relevant publications, which are occasionally supplemented with own 
analyses of data available1.

The Family Research Centre and the Unit of Social Work at the Univer-
sity of Jyväskylä, Finland, was responsible for co-ordinating the first stage 
of FAMILYPLATFORM. This chapter draws together the main results, conclu-
sions and major trends identified in the more extensive Existential Field 
reports. It is a newer and shorter version of the Final Report that was edited 
by Marjo Kuronen with contributions from Kimmo Jokinen and Teppo 
Kröger; Johanna Hyväluoma assisted in technical editing and proofreading. 
Despite this, it is still very much the result of joint effort by the whole of the 
FAMILYPLATFORM Consortium.

There are significant cross-national differences in the living condi-
tions of families between different European Union Member States. 
Legal systems, welfare structures, education systems, health and social 
care service systems and economic systems and conditions vary from 
country to country. Consequently, European family structures and family 
forms, as well as respective trends and developments are quite diverse. It 
is therefore crucial to provide a comprehensive overview of various fields 
of family life and family policies, in order to derive conclusions for polit-
ical practice and further research. To this end, this chapter is organised 
into eight sections: 1) Introduction; 2) Changing family structures and 

1  This chapter is based on the reports of the eight Existential Field Reports written by Consortium 
partners, the two Expert reports, and the WP1 Final Report edited by Marjo Kuronen: All of 
these reports, and other outcomes of FAMILYPLATFORM are available at http://hdl.handle.
net/2003/27684.
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demographic processes; 3) Gender and generations; 4) Social inequali-
ties and living environments; 5) Social conditions of migrant families; 6) 
Media, communication and information technologies; 7) Family policies 
and social care policies; and 8) Gaps in existing research.

1.2 Changing family structures and demographic processes

It is a well-known and documented fact that family structures and family 
forms have changed considerably throughout Europe since the 1960s and 
1970s. A review of existing research and statistics shows there has been 
comparatively high growth in the number of family forms within European 
countries over recent decades.

The degree to which these transformations have materialised varies 
considerably between European countries. There is still a large variety 
of different, nationally or regionally specific patterns, often strongly 
connected to different cultural backgrounds or family policy models. 
Therefore, it is too simple to speak about “the European family”. The 
Nordic countries represent one end of the scale, with late marriages, 
modest marriage rates and a high proportion of out-of-wedlock births. 
These countries have moved considerably far from the “traditional” 
family model. At the other end of the scale are the Southern European 
countries, where family patterns are still much in line with the ‘traditional 
model’, with a central importance placed on marriage, low divorce rates, 
and low incidence of out-of-wedlock births, with new family forms not 
being widespread.

These developments largely rely on long-term trends. Most recent data 
suggest that there may be some signs of a “flattening out” of previous 
highly dynamic processes, in the move away from the “traditional” family 
model. However, data indicating this is often very recent, and it is hard to 
say whether it is indicative of a more general future trend. Even if the trend 
towards “new family forms” comes to a halt, a return to a “nuclear family 
model” is unlikely.

1.2.1 Fertility and demographic development

Knowledge on fertility points to considerable shifts in demographic behav-
iour throughout recent decades. The decision for both marriage and family 
formation has shifted to ever later ages in virtually every European country. 
The medium age of women giving their first birth is lowest in Eastern Europe, 
i.e. in the former post-socialist countries, with average ages ranging between 
25-27 years. In contrast, highest average ages, around 30, are observed in 
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the UK and Switzerland. Southern European and German-speaking coun-
tries show similarly high ages, while only Portugal with a comparatively 
early age appears to deviate from the Southern European pattern. Increases 
over time appear to have been most pronounced in Central European and 
Nordic countries.

The medium age of first marriage of women in Europe shows a very 
distinct country-specific pattern, with women in the Nordic countries 
displaying the highest average age. Women in Central and Eastern European 
countries (CEE) (except for Slovenia), display comparatively low average 
ages of marriage. The pattern in the postponement of first marriages of men 
is not as clear: whereas men in Eastern European countries are the youngest, 
and men in Sweden and Denmark are the oldest to marry, the pattern in the 
centre of Europe appears to be more mixed (OECD, 2009a).

Figure 1. Average age of women at first childbirth, 1970-2005, by country

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

Slo
va
k R
ep
ub
lic

Po
lan
d

Ice
lan
d

Cz
ec
h R
ep
ub
lic

Hu
ng
ar
y

Po
rtu
ga
l

Be
lgi
um

No
rw
ay

Fin
lan
d

De
nm
ar
k

Ire
lan
d

Gr
ee
ce

Fr
an
ce

Sw
ed
en Ita

ly

Ne
th
er
lan
ds

Lu
xe
mb
ou
rg

Ge
rm
an
y

Sp
ain

Sw
itz
er
lan
d

mean age 1970 mean age 1995 mean age 2005

Source: OECD, 2009a

Slov
ak

ia



16

Wellbeing of Families in Future Europe - Challenges for Research and Policy 

Figure 2. Average age of women at first marriage, 1970-2004, by country
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Looking at both marriage and family formation trends simultaneously, data 
appear to indicate that especially in Northern Europe, marriage and family 
formation have increasingly become decoupled, as a considerable share 
of children is born out-of-wedlock. Since the 1970s, their share first started 
to rise in France and in the Scandinavian countries. Since then, the trend 
has remained largely stable. The share of out-of-wedlock births started to 
increase in the Eastern European countries only after the 1990s. The Central 
and Southern European countries followed a development somewhat in 
between. Notably, the countries with a high incidence of out-of-wedlock 
births are also those with the highest fertility levels. The postponement or 
denial of marriage thus cannot be seen as a major driver of declining fertility 
in modern European societies. 

What emerges today is a change in the very concept of marriage. 
Marriage has increasingly come to be a subjective experience: choosing to 
marry or not to marry has become an individual decision. The French soci-
ologist Théry (1993) has called this phenomenon “démariage”. The traits of 
instability and uncertainty, which distinguish the transformations in the 
contemporary family, are in line with the atmosphere that characterises 
society at large, marked by a climate of uncertainty as far as work and social 
stability are concerned, aggravated by a high level of economic instability. 
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In this context, there is a perception that even creating a family has become 
an individual - even a risky - enterprise (Beck/Beck-Gernsheim, 1994: 29).

Due to the increasing postponement of family formation decisions, peri-
od-specific fertility rates2 in all European countries have declined throughout 
recent decades. In Northern and Central Europe fertility fell from around 
3 children per woman in 1965 to less than 1.8 in the mid-1990s. Southern 
European countries appeared to follow this general trend with a ten-year 
time lag. In Eastern Europe, fertility levels started to decline after the tran-
sition from state socialism to market economies in the 1990s. In Southern 
and Eastern European countries recent declines have resulted in very low 
fertility levels of less than 1.2 children per woman, that have led demogra-
phers to describe these countries as displaying “lowest-low fertility” (Kohler/
Billari/Ortega, 2006). In recent years, the lowering trend in fertility levels has 
“flattened”, with only marginal changes since the 1990s. Some researchers 
even point to partial recovery in period-specific fertility levels since the turn 
of the century, especially in Northern and Western Europe.

However, regarding long-term fertility developments, the period-specific 
fertility rates may be partially misleading. While women indeed are increas-
ingly postponing family formation and the birth of their first child to ever 
later ages, it could, in principle, be assumed that women nonetheless are 
not generally reducing their overall lifetime fertility, but simply shifting their 
“family phase” to later stages in their life-course. Cohort-specific fertility rates 
appear to indicate that postponement of first childbirth might be partially 
compensated for by “recuperation” behaviour later (Frejka et al., 2008: 6). 
Given the fact that reliable data on cohort-specific fertility are available only 
up to the birth cohort of 1965, it is too early to judge whether this recupera-
tion effect will “balance out” fertility rates in the long run.

A possible indicator of future fertility trends is childbearing preferences, 
as reflected in the perceived ideal number of children in a family, and indi-
vidual intentions to have (more) children in the future. In almost all European 
countries, the general ideal and the personally favoured number of children 
are well above the actually realised fertility figure; a finding that recent soci-
ological research (e.g. Blossfeld et al., 2005) interprets as reflecting a person-
ally perceived inability to start a family, for example, due to rising individual 
uncertainties. Alternative explanations have stressed the role of a general 
value change towards more “post material values” such as self-fulfilment, 
which have contributed to a decline in the importance of more “collectivist” 
family values (Inglehart, 1990; Lesthaeghe/van de Kaa, 1986).

2 Defined as the average number of children that would be born per woman, if all women lived to the 
end of their childbearing years and bore children according to a given fertility rate at each age.
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The traditional view that low fertility trends are an outcome of increased 
female labour force participation can be dismissed, even if this relationship 
is rather complex. Today, countries with a high share of employed women 
simultaneously display highest fertility rates. It is not employment as such 
but the way in which the reconciliation between work and family is facili-
tated that drive women’s childbearing considerations (D’addio/D’Ercole, 
2005; also Ahn/Mira, 2002: 669-670; Rindfuss et al., 2003: 411; Philipov et al., 
2009: 26). Family and gender policies, as well as work-related institutions, 
may contribute to explaining the extent of these differences (Engelhardt/
Prskawetz, 2004: 55-56). A macro-level comparison shows that both higher 
fertility and female employment rates are simultaneously found in coun-
tries where institutional support for working parents is fairly comprehensive 
(Philipov et al., 2009: 27-28). Therefore, one of the most important future 
challenges will be to enable parents to fulfil their fertility aspirations, which 
may well be achieved through well-designed family policy packages.

1.2.2 Change of family forms

Family forms have become more diverse in nearly all European countries in 
recent decades. The idea of a standard “nuclear family model”, i.e. a house-
hold with married heterosexual couple and their biological children, has 
been replaced by a variety of different alternative family forms and lifestyles 
(Kapella et al., 2009). Especially in Northern and Western European coun-
tries, the recent decline of the “golden age of marriage” with high fertility 
and marriage rates, low divorce rates and an early start to family formation 
(Peuckert, 2008: 341), has been accompanied by an increase in less institu-
tionalised relationships.

Scholars have identified many different factors that have contributed 
to the ‘crisis of matrimony’ in contemporary Europe. At the socio-economic 
level, the transformation of the labour market, with increasing labour force 
participation of women, has made a tie of marriage a choice rather than 
“destiny”, a rite of passage into adulthood. At the cultural level, the process 
of secularisation (Norris/Inglehart, 2004) has contributed to the gradual 
spread and affirmation of cohabitation. Universal education and the emer-
gence of collective movements such as feminism have played a key role in 
undermining the model of the traditional, patriarchal family. The marital tie 
in itself is no longer crucial; rather, marriage is induced by the individual 
sentiments of each of the partners to seek a union (e.g. Weigel, 2003). Para-
doxically, the tendency to place love at the basis of contemporary marriage 
constitutes one of the elements of its fragility and instability.
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Decreasing marriage rates and increasing divorce rates

Since the mid-1960s, marriage rates in Europe have declined, and have only 
recently stabilised. While the marriage rate was 7.64 marriages per 1.000 
persons in 1965, it has fallen to as low as 4.873 in 2007 (Eurostat, 2010). 

When comparing European nations, some Northern European coun-
tries display high marriage rates (e.g. Denmark with 6.81 in 2008), following 
modest increases since 2003. Eastern European countries are rather hetero-
geneous concerning marriage patterns (Eurostat, 2010). A major reason 
might be that in some Eastern European countries the influence of the Cath-
olic and Orthodox Church is still significant, i.e. in Poland and in Romania. 
Since these religions advocate a more traditional family model, it is not 
surprising that their citizens show the highest marriage rates within Eastern 
Europe. Despite this, marriage rates have declined strongly between 1990 
and 1992 in all Eastern European countries (as well as in the Eastern part 
of Germany; see Eurostat, 2010), most likely a repercussion of both rising 
insecurities following the breakdown of the socialist regime, but also the 
discontinuation of political support for the “nuclear family” model (see 
Peuckert, 2008: 358). In most Central European countries marriage rates 
have fallen since the early-1960s, and are now slightly below the European 
average (ibid.). In most Southern European countries marriage rates have 
also fallen continuously and are either well below the European mean (e.g. 
Italy, Spain or Portugal), or just above the average.

At the same time, the proportion of cohabiting families has increased. 
Generally speaking, cohabiting couples with children are most common in 
Northern Europe and in France and very rare in Southern Europe (Kiernan, 
2004). Still, cohabitation often makes up a “preliminary” form of partner-
ship before getting married. This indicates that overall, getting or being 
married is still very important for most Europeans (Kiernan, 2003; Spéder, 
2005). Thus, the number of (long-term) cohabiting couples with children is 
still low, but recently has been increasing. In most Northern and Western 
European countries, except Western Germany and the Benelux countries, 
over 40% of cohabiting couples already have children. Still, the percentage 
of first-born children of cohabiting parents is much higher than for second- 
or later-born children. 

While marriage rates have decreased in Europe, divorce rates have 
constantly risen – more than doubling from 0.8 (divorces per 1000 persons) 
in 1965 to 2.0 in 20054. The highest rates are observed in Lithuania, the 

3 Figure is estimated.
4 No actual data available.



20

Wellbeing of Families in Future Europe - Challenges for Research and Policy 

Czech Republic, Belgium, Denmark, and Latvia. In Germany, Sweden and 
Slovakia, rates are rather moderate, whereas in Greece, Italy and Ireland, 
divorce rates are very low (Eurostat, 2010). Taken together, there appear to 
be only small regional differences. The most obvious pattern is that lowest 
rates are observed in countries with a high proportion of Catholics.

The impetus for divorce is increasingly coming from women, and is often 
explained by women’s increased financial independence. However, recent 
research shows that the relationship between women’s employment and 
the increase in the divorce rate varies according to socio-cultural context. In 
countries with greater gender equality, like the Netherlands and the UK, the 
financial independence of women has a positive effect on marital stability, 
while in countries where equality is still far from being achieved, like Italy, 
the increase in the presence of women in the workforce is accompanied 
by increased instability. Furthermore, it is not so much women’s employ-
ment as the nature of the relationship itself that generates instability in a 
marriage (Saraceno/Naldini, 2007; MacRae, 2003).

A large number of studies, both economic and social, have examined 
the consequences of divorce on men and women. As far as the economic 
consequences of divorce are concerned, those mainly fall upon women 
(Mckeever/Wolfinger, 2001; Aassve et al., 2006). Separation and divorce 
also influence men who, while suffering less financially, seem to suffer 
other negative effects, such as deterioration in the quality of their life style, 
housing and general consumption, as well as deterioration in the quality of 
their relationships with family and friends. Obviously, a crucial role in regard 
to the economic and social consequences of divorce is played by the social 
welfare system and the services it offers, which differ from one European 
country to another (Kalmijn/Rigt-Poortman, 2006; Uunk, 2004).

Re-marriage and non-traditional styles of living

As divorce rates have risen, the relative incidence of re-marriages has also 
risen. In nearly all European countries, the percentage of first matrimonies 
as a share of marriages in total decreased through 1960 and 20065. Cross-
national comparisons show that the Eastern European countries had the 
lowest increase in re-marriages. In contrast, the Northern European states 
show increases of about 10%. Central European countries are more hetero-
geneous: whereas Belgium, the UK and Luxembourg display a high increase 
in re-marriage, Germany and France show few differences over time. 

5 No overall data for these two points of time is available. Most post-socialistic countries just offer 
data since 1995 or later. 



Chapter 1: Research on Families and Family Policies in Europe - Major Trends 

21

Southern countries (except Portugal with a moderate increase) as well as 
Ireland show almost no differences at all (Eurostat, 2010).

Despite the developments outlined above, the “nuclear family model” 
with married parents clearly remains dominant in all European regions. In 
this context, Peuckert (2008) differentiates three regional types with relative 
homogenous characteristics: the Northern European states, where non-tra-
ditional styles of living are more widespread; the Western European states 
with a dominance of the “modern nuclear family model” (even though it is 
decreasing); and the Southern states (including Ireland), which are still tradi-
tionally oriented (ibid.: 368). As mentioned above, Eastern European countries 
are more heterogeneous regarding the dominance of a specific family type, 
but in general seem to lose their inclination towards the traditional model.

Figure 3. Share of family-types in the EU27 countries, 2007
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6 The 15 EU Member States prior to enlargement in 2004:Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, 
Greece, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Sweden and the United Kingdom.

7 The above time series, however, need to be treated with care, as data is scarce. Furthermore, occasional 
evidence points to substantial variations in data on lone parenthood between different data sources.

8 For Denmark, Finland, Ireland, Italy, Malta and Sweden there was no data available. So the figure 
for the EU27 depends on the other available countries. 

“nuclear family model”, lone parenthood often resulted from the death of 
a partner. Today there is a comparatively high percentage of unmarried as 
well as divorced (or separated) single parents. They are mainly mothers who 
live alone with their children (European Commission, 2007a: 13). Since the 
1980s, the share of lone-parent families rose from 10 to 27 percent in the 
EU156 in 1999 and was at about 21% in the EU27 in 20087.

As shown in Figure 4, a large number of lone-parent families are found in the 
UK, Central European countries, and in Eastern European countries like Estonia, 
Lithuania and Latvia. Very low rates can be observed in Southern Europe and 
Luxembourg (Rost, 2009: 13). The composition of lone-parent families, espe-
cially in Southern European countries, shows a very high share of divorced and 
widowed mothers. In contrast, there are only a few unwed lone parents. In the 
Central and Western European countries, there is a dominance of divorced lone 
mothers and a moderate share of single unmarried ones. The highest propor-
tion of this group can be observed in Denmark, the United Kingdom, Ireland, 
and in Eastern part of Germany (European Commission, 2007a: 18ff.).

 
Figure 4. Share of lone parents in all family-households in the EU27  
countries8, 2007
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2.2.4 Reconstituted families

Another important issue with regard to the rising diversity of family forms 
is the increase in reconstituted families. Most recent literature distinguishes 
different types of these: simple stepfamilies with children from just one side, 
complex stepfamilies with children from both sides or even with shared 
children, and multi-fragmented families with more diffuse family forma-
tions (see Peuckert, 2008; Steinbach, 2008). Complex stepfamilies as well 
as multi-fragmented families are also called patchwork families (Nave-Herz, 
2004: 33).

As comparative data show, it is not so much the sheer number of recon-
stituted families and lone-parent families that is new, but rather the substan-
tial increase in their numbers over time. Comparing the different countries 
with available data in the Generation and Gender Survey (United Nations, 
2005), Germany today has the highest percentage of reconstituted families 
(around 14%). At the other end of the scale, Bulgaria and the Netherlands 
have the lowest rates at around 4%.

Notably, reconstituted families play an important role in the context of 
fertility. They are more likely to have additional children, because, on the 
one hand, they mostly intend to start a new family and, on the other, the 
motivation of the childless partner to fulfil his or her wish to have a child is 
rather high. This so-called “parenthood effect” positively affects the proba-
bility of having shared children (Prskawetz et al., 2003: 108). The magnitude 
of the effect varies depending on the number of children both spouses have 
previously had (Thomson, 2004). Women in particular, who bring their own 
biological children into the new relationship, are generally more willing to 
have another shared child as compared to men.

2.2.5 Rainbow families

Rainbow families are still a very rare phenomenon in Europe. Rainbow fami-
lies are defined “by the presence of two or more people who share a same 
sex orientation (e.g. a couple) or by the presence of at least one lesbian 
or gay adult rearing a child” (Allen/Demo, 1995: 113). There are two main 
types of rainbow families: those where the child(ren) stem(s) from previous 
heterosexual relationships and those where same sex couples realise the 
desire for a child via reproductive medicine, adoption or fostering (Wegener, 
2005: 53ff.). Sample data for Germany indicates that the first type is most 
widespread, but in recent years, the second type of parenthood has become 
increasingly frequent (Dürnberger et al., 2009: 15; Jansen, 2010).

Legal recognition of same sex couples shows wide variation between 
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European countries. During the 1980s and 1990s, the Nordic countries 
were forerunners, giving same sex couples the opportunity to legalise their 
unions. A new legal term, the registered partnership, was introduced and 
first passed in Denmark in 1989. Other Nordic countries introduced this new 
civil status in subsequent years (Norway in 1993, Sweden in 1995, Iceland in 
1996), followed by a number of other European countries in later years9. Regis-
tered partnership does not assign all the same legal rights to same sex couples 
as marriage provides for heterosexual partners. Other countries, such as Belgium 
(2000), Slovenia, the Czech Republic (2006) and Hungary (2009) chose a more 
property and inheritance oriented construction to recognise same sex couples 
(Verschraegen, 2009: 434). In 1999, the French government chose a unique way 
and installed PACS (“Pacte civil de solidarité”) as a new social status and possi-
bility for heterosexual as well homosexual cohabitees10. 

In 2009, Norway and Sweden completed their process of granting same 
sex couples the same rights to marriage as to heterosexual couples. Norway 
and Sweden are the only states in Europe where fully gender-neutral 
marriage legislation is implemented, while other European countries such 
as Italy, Ireland, and Poland still have no institution at all to legally recognise 
same sex couples (ILGA, 2010).

The means by which same sex couples realise their childbearing aspira-
tions, such as adoption and access to reproductive medicine, displays huge 
variation between countries (Verschraegen, 2009: 434). In Norway, the 
Netherlands, Sweden, England and Wales, Scotland, Belgium, Iceland and 
Finland, same sex couples have the right to adopt an unknown child, while 
in other countries, such as Germany, this is not permitted. Additionally in 
Germany, France and Denmark registered same sex couples have the right 
to a so called “stepchild adoption” where the (new) partner of the biological 
parent can “step-adopt” the child, once the other biological parent is known 
and agrees to this procedure. In Norway, same sex couples additionally have 
access to reproductive medicine (Verschraegen, 2009: 434).

Existing international research has mainly focused on legal and juridical 
aspects, such as the recognition process, the legal differences to marriage 
or the right to adoption (Biele-Woelki/Fuchs, 2002; Verschraegen, 2009; 
Festy, 2006). Furthermore, official statistics on rainbow families are based 
on a very small number of cases, so estimation errors are very probable. The 

9 The Netherlands and Spain in 1998, Germany and Portugal in 2001, Finland in 2002, England, 
Wales and Luxemburg in 2004 and Austria in 2010 (Banens, 2010: 10; Biele-Woelki & Fuchs, 2002: 
215ff.; Verschraegen, 2009: 433ff.; Bundeskanzleramt, 2009; Festy, 2006: 419).

10 This intermediate status, which is neither a union nor a contract, neither private nor public, ex-
presses also the “French ambiguity of responding to increasing cohabitation” (Martin & Théry, 
2001: 135).
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GGP provides data on rainbow families for only five European countries: In 
Bulgaria 0.1% of all families are rainbow families (with children), in Germany 
and the Netherlands 0.7%, in France 0.5% and in Hungary only 0.02%11 
(United Nations, 2005, own calculations).

In Germany, as compared to heterosexual partnerships, same sex couples 
have a higher educational level, and most of the couples share domestic 
and paid work more equally. These trends are also confirmed by the first 
representative German national study on registered partnerships with chil-
dren, “Children in same sex partnerships” (Rupp, 2009). In addition, a further 
study demonstrates that in Germany most of the rainbow families are made 
up of same sex orientated women and their children (Eggen/Rupp, 2010).

Families without a common household

Living apart together and commuter families are relatively new research 
subjects in Europe. By definition, a living apart together relationship is a 
couple which does not live in the same household. These people define 
themselves as a couple, and they perceive that their close surrounding 
personal network does so as well (Levin, 2004: 227ff.). These might be also 
families with children, where one parent does not live in the same household. 

The data on living apart together and commuter families can be described 
as incomplete. The data of the Gender and Generation Survey (GGS) provide 
a first database to describe this family form to a limited extent. Available 
evidence from GGP data shows that living apart together couples with chil-
dren are a rare phenomenon. Their percentage in Europe varies between 
1.4% in Bulgaria and Hungary to 4.1% in France.

1.2.3 Conclusions

Previous analyses have given a concise overview of recent developments 
in family structures and family forms in Europe. Taken together, the results 
demonstrate comparatively high growth in the number of family forms 
within European countries over recent decades. Some major trends can be 
identified, based on demographic statistics and existing research:

Postponement of first childbirth and first marriage, generally 
decreasing number of children, even though fertility aspirations are 
still at a comparable high level.

11 This accords to only one case in Hungary. In all GGP-observed countries the cases of rainbow 
families amount to only 27 cases (Germany).
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Being married has lost its central role as a precondition of family 
formation, and there are increasing numbers of out-of-wedlock 
births.
Decreasing marriage rate, increasing divorce rate and increasing rate 
of re-marriage. 
As a consequence, a decrease in the incidence of the ‘middle-class 
nuclear family’, even though this model remains dominant.
Increasing diversity of family forms and family life.

However, the degree to which these transformations have materialised 
varies considerably between European countries. Opposing cases are repre-
sented by the Nordic countries, where there has been a considerable move 
away from the “traditional” family model, and Southern European countries, 
where family patterns still are much in line with traditional patterns (i.e. 
central importance of marriage, low divorce rates, low numbers of out-of-
wedlock births, low incidence of new family forms). It is important to under-
line that - at least at present - those countries with the highest degree of 
recent “de-standardisation” display the highest fertility levels.

Outlining of the above developments largely relies on long-term trends. 
Most of the outlined trends thus refer to developments over the last few 
decades. Most recent data suggest, however, that there may be some signs 
of a “flattening out” of previous highly dynamic processes. However, data 
indicating this is often very recent, and it is hard to say whether it is indica-
tive of a more general future trend. Furthermore, even though for some 
indicators there has been a tendency to stabilise in some of the countries 
analysed, it is unlikely that in the future a full reversal of previous develop-
ments, for example postponement of first childbirth or increasing divorce 
rates, could occur. Therefore, even if the trend towards “new family forms” 
comes to a halt, a return to a “nuclear family model” is unlikely.

1.3 Gender and generations

Gender and age strongly influence the experiences and everyday life of family 
members in different life phases. In this section, the developmental processes 
of families are reviewed with particular emphasis on gender and generational 
relations in families: on the parent-child relationship, the process of transition 
to adulthood, relationship between partners, women and men, as spouses 
and parents, and between older generation, their adult children and grand-
children. In the research on family developmental processes, age is an impor-
tant reference point. In this respect, an approach involving the conception of 
the life-course, which is founded on age, may well be a useful one.
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1.3.1 Transition to adulthood

Age regulates entries into and exits from various life stages, together with 
forms of action – for example, when it is appropriate to marry, to have or not 
to have children, or when to enter the world of work or leave it (Elder, 1975; 
Elder/O’Rand, 1995). Nonetheless, it is necessary to consider these assump-
tions with a critical eye. The normative strength of age itself has decreased, 
and in contemporary society, biological age and social age tend to be sepa-
rated: the former is no longer an obligatory reference point for the defini-
tion of the latter. 

Transitions that young people go through in contemporary societies are 
interrelated and intertwined. So-called “yo-yo” transitions (EGRIS, 2001) are 
potentially reversible transitions that unfold in respect to the multiplicity 
of interlacing “strands” that constitute the path to adulthood. Today young 
people find themselves having to negotiate transitional processes that are 
made up of a highly complex mixture of dependence and autonomy. This 
includes their transition from school to work (Walther et al., 2006), relations 
with their family of origin (Biggart/Walther, 2006; Stauber/du Bois-Reymond, 
2006) and when to remain in or leave the family (Buber/Neuwirth, 2009), 
the development of their emotional lives, their life plans and building of a 
family of their own.

Figure 5. Different transitions into adulthood

 

Source: Walther et al., 2006
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In contemporary society young people do not leave their family of origin 
at a very early age. Young women leave home earlier than young men. Of 
particular note is the advanced age at which young people leave their family 
of origin in Belgium, Italy, Slovakia, Slovenia, and Malta, where on average 
they continue to live in their parents’ home beyond the age of 28 (women 
leave home on average at the age of 28-30 and men at the age of 31-32). The 
European country where young people leave home the earliest is Finland, 
where on average young women and young men become independent at 
the ages of 22 and 23 respectively (Eurostat, 2009a).

This has a significant impact on the process whereby young people enter 
into adult life. Two distinct sets of factors and conditions contribute to this 
phenomenon: on the one hand, the temporal extension of educational/
work training paths and the concrete difficulties in entering the workforce, 
and on the other, the emergence of emotionally closer and more supportive 
relations between the generations. The family of today is a negotiation and 
affection-based family, no longer a rule-governed family. This new family 
type tends to be represented as a place dedicated to caring and protecting, 
the principle purpose of which is to provide love and security to children, 
satisfying their economic, social, and affective needs. This can lead to ambiva-
lent consequences: on the one hand, a more open and richer affective rela-
tionship between parents and children, but on the other, a more marked 
and prolonged dependence of children on parents.

Research dealing with transition processes has revealed a marked vari-
ability in the life trajectories of different individuals (Arnett, 2004 & 2006; 
Coté, 2000; Leccardi/Ruspini, 2006). Life trajectories, which for previous 
generations were more standardised, have become increasingly frag-
mented, without clearly identifiable connections between one phase and 
another. Sometimes the phases can even be inverted; this process has been 
referred to as the de-standardisation of life-courses (see Walther/Stauber, 
2002) and manifests itself in what has been called a biography of choice 
(Furlong/Cartmel, 1997).

Transition to parenthood, in contrast to other transitional processes such 
as those relating to work, personal relationships, housing, etc., is distin-
guished by an indisputable irreversibility: becoming a mother or father 
inevitably involves becoming a parent until the end of one’s life. This char-
acteristic plays a fundamental role not just in the construction of identities 
but also in the construction of representations of reality and societal images 
of parenthood. Thus, the link between reversibility of life choices and irre-
versibility of parenthood generates a considerable amount of ambivalence 
that young people have to cope with in becoming parents.

Becoming a parent involves an extremely profound change not just in 
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the life-course of individuals but also in the nature of the relations within 
the couple. It is for this reason that couples today, whether married or not, 
tend to evaluate and weigh up ever more carefully a series of circumstances, 
both present and future, before committing themselves to bringing a child 
into the world. Decisions relating to parenthood are influenced by a series 
of novel considerations (Hobcraft/Kiernan, 1995): first, having a partner. The 
majority of children are still born to a mother and father who live together. 
Secondly, completing education and work training. The majority of young 
Europeans do not become parents before completing their studies. Thirdly, 
having a job that guarantees an adequate income. Changes in the labour 
market have led to an increase in and prolongation of the financial depen-
dence of young people on their families. Therefore, young people have to 
evaluate whether it is economically feasible for them to become parents. 
Fourthly, having a house of one’s own, and fifthly, having a “sense of future”. 
Apart from the concrete factors discussed above, having a child also 
demands being able to anticipate events at least over the medium term.

An especially important thematic strand for decision-making processes 
relating to parenthood is timing. After a period of moral panics on the topic 
of teenage pregnancy, the current discourse - at least on a scientific level - 
now seems to focus on resources related to an early entry into parenthood 
(e.g. Phoenix, 1991; Arai, 2009). Teenage parenting may be more of an oppor-
tunity than a catastrophe. Recent studies have mostly ignored those young 
mothers and fathers who intentionally and consciously became parents. 
Coleman/Cater (2006) show that some of the young fathers and mothers 
interviewed clearly relate parenthood to an idea of “leading a different life”, 
to ways of fathering and mothering different from those they experienced 
in their families of origin.

It seems possible to identify certain common traits among the represen-
tations of the maternity and paternity of young Europeans today (Walther et 
al., 2009). A first point to note is the discrepancy between the ideas expressed 
by young women and young men and the actual practices put into action in 
family life. While there is a tendency to aspire to more equal and balanced 
relations within the couple, it seems that in everyday life these aspirations 
do not find expression in terms of the actual distribution of domestic work, 
which still penalises the maternal figure, as different national time-budgets 
show. Alongside traditional visions of parenthood, some new models of 
parenthood are beginning to emerge in Europe, which make provision for 
changing gender roles, “doing gender”, obligations, and a reallocation of 
tasks within the family.

One general insight of European research on transitions into adulthood 
is that young people depend to a large extent on facilitating structures, such 
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as socio-economic resources and opportunity spaces, in order to negotiate, 
shape and cope with uncertain transitions to family, work and citizenship, 
especially where they are accompanied by insecurity. However, the success 
of these facilitating structures in turn cannot secure predictable trajectories. 
Policies are required, which let young people perceive such structures as acces-
sible, relevant and manageable and in consequence accept and use them.

1.3.2 Gender, parenthood, paid and unpaid work 

One of the most studied areas of family research today is labour market 
participation of women, especially of mothers with young children, and 
the reconciliation of family and paid work and gendered structures and 
processes related to it. In this section, we make a distinction between paid 
work, household duties and childrearing. The three domains are strongly 
interrelated. This is not only so because the amount of time spent on one 
of these tasks will inevitably restrict the amount of time available for the 
others, but also because they are all underpinned by very similar factors: 
beliefs and values regarding gender roles, the structural environment of 
families and individual characteristics. 

Work-family balance and reconciliation of work and family life have been 
in the focus of scholars as well as European policy makers for decades, and 
are attached to a series of policy aims including gender equality, fertility 
rates, prevention of loss of human capital and economic growth (Knijn/Smit, 
2009). The work-family balance approach focuses on state policies as well 
as employers’ measures to facilitate employment of individuals with family 
commitments.

There is a strong gender aspect involved in this topic. Paid work and 
unpaid work are unequally distributed between men and women in every 
European society – although the extent of the differences varies consider-
ably. Cultural traditions and social norms relating to gender roles shape indi-
vidual attitudes. Despite the efforts of several European societies to create a 
policy environment of equal treatment for men and women, gender remains 
a substantial factor in work-distributing behaviour in the labour market as 
well as in the household. 

Main trends and cross-national (dis)similarities in the division of paid work

The most marked change over recent decades in the area of division of 
labour is the increasing level of female employment that - at the household-
level - has led to the expansion of the two-earner model. Female participa-
tion in the labour force across the EU is constantly increasing in virtually all 
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Member States. Consequently, the gender gap in the level of labour market 
activity is decreasing – falling from 18.6% in 1997 to 13.7% in 2008 in the 
EU27 countries (Eurostat, 2009a). There was a slight break in this falling 
tendency and in the rate of decrease when Central and Eastern European 
(CEE) countries joined the Union. During their socialist decades, most of 
these countries achieved a female employment rate close to full employ-
ment. It dropped radically after the economic collapse in the early 1990s. 
Only since the mid-2000s has a slightly increasing trend been observed in 
the CEE countries (Scharle, 2007).

Thus, changing female aspirations have led to increased female labour 
market participation in many countries. The biggest change in behaviour 
has taken place among married mothers (OECD, 2007a: 42). Between 2000 
and 2006, female employment rates increased in most of the Member States, 
and strong increases were recorded in a number of Mediterranean coun-
tries (Spain, Greece and Italy) and in certain new Member States12 (notably 
in Cyprus, Latvia and Estonia) (Eurostat, 2009c: 17). Even so, the proportion 
of men of working age in employment exceeds that of women throughout 
Europe (Eurostat, 2008b: 53). In 2007, the employment rate for women was 
58.3% in the EU27, significantly higher than that recorded in 2001 (54.3%), 
although considerably lower than the corresponding rate for men (72.5%). 
The differences between employment rates for female and male employees 
are smallest in Sweden and Finland (Kovacheva et al., 2007: 17).

Since men’s labour market activity has remained largely stable, it is 
the change in female employment which has brought about most of the 
changes in the family. As an obvious consequence, household employment 
patterns have changed. The male breadwinner model is being increasingly 
replaced by alternative models. However, the dual full-time earner model 
is not the dominant one in most of the Member States, and there is little 
evidence that it will replace the male breadwinner model (Lewis et al., 2008). 
Instead, a great variety of coexisting models can be observed, with varia-
tions not only between but also within countries and within the life cycle of 
individual families. Overall, the presence of small children greatly increases 
the prevalence of more traditional gender arrangements.

Various forms of the modified male breadwinner model exist, where 
one of the partners (mostly the woman) works a more limited number of 
hours. In the less affluent countries, even the female breadwinner pattern 

12 Sometimes referred to as the NMS12. These are the 12 new Member States, ten of which joined 
the EU in 2004 (Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, 
Slovakia and Slovenia) - and are sometimes referred to as the NMS10 - and the remaining two in 
2007 (Bulgaria and Romania).
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is common, supposedly due to severe labour market difficulties. The dual 
earner - dual carer model is a minority one even in Scandinavian countries, 
where citizens are highly supportive of this normative pattern (Aboim, 2010: 
101). The dual earner - highly unequal pattern is prevalent in many post-
socialist countries. In Switzerland, western Germany and in Spain, the more 
traditional male earner - female carer model is the prevalent model. The 
so-called one and half earner model is well above average in Switzerland, 
Belgium (Flanders), western Germany, the UK, and Sweden, mostly coun-
tries where part-time female employment is more common.

Key factors affecting the gender division of paid work 

Four main sets of factors can be identified that are closely linked to women’s 
employment rates. These key sets of elements can be labelled as structural, 
economic, cultural, and individual factors (Haas et al., 2006).

Structural factors include institutional arrangements that support or 
hinder female employment. Usually they include either the general welfare 
setting in a given country, or more specifically the impact of some public 
institutions, such as childcare facilities, parental leave systems, financial 
support for children, etc. (e.g. Gornick et al., 1997; Szeleva/Polakowski, 2008; 
Van der Lippe/Van Dijk, 2002). Less attention has been paid to labour market 
institutions such as availability of part-time work, flexible timetables, or 
distance work. Among structural factors, economic determinants such as 
national income and unemployment are sometimes also included (Van der 
Lippe, 2001; Uunk et al., 2005).

The set of cultural factors include individual attitudes at the micro 
level and social norms and traditions at the macro level. Cross-national 
comparisons and country typologies that emphasise structural influences 
in gendered employment are contrasted with ‘culturalist’ approaches that 
prioritise “social values, norms and preferences that go hand in hand with 
a gender-specific division of labour” (Haas, 2005: 490). At the micro level, a 
direct causal link is assumed to exist between an individual’s attitudes and 
preferences on the one hand, and his or her behaviour on the other. For 
example, a woman with a more traditional gender role is probably less likely 
to re-enter the labour market after her child is born (Uunk et al., 2005).

In a macro-level approach, it is expected that women’s behaviour will 
be influenced by the social norms and values shared in her wider social 
surroundings. Hakim’s Preference Theory (2003) states explicitly that atti-
tudinal factors, such as motivations, aspirations and preferences regarding 
work and family, are more influential in shaping women’s employment 
behaviour than institutional factors. Hakim differentiates between ‘work-
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centred’, ‘home-centred’ and ‘adaptive women’. Work-centred women give 
preference to work, and home-centred women to family. Adaptive women 
- the majority - adjust their strategies to the actual situation more flexibly. 
These women can also be expected to react to (changes in) public policy.

Finally, a range of individual characteristics of the actor has to be taken 
into consideration. Most relevant are the number and ages of children. 
Labour supply theory suggests that out of the two parents the one with the 
higher earning potential - usually the male partner - will specialise in paid 
work. Consequently, the woman usually reduces the number of hours spent 
on paid work. Looking at it from a different angle, children raise the value 
of women’s time spent away from paid work and lower her effective market 
wages, since her decision to take up paid work would imply additional costs 
to be paid for alternative childcare (e.g. Gornick et al., 1997). The resulting 
division of paid work between genders is then also reinforced by cultural 
norms that expect women to take care of the children and men to support 
the family.

Therefore, policy makers’ options for influencing the gender division of 
paid work are limited by cultural factors as well as economic constraints and 
individual characteristics. In countries with a high level of policy support for 
female employment, social norms typically favour less traditional gender 
roles. That is the reason why it is often not possible to tell whether policy 
changes would also be effective in a less supportive cultural environment. 
Economic constraints not only limit the resources available for supporting 
work-family balance but might also restrict employment opportunities, and 
therefore negatively influence female employment (Scharle, 2007). At the 
same time, however, economic necessity might also force women to take up 
paid work and thereby improve the levels of female employment, contrary 
to their individual preferences (Van der Lippe, 2001; Uunk et al., 2005). Other 
individual characteristics also operate independently of policy interven-
tions. Women with higher education attainment levels and better earning 
potential are more likely to take up paid jobs and to have shorter career 
breaks when they have children than less well educated women (Vlasblom/
Schippers, 2006; Kangas/Rostgaard, 2007). 

The division of unpaid work

Women’s increased labour force participation decreases the time they have 
available to carry out domestic work and puts pressure on men to take on 
greater responsibilities in the household. The scale of these changes has 
however remained limited (Margherita/O’Dorchai/Bosch, 2009). Although 
the gap in the number of hours men and women spend on domestic work 
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has narrowed in recent decades, this is more due to women reducing the 
number of hours they spend on such activities than to significant changes 
in men’s behaviour (Burchell et al., 2007; Bianchi et al., 2000; Fuwa, 2004; 
Vannoy et al., 1999).

On average, women in the 18 European countries analysed in the Euro-
stat report (Aliaga, 2006) perform 66% of all domestic work, although along-
side the cross-national similarities in the gender distribution of domestic 
tasks, there are also cross-national dissimilarities. Employed women do less 
housework than non-employed women, but they still continue to take the 
bigger share of domestic work even in dual-earner families. Studies also 
find cross-national proof of the gender segregation of domestic tasks. Men 
and women do different housework tasks inside the home, with women 
usually doing the routine chores (cleaning, laundry, washing) that typically 
cannot be postponed, and men more intermittent ones (car maintenance or 
repairs, emptying the trash) (Coltrane, 2000; Gaspar/Klinke, 2009; Eurostat, 
2004; Fuwa, 2004).

A substantial part of unpaid work is spent on childcare. There is a clear 
tendency for an increase in domestic working hours if women have children, 
particularly when the children are small (Aliaga/Winqvist, 2003; Eurostat, 
2003). According to the European Working Conditions Survey (EWCS) data, 
women do the lion’s share of childcare tasks in all countries surveyed (Euro-
stat, 2004 & 2009b). The division between men and women of time spent on 
caring for children tends to be most equal in the Netherlands, Nordic coun-
tries, and Switzerland, where women spend twice as much time on childcare 
tasks (16 hours per week) compared to men (7-8 hours per week). The largest 
gender gap in time spent on caring for children was noted in the Anglo-Saxon 
countries, with a difference of ten hours per week between women’s (14 hours) 
and men’s (4 hours) time spent on childcare tasks (Eurostat, 2009b).

The literature provides evidence that fathers are more involved in child-
care when mothers are employed, although mothers still provide more of 
the care. Furthermore, fathers’ involvement in childrearing is increasing 
slightly – but it reaches varying degrees in the various countries as well as 
in different types of families (Fisher/McCulloch/Gershuny, 1999; Gauthier/
Smeedeng/Furstenberg, 2004). Several studies find that better educated men 
do more domestic work, while better educated women do less (Batalova/
Cohen, 2002; Gaspar/Klinke, 2009; Pittman/Blanchard, 1996). The educational 
level of the husband is not as important as that of the wife, however, in 
determining the probability of a more equal gender division of domestic 
work. The reason for this is that more educated wives spend less time doing 
housework, not because their husbands participate more in the domestic 
responsibilities (Ramos, 2005; Work Changes Gender, 2007).
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Key factors affecting the gender division of domestic and parenting work

There are diverging views on the reasons why women generally do more 
housework than men. The time availability argument states that the partner 
with the most available time will participate most in housework and child-
care. This argument is based on the assumption that housework allocation 
is rationally made in accordance with time commitments of each partner 
(e.g. Becker, 1981). Accordingly, the partner with a more demanding occu-
pation and higher number of paid work hours spends less time on house-
hold and on childcare tasks. Empirical results provide mixed support for this 
argument (Burchell et al., 2007; Gauthier et al., 2004).

The resource-power perspective assumes that women’s influence on 
family decision-making is limited by their usually lower resources. Couples 
try to negotiate the allocation of time within the household to make the 
best deal based on self-interest (Brines, 1993). The partner with more 
resources and higher income and level of education will bargain libera-
tion from domestic chore responsibilities (Gaspar/Klinke, 2009) and will 
spend less time in housework and childcare. Empirical studies show that 
the division of household labour seems to be more equal when the gap 
between the relative socio-economic status of spouses narrows. The gender 
gap in incomes seems to be a contributing factor to the imbalance in the 
division of domestic labour. Studies find that a smaller gap between wives’ 
and husbands’ earnings tends to balance the performance of housework 
(Gaspar/Klinke, 2009; González et al., 2009).

The socialisation and gender role attitude explanations suggest that 
husbands and wives perform household labour according to adopted values 
and beliefs about gender norms (Hiller, 1984; Fenstermaker/West, 2002). 
Couples with egalitarian gender attitudes are expected to have more equal 
division of labour, while traditional couples would have a more gendered 
division of domestic work. According to the gender perspective, domestic 
work is “a symbolic enactment of gender relations” (Bianchi et al., 2000: 194), 
rather than a trade-off between time spent in unpaid and paid labour or a 
rational choice due to the maximisation of family utility. The doing gender 
approach states that the division of household labour in families involves 
the production and maintenance of gender itself (Berk, 1985; Ferree, 1990; 
West/Zimmerman, 1987). Many empirical studies from recent decades have 
found both men’s and women’s gender role attitudes as a predictor of the 
division of domestic labour in various countries (Coltrane, 2000; Davis/Green-
stein, 2004; Shelton/John, 1996). Men with less traditional gender ideolo-
gies do a greater share of the housework. These findings are confirmed in 
samples from Germany (Lavee/Katz, 2002), Sweden (Nordenmark/Nyman, 
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2003), Great Britain (Kan, 2008) as well as in several cross-national studies 
(Batalova/Cohen, 2002; Davis/Greenstein/Marks, 2007; Fuwa, 2004). 

According to the integrative perspective, individual behaviours cannot 
be separated from the surrounding context. Since contextual variables 
shape individual behaviours, a holistic approach taking the broader socio-
economic and policy context into account, might contribute to explaining 
patterns of domestic work management. State policies, economic develop-
ment, the level of gender equality and characteristics of the welfare regime 
can all influence the division of housework (Batalova/Cohen, 2002; Hook, 
2006; Fuwa, 2004; Stier/Lewin-Epstein, 2007). 

However, the division of unpaid work seems to be even more resistant to 
policy intervention. Through the level of female employment, policy might 
have some influence on the gender distribution of housework. Policy inter-
vention that promotes gender equality in the labour market also increases 
gender equality within the household. Individual characteristics, however, 
play a decisive role in this process. Only women with strong individual 
bargaining power and with modern gender attitudes can benefit from egal-
itarian welfare policies within their families (Fuwa, 2004).

Country characteristics in gender division of paid and unpaid work

Several studies have shown that the classic trichotomy of Social Democratic, 
Liberal, and Conservative welfare regimes (Esping-Andersen 1990, see also 
Section 7) is efficient in explaining some of the between-country variations 
in the level of female employment as well as in the patterns of division of 
unpaid work. However, “exceptions” are numerous. 

Social Democratic countries in the EU (Sweden, Denmark and Finland) 
are characterised by a high level of female labour market participation 
together with a moderate child effect on women’s participation rates. In 
these states, the dual full-time earner model remains the most prevalent 
form of household strategy, even when there are children in the family 
(Lewis/Campbell/Huerta, 2008). Widespread support for reconciling work 
and family life includes a high level of childcare provision and a generous 
parental leave system (e.g. Gupta/Smith/Verner, 2008; Haas/Steiber/Hartel/
Wallace, 2006). Gender equality is integrated into family, social and labour 
market policy. Empirical studies find the availability of childcare particularly 
important in boosting female employment in the Nordic countries (e.g. Pettit/
Hook, 2005; Uunk et al., 2005). The (relative) gender equality in the labour 
market is also accompanied by relatively low inequality in the division of 
unpaid work (Fuwa, 2004; Geist, 2005). This is not only because women in 
these countries spend less time on domestic work, but also because their 
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male partner does a significant share – especially in childrearing.
The only Liberal country in the EU is the UK. Not surprisingly, the child-

effect on women’s employment is strong. After childbirth a move not only 
towards the male breadwinner, but also to the modified breadwinner model 
can be seen, and this latter effect remains pronounced even when children 
are of school age (Pettit/Hook, 2005). In the UK, the gender gap in unpaid 
work conforms to the European average (Fuwa, 2004).

The greatest heterogeneity in household management patterns can 
be found within Conservative regimes. One would expect a low level of 
female employment with a marked child-effect, and the dominance of the 
male breadwinner model combined with an unequal division of household 
labour. Although these tendencies seem to hold when broad categories are 
discussed (e.g. Fuwa, 2004; Geist, 2005; Van der Lippe/Van Dijk, 2002), cross-
country variations are remarkable. Most importantly, Portugal is marked 
by a high level of (full-time) female employment, which hardly ties in with 
the presence of children in the family. Across the EU15, Portugal is the only 
country outside the Northern region where the dual full-time earner model 
remains in the majority among parents (Lewis et al., 2008). Uunk et al. (2005) 
suggest that this is likely to be due to the economic pressure on women to 
have a paid job, while others refer to the existence of a rudimentary welfare 
state, where female employment is considered to be the norm (Van der 
Lippe/Van Dijk, 2002: 230). However, the division of unpaid work is more in 
line with the conservative pattern in Portugal (Fuwa/Cohen, 2007; Voicu et 
al., 2009).

In other Southern European countries such as Italy, Greece and Spain 
female employment is lower, and only around one third of couple-parents 
follow the dual full-time model (Lewis et al., 2008). Findings on the division 
of domestic tasks also show rather traditional patterns (Aliaga, 2006; Fisher/
Robinson, 2009; González/Jurado-Guerrero/Naldini, 2009; Voicu et al., 2009). 
Still, variations between - but also within - countries are notable. Stier, Lewin-
Epstein and Braun (2001) describe Italy as a Conservative country with a 
high level of support for mothers’ employment where both a high level of 
continuous full-time employment and frequent long-term withdrawal from 
the job market are present.

In Germany and Austria - Conservative countries with an intermediate 
support for women’s employment (Stier et al., 2001) - female employment is 
considerably higher, and division of household duties is more equal than in 
the Southern European Conservative countries, but the child effect is simi-
larly significant. This latter can be put down to the lack of childcare institu-
tions (Jönsson/Letablier, 2005), but also to economic affluence. Extensive 
parental leave coupled with nearly universal childcare availability in France 



38

Wellbeing of Families in Future Europe - Challenges for Research and Policy 

results in a modest child effect (Pettit/Hook, 2005) typical of a Conservative 
regime, but not surprising given the high level of support for maternal work. 
Still, France seems to remain traditional in the division of household labour 
(Crompton, 2006a). 

The Netherlands is remarkably different from other countries in this 
cluster. Full-time employment of mothers receives little institutional support 
here but part-time employment (of women and also men) is exceptionally 
frequent. These situations have clear consequences on female employment 
in general but also on mothers’ employment in particular. After childbirth, 
not only a move towards part-time employment but also to the traditional 
male breadwinner model is rather frequent – together resulting in a high 
level of child effect on female employment (Haas et al., 2006; Lewis et al., 
2008; Uunk et al., 2005).

Central and Eastern European countries are not included in the classic 
typologies of welfare regimes. A widely used strategy in the empirical litera-
ture is to include ‘Post-Socialist’ countries as a separate cluster (Fuwa, 2004; 
Van der Lippe, 2001). A long tradition of full-time work for men and women, 
underpinned by the ‘official’ socialist ideology as well as families’ need to 
rely on two incomes might justify clustering these countries together. There 
are substantial between-country differences as far as gendered behavioural 
patterns are concerned, but underlying structural and cultural factors also 
play a role (Szeleva/Polakowski, 2008). Szeleva and Polakowski (2008) iden-
tified four distinct types of childcare policies (implicit familialist, explicit 
familialist, comprehensive support, female mobilizing) across eight coun-
tries in the region. Studies in the division of unpaid work also point towards 
some dissimilarity within the region. Nevertheless, most studies describe 
the region with a medium to relatively low level of gender inequality in the 
field of household work (Fuwa, 2004; Fuwa/Cohen, 2007; Voicu et al., 2009). 

Despite a lack of information on some Member States and the limitations 
on exploring precise trends, we can conclude that there is notable diversity 
across Europe. No coherent typology of countries that would adequately 
reflect this diversity has emerged. Furthermore, families do not make their 
choices for a lifetime but instead, they adapt their actual behaviour to their 
situation in the various phases of their life-course.

1.3.3. Intergenerational relations in families 

Existing comparative research has mostly ignored multigenerational rela-
tions in families and concentrated on couple relations and the relationship 
between parents and (young) children. Concerning generational relations, 
existing research has focused mainly on intergenerational support patterns.
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Most of these studies concentrate on intergenerational transfers of 
time and money and the existing differences between welfare regimes 
(e.g. Albertini/Kohli/Vogel, 2007). In social care research, there has been 
recent interest in studying how care and help are distributed within families 
between generations. Mainly informal help and care provided by adult chil-
dren towards their elderly parents has been studied, but also to some extent 
the role of grandparents in providing care for their grandchildren, and help 
and financial assistance they provide for their adult children.

Research on multi-generation households in Europe is not extensive, and 
knowledge on multi-generation households as families is rather sparse. One 
major finding so far is that European countries differ in the degree to which 
the “nuclearisation” of the family has occurred, i.e. the degree to which the 
older people live by themselves either as a couple or alone. The European 
Quality of Life Survey found that in Italy 25% of all people over 65 still lived 
in a household with a child, while more than 30% did so in Malta and Poland. 
In Hungary, Spain, Slovenia, Cyprus and Greece, 20% of the older people still 
live in these family arrangements. By contrast, in Denmark, Sweden, France 
and Germany those households represent less than 5% (Saraceno et al., 
2005: 17). 

Intergenerational family obligations and care relations

Researchers today are more and more interested in the division of care 
responsibilities and provision between family generations. According to 
Hagestad and Herlofson (2007) co-longevity has greatly increased the dura-
tion of family ties. The parent-child relationship may last 6-7 decades and 
the grandparent-grandchild bond, 3-4 decades (ibid.: 341). Researchers 
have recognised that care relations run both ways, i.e. adult children provide 
care for their parents, grandparents provide care for their grandchildren, 
and sometimes elderly parents even take care of their adult children. These 
relations can be mutual and mixed, and related to the provision of formal  
care services.

According to Saraceno and Keck (2008), a number of studies have found 
that intergenerational solidarity is alive and strongly reciprocal in all coun-
tries, at both the two and the three-generational level, with the middle 
generation in the “Janus position” (Hagestad/Herlofson, 2007) of redistrib-
uting both upwards and downwards. Both long-standing family cultures 
and welfare state arrangements affect the shape of this solidarity, as well 
as the overall social care package as a mix of family, volunteer, and public 
provision. However, Hagestad and Herlofson (2007: 345) note that cases of 
coinciding responsibilities for older parents and children at the same time are 



40

Wellbeing of Families in Future Europe - Challenges for Research and Policy 

relatively rare. They refer to Dykstra’s (1997) overview of 12 European Union 
countries, showing that only 4% of men and 10% of women had overlapping 
responsibilities for young children and elderly parents who required care.

SOCCARE project (Kröger, 2004; Kröger/Sipilä, 2005) studied social care 
arrangements in five different countries representing the variety of Euro-
pean welfare states (Finland, France, Italy, Portugal, and the UK). In relation 
to multi-generational, “double front carer” families the results showed that 
the emphasis is on care for older family members. The care of children is 
generally described as less problematic and more natural (Kröger, 2004: 
72-86). Families in Finland, France, and the UK most often used combinations 
of informal care and publicly provided formal care. Portuguese and Italian 
families mostly used third sector and private care facilities. The informal 
non-professional paid sector was found to be wide and varied in Italy, 
France, and Portugal, offering a range of types of assistance. Concerning 
the general organisation of the care arrangement, the family and in partic-
ular the main care-giver remains the most important resource everywhere. 
The results affirm the common belief that European social care cultures are 
diverse, but not completely different.

The role of grandparents

In our societies, where life expectancy is increasing and general health has 
improved significantly, the figure of the grandparent is becoming more 
important. Grandmothers and grandfathers are a resource for their children 
and their children’s families (Walther et al., 2009; Kröger, 2004).

Hank and Buber (2009) have investigated cross-national variations 
in grandparent-provided childcare in ten continental European coun-
tries. Across all countries, 58% of grandmothers and 49% of grandfathers 
provided some kind of care for a grandchild aged 15 or less during the 
most recent 12-month period. The lowest shares were found in Spain, Italy, 
and Switzerland, whereas the highest prevalence was in Sweden, France, 
the Netherlands, and Denmark. However, the order of countries changed 
remarkably when the researchers made a distinction between regular and 
occasional care. Sweden, Denmark, and France had below-average levels of 
regular childcare by grandparents, whereas the respective share in Greece, 
Italy, and Spain was almost twice as high as in the Scandinavian countries. 
Austria, Germany, the Netherlands and Switzerland had an average posi-
tion. Among regular carers, the gender division of carers also changed, with 
grandmothers having more intensive involvement (ibid.: 60-69).

However, older people are also active subjects in their own lives, deciding 
autonomously how to spend their time and money. In this new role, which 
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involves social and cultural re-engagement, grandparents are also capable 
of undertaking new projects (Leccardi, 2009a). Older people’s plans often 
revolve around travel and the possibility of discovering new places and 
cultures (Pronovost, 1992). That might involve cultural and social interests 
that were not possible in previous years, for example voluntary or charity 
work (Verbrugge et al., 1996; Bickel/Lalive d’Epinay, 2001). As pointed out 
by Facchini/Rampazi (2009), in more extreme cases some of these “young 
oldies” actually decide to construct a new life for themselves.

1.3.4. Gender, generations and family violence

Violence in families is first of all a gender issue but also a generational issue. 
Violence within the family has become an important public concern for 
contemporary societies. Several international bodies (e.g. the European 
Commission, the United Nations, the World Health Organization) have 
taken up the fight against violence against children, women and the elderly 
as one of the priorities of the international political agenda, leading several 
countries to implement legislation protecting victims of domestic violence 
and their fundamental rights. Although systematic efforts have been made 
to identify and analyse violence in the family, it has been difficult to reach a 
consensus regarding its definition and theoretical boundaries. The concep-
tual diversity of this field is a significant obstacle to comparisons. Another 
empirical problem is the under-reporting of violence. Estimates are often 
based on official reports, which tend to present lower numbers than real 
values (Knickerbocker/Heyman, 2007).

The majority of existing studies have focused on violence against 
women but also on violence against children and youth. Much less research 
has been carried out on violence against men, elderly people, homosexuals 
and bisexuals, people with disabilities, and immigrant and minority women. 
Most of the research has been done at the national level. Studies with a 
comparative European perspective seem to be rather rare, because it is 
difficult to compare the rates of family violence between different European 
countries, as existing studies have many important methodological and 
terminological differences. 

The “gender violence” paradigm has dominated research on violence 
against women. It reduces all violence to two foundations: male abuse is used 
to maintain power over women, and female violence is defensive and used 
only for women’s own protection. More recently, violence studies against 
women have mainly been based on two analytical models and measures. 
The first consists in analysing violence solely perpetrated by males against 
females. This is the so-called unidirectional model, and has been adopted by 
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important national and international organisations (e.g. the WHO, in countries 
such as Spain, France and Germany). It is a model which assesses only violence 
against women. The second (bidirectional) model assesses violence perpe-
trated by both male against female and female against male. Particularly from 
the mid-1990s, studies have begun to include other contexts where violence 
is also perpetrated against women (e.g. public space, workplace), and other 
types of perpetrators beyond intimate partners (e.g. other relatives, acquain-
tances) (Martinez/Schröttle, 2006). However, most studies collect information 
on violence perpetrated by an intimate partner against the woman.

Female violence against men remains a neglected area of study in the field 
of social sciences. A number of important questions regarding female violence 
remain unaddressed. Prevalence studies of violence against men in Europe 
are very scarce. Those that do exist focus on two basic lines of research: sexual 
violence perpetrated by women against men (Krahé/Scheinberger/Bieneck, 
2003); and the way violence against men is socially represented, perceived 
and researched (Research Group et al., 2004). More recent studies within the 
bidirectional model tend to develop longitudinal approaches (Archer, 2000 & 
2002). Violence also occurs in homosexual couples; some studies indicate that 
it is as frequent as heterosexual violence (Krahé et al., 2000).

Since the 1990s there have been a considerable number of prevalence 
studies on violence against children and young people. They focus mostly 
on sexual abuse, sexual harassment, parental violence and bullying in 
school. Despite the methodological differences between these studies, they 
all reveal relatively high prevalence rates of child abuse. However, preva-
lence is higher among girls than among boys, except for bullying. Velleman 
et al. (2008) have studied domestic violence experienced by young people 
living in families with alcohol problems. The study was part of the European 
DAPHNE project. It involved ten EU countries (Germany, Austria, England, 
Finland, Hungary, Ireland, Malta, Netherlands, Poland and Spain). Children 
affected by parental alcohol problems report having often lived under 
considerable stress for long periods, having to deal with family and parental 
environments where there was serious alcohol misuse, and serious domestic 
abuse, frequently moving into family violence. Findings show a complex 
interaction between gender, alcohol problems and child/spousal abuse. 

Bussmann, Erthal and Schroth (2010) have completed a cross-national 
research project on the effect of banning corporal punishment in Europe. 
Several international studies have revealed that the prohibition of corporal 
punishment has contributed to the reduction of parental violence, greatly 
influencing the attitudes and behaviours of parents. Parents who have 
themselves been more exposed to parental violence used more violence 
on their own children. This exposure is higher in countries where parental 



Chapter 1: Research on Families and Family Policies in Europe - Major Trends 

43

violence is not prohibited, such as France. This shows that existing conjugal 
violence is a risk factor for the adoption of violent educational styles. In 
countries where corporal punishment has been accompanied by formative 
and informational campaigns and long-term measures, the violence levels 
tend to be lower.

1.3.5 Conclusions

This chapter is based on a life-course perspective, which enables linking of indi-
vidual biographies with social and historical change. The approach adopted 
here also involves a particular concern for the importance of gender differences. 
Within this general framework, some major trends can be identified:

Transition processes of young people have changed with the 
prolonged presence of young people in their family of origin and 
couple formation taking place later.
New representations of partnership and parenthood emerge among 
young people, with changes in gender roles and in male and female 
identities – but the change is slow and many traditions are still strong.
The family of today is a negotiation and affection-based family.
The role of grandparents is important as providers of support to chil-
dren and grandchildren.
The most marked change in the field of division of paid work is the 
increasing level of female employment.
The division of paid work and especially of unpaid domestic work 
continues to be highly gendered.
Fathers’ involvement in childrearing is increasing slightly.
The male breadwinner model is being increasingly replaced by alter-
native models, with the “dual earner-female carer” model becoming 
the most widespread in Europe. The “one full-time and one part-time 
earner-female carer” model has also gained in importance.
Family violence is still largely gender-based violence, but also a 
generational issue.

The growing differentiation and pluralisation of social structures mean that 
societies move from a single model of the family to a plurality of models. 
Consequently, the modalities of passing through the various develop-
mental processes that constitute the course of family life have been trans-
formed. The final picture that emerges of these changes is far more intricate, 
colourful, and multi-faceted than the one that prevailed twenty or thirty 
years ago – and may have more contradictions and ambivalences.
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Age regulates entry into and exit from various life worlds – for example, 
when it is appropriate to marry and to have (or not to have) children (Elder, 
1975; Elder/O’Rand, 1995). Nonetheless, today it is necessary to look at these 
issues with a critical eye. In contemporary society biological age and social 
age tend to be separated: the former is no longer an obligatory reference 
point for the definition of the latter. It is possible, for example, to be a child 
yet already have the status of an autonomous consumer or, alternatively, to 
be categorised in the so-called ‘third age’ - biological age that would qualify 
one as elderly - yet play a socially important role.

On a formal level, becoming an adult implies a series of changes in status 
and assumptions of roles that lead to a progressive independence with 
growing social responsibilities. However, today this construction appears 
to be somewhat artificial. This means that the sequences that mark the 
passages from one social age to another are weaker than some decades 
ago. Thus, for example, today the adult is no longer defined through a 
substantial existential stability in the family and work, or in personal rela-
tions, but rather to a considerable degree through the capacity to dominate 
the continuous flow of changes (Saraceno, 1983).

Socio-cultural processes that contribute to weakening the life-course 
approach are first, the process of individualisation, and secondly, the process 
of the transformation of cultural norms, in particular in the direction of their 
increasing subjectivisation (Bozon, 2004). Individualisation is a process where 
individuals take upon themselves the onus of making choices and existential 
decisions. The dynamics of individualisation tend to “liberate” men and women 
from the traditional age categories and ties of gender and from familiar role 
models (Beck/Beck-Gernsheim, 1995; Giddens, 1990). The “subjectivisation of 
norms” has a deep impact on family life, for example, on sexual morality, and 
thus the norms that regulate cohabitation and sexual relations can be manip-
ulated by individuals. There is also a widening distinction between principles 
and practical situations, between principles and everyday life. Norms tend to 
be transformed from “social” to “private” norms. The moral codes relating to 
the life of the couple and the family are not dissolved but rather progressively 
pluralised and individualised (Leccardi, 2009b).

However, there also are still strong regularities, generalities, and tradi-
tions and some basic patterns of family life remain intact in Europe. You 
usually have to have a partner, education, a job, a house of your own and 
a shared future with your partner before you are ready to have your first 
child and marry. Even if new representations of partnership and parenthood 
have emerged among young people, changes seem to be rather slow, and 
gender divisions become more traditional after the birth of the first child. 
Most importantly, the division of paid and unpaid work continues to be 
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gendered. As shown in this review, women spend less time in the labour 
market, they are more likely to take part-time jobs and have more career 
breaks than men do. At the same time they have primary responsibility for 
housework as well as for child-rearing. The dual carer-dual earner society 
remains a theoretical concept in most of the Europe.

1.4 Social inequalities and living environments

A review of existing research shows that social inequality plays a crucial role 
in family life, and is related to family structure and dynamics in complex 
ways. Families reflect social inequalities, since the unequal distribution of 
various resources and differentiated opportunities affect the circumstances 
in which family life is built up. Families also reproduce inequalities, both in 
the short term and intergenerationally. Research shows that family back-
ground, life-style, and resources, including both material and socio-cultural 
advantages, tend to affect children’s lives and life chances. Transmission of 
wealth from older to younger generations and support in setting up family 
life during the transition to adulthood is significant in all European coun-
tries. In terms of intergenerational effects, families remain perhaps the most 
important mechanism for the transmission of unequal life chances. 

1.4.1 Social inequalities, diversity and wellbeing of families

Income inequality across and within European societies

Measurement of inequalities across and within European societies relies 
systematically on comparative statistical data regarding levels of income. 
There are significant differences in levels of income across Europe. The data 
on mean and equivalised disposable incomes from the year 2007 (in EUR) 
shows that Luxembourg (over 34,000 EUR), Ireland, Denmark and United 
Kingdom have the highest levels of income within the EU27, but they are 
closely followed by a large group of other countries. Eastern and Southern 
European countries have lower levels of income. The lowest levels in the 
EU27 are in Romania and Bulgaria (under 2,000 EUR).

Income inequality within each country is also significant. Drawing on 
one main indicator of income inequality - the ratio of total income received 
by the 20% of the population with the highest income (top quintile) to that 
received by the 20% of the population with the lowest income (lowest quin-
tile) - the countries with higher GDP per capita are not necessarily more 
equal. Together with the Nordic countries, we find lower levels of income 
inequality in countries such as Slovenia, Slovakia, the Czech Republic, 



46

Wellbeing of Families in Future Europe - Challenges for Research and Policy 

Hungary, and Austria. Income inequality has increased in many countries 
over the last decade: in Latvia, Romania, Bulgaria, Greece, Germany, France, 
Luxembourg, Belgium, Finland, Denmark, and Sweden. Although they are 
amongst the most unequal societies, Italy, Portugal, Estonia, Lithuania and 
Poland have reduced their income inequalities.

It has been shown that living standards, expressed as GDP per head, are 
generally lower in rural than in urban areas (European Commission, 2008a: 
55). The available data do not permit a systematic and complete analysis of 
rural-urban income poverty patterns in Europe. Nevertheless, some coun-
try-specific surveys show that the gap in poverty rates between rural and 
urban areas is bigger in Eastern European countries than in the Western 
countries. In Western countries, poverty is concentrated in remote regions 
and, in general, regions with accessibility problems (European Commission, 
2008a: 75).

Comparative datasets using the concept of class and taking up socio-
professional and educational indicators to compare social categories across 
countries are more difficult to find. Many authors have nevertheless argued 
that “class”, despite being a multi-faceted concept with a variety of different 
meanings, makes a significant contribution to understanding structured 
social inequality in contemporary societies (Bottero, 2004 & 2005; Devine et 
al., 2005; Savage et al., 2005; Crompton, 1998 & 2006b). The position taken 
by contemporary research on class is that although there has been consid-
erable social change in European societies, and individuals may have more 
choices to make than in the recent historical past, class and stratification 
analysis is still important and useful for understanding and explaining the 
complex realities of inequality.

Traditionally, research and policy makers have preferred economic and 
social indicators of wellbeing, deemed more appropriate for measuring 
the development of societies. Measures of life satisfaction, happiness and 
generally subjective indicators of wellbeing have not been widely used in 
the analysis of human welfare. So far, research on subjective wellbeing has 
been mostly concentrated in highly developed countries. Comparisons have 
been based on levels of satisfaction rather than their distribution across the 
population, and have focused on countries with small variance in subjec-
tive wellbeing, thus diminishing possible effects of socio-economic factors. 
More recently, a strong case has been made for the use of subjective indi-
cators combined with economic variables. Synthetic indicators have been 
proposed (Somarriba/Pena, 2009) combining various objective aspects 
such as income, living conditions and employment with subjective indica-
tors like perception of quality of life. 

The relationship between income inequality and subjective and objective 
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welfare indicators is defended by Wilkinson and Pickett (2009). According to 
them, unequal societies tend to perform worse on objective indicators, such 
as life expectancy, health, crime rates, and on subjective indicators, such 
as trust in fellow citizens or life satisfaction. They also point out that, in the 
more developed countries, measures of wellbeing are no longer associated 
with economic performance, suggesting that the quest for increasing mate-
rial wealth needs to be replaced with increased social cohesion, improved 
social environment and quality of life.

It is possible to say that life satisfaction seems to be related to overall 
societal economic performance, as life satisfaction is higher in more affluent 
societies (1999-2000 EVS Data Files and UNDP Data). Denmark, Malta, 
Ireland, Iceland and Austria are the top five countries in terms of life satis-
faction. Most countries of central and northern Europe have above-average 
life satisfaction scores, as do more southern countries such as Slovenia, Italy, 
Spain, and Portugal. Croatia and Greece scores are average when compared 
with the overall results. The bulk of countries with low life satisfaction scores 
are former socialist societies. Overall, there is a consistent relationship 
between life satisfaction and GDP, i.e. more affluent societies tend to have 
more highly satisfied citizens (also Fahey/Smyth, 2004). Therefore, despite 
the fact that some of the richer societies in the EU are rather unequal, the 
level of comfort and material wellbeing achieved seems to mitigate the 
effect of social inequality. In poorer societies, such as those in the Eastern or 
Southern Europe, there seems to be a stronger link between social inequality 
and life satisfaction.

Economic situation of families 

Since the focus is on the economic situation of families, it is meaningful to 
compare the incomes of different family types. Average annual net earn-
ings can be presented as annual net income per family member, which 
allows comparison of different types of families and also the effect of family 
type on the income level, i.e. how supportive the monetary family policy 
measures of the state actually are.

Average annual net earnings for a single person without children across 
the EU were 20,208 EUR in 2007. Average earnings were a bit higher in the 
old Member States and considerably lower in the new ones. The lowest 
annual net earnings were recorded for Bulgaria at 2,048 EUR on average. 
This is incredibly low even compared to the other new Member States. The 
average annual net earnings for a two-earner married couple with two chil-
dren per family member are almost everywhere about half the income of a 
single person. The average net income per family member in a one-earner 
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family with four members is highest in two of the new Member States, the 
Czech Republic and Slovenia. The measure is also similar in Luxembourg, one 
of the wealthiest Member States, and average income is quite low in Cyprus, 
Lithuania and the United Kingdom. Poverty of families will be discussed in 
the next section.

Employment has a crucial effect on the financial situation of families. 
Families with one earner and with children are in a relatively bad financial 
situation when compared with two-earner families. This explains the greater 
need for two incomes and presents a new problem for the families: how to 
combine work and family life. Steady lifelong jobs are disappearing, forcing 
families to deal with unexpected periods of either too much or too little 
work, which is accompanied by income insecurity. Welfare regimes have 
not yet found ways to cope with these changes (Knijn/Smit, 2009: 8). Inter-
relatedness between labour market developments and changing family 
lives has two income-related dimensions. Family formation might be frus-
trated by difficulties in accessing steady jobs, since childbearing as well as 
marriage are rather sensitive to financial instability. Furthermore, time to 
care for children is only partly compensated for by paid leaves, and only 
marginally included in pensions. A career break for care purposes decreases 
one’s lifelong income substantially (Knijn/Smit, 2009: 10-11).

Employment for men and women varies according to family type. Single 
persons without children are predominantly employed full-time, but in 
varying degrees (Eurostat, 2009c: 28-29). Single parents tend to work. 
Working full-time is fairly widespread in Bulgaria, Estonia, Greece, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Hungary, Portugal, Romania, Slovenia, Slovakia and Finland (with 
shares above 70%). In Germany, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Austria 
and the United Kingdom more than 30% of single parents work part-time. 
More than 30% of single parents were unemployed in Belgium, Germany, 
the Netherlands, Poland and the United Kingdom (Eurostat, 2009c: 28-29). 
In most couples without children both partners work full-time. With the 
exception of the Netherlands (39%), this share stood above 50% in all 
Member States. The highest shares (above 70%) were observed in the Czech 
Republic, Hungary, Portugal, Slovakia and the United Kingdom. The second 
most relevant pattern observed among couples without children was ‘one 
person working full-time and the other person not working’. The third type 
of employment pattern, with one partner working full-time and the other 
working part-time, was fairly common in Belgium, Germany and Austria. 
However, this type of working pattern was most widespread in the Neth-
erlands. The fourth and last working pattern, in which both partners are 
unemployed, accounts for only a minor share in the overall distribution of 
couples without children (Eurostat, 2009c: 30).
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For couples with children, the ‘both working full-time’ employment 
pattern is also the most frequent. However, this share stood above 50% 
in only 14 Member States. In many Eastern European Member States, the 
dual full-time earner model was the norm in communist times, although it 
became less common in recent years. In some countries, other employment 
patterns are prevalent. In Belgium, Germany, the Netherlands, Austria and 
the United Kingdom the  ‘one working full-time and other working part-time’ 
pattern was the most widespread. In Spain, Italy and Luxembourg the situ-
ation where one person is employed and the other person is not employed 
is the group with highest shares (Eurostat, 2009c: 30). Again the situation 
where both persons are not working is not widespread in the Member 
States. With the exception of Slovenia, in all Member States the presence of 
a child in the household leads to a decrease in the working pattern where 
both persons are working full-time (Eurostat, 2009c: 30).

There is evidence that poverty is much lower in countries with an earner-
carer strategy, which emphasises policy approaches meant to balance care 
and employment for both men and women. At the same time, poverty rates 
are significantly higher in countries that employ the earner strategy, which 
takes a market-driven approach to care issues. Poverty rates are significantly 
higher for single mothers and particularly single mothers of young children 
not only in countries that employ the earner strategy but also in those that 
employ the carer strategy. Policies that support care outside the home 
reduce poverty more for single mothers than for partnered mothers (Misra/
Moller/Budig, 2007). The findings suggest that beyond the positive impact 
of cash benefits paid to families with children, work-family policies such as 
childcare and short-term leaves have powerful effects on poverty. Yet work-
family policies that encourage women to take long leaves for caretaking 
have effects that are more ambivalent.

Employment stability plays an important role in young people’s deci-
sions to leave home and to start a family. Over the period from the late 
seventies to the nineties youth unemployment increased considerably. 
However, the importance of employment status varies across Europe. In 
Poland, Slovenia and Italy regular employment seems to be more important 
for couples starting to cohabit (in three out of four cases one of the partners 
was in regular employment) than in Germany (where in over 40% of cases 
none of the partners was in regular employment). Employment stability for 
at least one of the parents seems to be a necessary condition for the deci-
sion to have the first child. Besides a favourable economic situation, the 
need for more flexible working arrangements and other measures aimed at 
reconciling work and family are also indicated as relevant for family choices 
(Fondazione Giacomo Brodolini, 2007: 238ff.).
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1.4.2 Families and poverty

In 2007, around 17% of the households in the EU27 had an equivalised dispos-
able income that was less than 60% of the respective national median income. 
People living in these households were considered to be at a risk of poverty. 

Different groups in society are more or less vulnerable to poverty. The 
unemployed are a particularly vulnerable group: 43% of unemployed persons 
were ‘at risk of poverty’, with higher rates in the Baltic Member States. Those 
in employment were far less likely to be at risk of poverty (8%). Women are 
generally at greater risk of living in a poor household: 18% of women of all 
ages had an income below the threshold, against 16% of men. One in every 
five (20%) young adults between 16 and 24 was at risk of poverty. The level 
of education attained also appears to play an important role: those leaving 
education with no more than a lower secondary education were more than 
three times as likely to be at risk of poverty than persons with a tertiary 
education. 

Children and older people tend to face a higher risk than the rest of the 
population, even after social transfers. In 2007 one in every five children 
(20%) across the EU27 was at risk of poverty, with a slightly higher propor-
tion (22%) recorded amongst older people. Old women were more at risk 
of poverty than old men (22% compared with 17% in 2007). This gender 
inequality was widest in the Baltic Member States, Slovenia and Bulgaria, 
but relatively narrow in Luxembourg, France and the Netherlands.

The age profile of poverty: child poverty and youth poverty 

Förster and d’Ercole (2005) argue that relative poverty is, in most countries, 
more common among children than among the entire population, and this 
increased further in the second half of the 1990s. Child Poverty and Child Well-
being in the European Union (2010) conducted a detailed analysis of child 
poverty and found that in 2005 19 million children lived under the poverty 
threshold in the EU27. In most EU countries, children are at greater risk of 
poverty than the rest of the population, except in the Nordic countries where 
9-10% of children live below the poverty threshold (Bradshaw, 2010).

In the EU, half of all poor children live in the two types of households: 23% 
live in lone-parent households (against 13% for all children together) and 27% 
in large families (against 21% for all children together). However, the extent to 
which lone-parent households and large families experience greater risks of 
poverty depends both on their characteristics (age, education level of parents, 
etc.), and on the labour market situation of the parents (joblessness, in-work 
poverty, etc.). Children whose parents are below the age of 30 have a signifi-
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cantly higher risk of poverty than those living with older parents. The educa-
tional level of parents is another key determinant. It affects both the current 
labour market and income situation of the parents, and children’s own chances of 
doing well at school. Children living in a migrant household face a much higher 
risk of poverty than children whose parents were born in the host country.

Very little research has focused on poverty among young adults. The 
risk of poverty for young adults was highest in Denmark (28%) where, as in 
other Nordic Member States, it was about twice the rate for the whole popu-
lation. This may be unexpected, because one would expect youth poverty 
to be much lower in these Nordic welfare countries. One important answer 
lies in the fact that compared to other countries, young Scandinavians tend 
to leave home at a much earlier age. Therefore, the poverty experience 
of young Scandinavians is generally short-lived. In many other countries 
young adults continue to live in their parents’ homes and are less likely to 
be recorded as being “at risk of poverty”, since they share in their parent’s 
income. This does not necessarily reflect their true situation, which is often 
characterised by a lack of access to a decent income of their own.

Both marriage and cohabitation appear to protect young individuals 
from poverty and deprivation, though marriage generally has a stronger 
effect than cohabitation. The effects of having children are less marked 
than the effects of marriage and cohabitation, and in the opposite direc-
tion: having children is associated with a general higher risk of poverty. The 
exceptions are Finland and Denmark, where children do not have any influ-
ence on the likelihood of poverty (Aassve et al., 2008).

Household types and the shaping of poverty

The types of households at greater risk of poverty than others are single 
person households, single parent households with dependent children 
and households comprising two adults with three or more dependent chil-
dren. Single parent households and large households have been identified 
as more vulnerable to poverty over the last few decades, whereas single 
person households - in particular of young adults - have emerged more 
recently as more vulnerable.

Single adult person households have been identified as more prone 
to poverty than other types of family (e.g. Walker/Collins, 2004). Quintano 
and D’Agostino (2006) carried out analysis in four European countries (Italy, 
France, Germany and the UK) that have welfare systems representing Medi-
terranean, Continental and Anglo-Saxon regimes. The effect of gender was 
strong in all countries, indicating that women are at a greater disadvan-
tage than men in each country. The effect of age showed that women over 
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seventy had a much higher poverty rate everywhere. The effect of marital 
status was interesting: women who had never married had low median 
incomes and very high poverty rates in all countries. The same effect for 
divorce was observed except in France, where the poverty rate did not 
change. On the contrary, in Germany and Italy, divorce had a strong effect 
on the poverty rate. The impact of divorce was worse for women than for 
men, and was more evident in Germany and the UK than France or Italy (see 
also Callens/Croux, 2009).

There is a wide consensus among researchers that lone-parent families, 
which in most cases are headed by a woman, are the type of household 
most vulnerable to poverty (e.g. Fouarge/Layte, 2005; Walker/Collins, 2004; 
Kröger, 2004). Lelkes and Zólyomi (2008) analysed 2006 EU-SILC data and 
concluded that the poverty rate of single parents reached or surpassed 30% 
in the majority of the countries examined. In an international comparison, 
the situation of single parents was relatively favourable in Denmark, Finland, 
and Norway, where the poverty rate of this group is not higher than 20%. 
However, this figure was still higher than national average poverty rates in 
these countries.

Large families are also among the groups more prone to poverty (Brad-
shaw et al., 2006). Cantillon and Van den Bosch (2002) found that the poverty 
rate among families with three or more children was as high as that among 
lone-parent families in Belgium, Spain, Finland, Italy and the UK. The poverty 
risk of large families generally exceeded that of childless families, except in 
the Nordic Countries and the Netherlands. Layte and Fouarge (2004) and 
Whelan et al. (2004) examined the impact of various socio-economic factors 
on cross-national differences in deprivation using the European Community 
Household Panel (ECHP) survey. Logistic regression showed that having a 
larger number of children (3+) tended to lead to higher levels of deprivation 
across all countries, but the effect is rather small when compared to other 
variables, such as long-term unemployment, being a young single person 
aged 17-24, or lone parenthood. The negative effect of having a large family 
was strongest in Italy, Portugal and the UK.

Poverty dynamics: the ins and outs of poverty

Research on poverty dynamics is still rare. Jenkins and Schluter (2001) 
studied child poverty dynamics in the UK and Germany. Their results point 
to the importance of the welfare state-related differences as the principal 
source of differences in child poverty rates. In particular, relative to British 
children, German children are better protected against the consequences of 
adverse labour market events, and positive labour market events are more 
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strongly reinforced. When experiencing a trigger event, Germany provides 
a greater cushion against adverse events and better reinforcement of posi-
tive events.

Fouarge and Layte (2005) develop a detailed analysis of the effects of 
family-related factors on the probability of exiting poverty. Having a female 
head of household slows down exit from poverty significantly, as does 
having a head in the oldest age group (55-64). Less favourable employ-
ment conditions for these groups or depreciated stock of human capital are 
possible explanations for this finding. Interestingly, although being a single 
parent does not seem to impact on exit, not being married does seem to be 
significant and negative. Although the number of adults in the household 
does not have a significant influence, each additional child slows exit. The 
effect for the number of children is not unexpected, as much of the work 
in this field shows that in many countries larger numbers of children are 
associated with a greater poverty risk. It is also clear that singles, and espe-
cially single parents, are more likely to be persistently poor and have a lower 
probability of exiting poverty.

A comparison between two European countries, Germany and Great 
Britain, vs. Canada and USA was done by Valletta (2006). According to this 
study, most poverty transitions, and the prevalence of chronic poverty, are 
associated with employment instability and family dissolution in all four 
countries. However, government tax-and-transfer policies are more effec-
tive in reducing the persistence of poverty in Europe than in North America. 
Changes in family structure are frequently associated with poverty transi-
tions. In each country, divorce and marriage are the most common family 
events associated with poverty entry and exit, although poverty entries 
also are commonly associated with the formation of new families that split 
off from existing households. Among the events that are related to poverty 
entries, in all countries divorce is the most significant. Valletta’s findings 
confirm widely held beliefs about the key contributions of family stability 
and work attachment for staying out of poverty. This suggests important 
roles for individual behaviour as well as public policies that strengthen family 
stability and work attachment. Childcare subsidies may be one example of 
such policies, enabling cash-strapped and time-strapped parents effectively 
to balance work and home commitments.

Research focusing on poverty dynamics often links this analysis to a discus-
sion of the role of welfare regimes (e.g. Sainsbury/Morissens, 2002; Fouarge/
Layte, 2005; Callens/Croux, 2009; Förster/Tóth, 2001; Cerami, 2003). Some of 
the major outcomes of these studies point to the fact that welfare regimes 
have an impact on the likelihood of poverty entry but not on the likeli-
hood of poverty exit. Country welfare regimes, on the other hand, strongly 
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influence long-run poverty, with Social Democratic countries reducing the 
level of persistent and recurrent poverty. Liberal and Southern European 
regime countries have both higher rates and longer durations of poverty. 
Despite their dissimilar patterns of poverty duration, European welfare 
states display rather similar patterns of exit from poverty, once we control 
for duration.

1.4.3 Physical living environment and housing

Living environment and housing are crucial aspects of wellbeing, health, and 
family life. Most important characteristics that make people satisfied with 
their home and environment are nice general appearance of the neighbour-
hood and satisfaction with housing. The existence of crime in a neighbour-
hood as well as insecurity and the fear of crime are very strong predictors of 
neighbourhood dissatisfaction. General environmental indicators like clean 
air and availability of clean water are important components of a good living 
environment (Parkes et al., 2002: 2427; Pa Ke Shon, 2007: 2236).

The impact of environment and health is not equally distributed throughout 
Europe or within cities. Inequalities in quality of living environment reflect 
inequalities in economic, social and living conditions. Disadvantaged groups 
typically inhabit the worst parts of the city, beside noisy and dirty roads and 
industrial pollution, and are more greatly affected by the lack of green areas 
and public transport services. Climate change is a new and complex challenge 
for cities (European Environment Agency, 2009: 14ff.).

Quality of air and water has substantial effects on health and wellbeing. 
Measurements of air quality show that almost 90% of the inhabitants of Euro-
pean cities are exposed to concentrations that exceed the WHO air quality 
guideline level (European Environment Agency, 2009: 14f.). The highest 
concentration of particulate matter was found in Bulgaria and Romania. 
Exposure to air pollution by ozone was highest for the urban populations of 
Italy and Greece. Measures of air pollution were lowest in Finland, Sweden 
and the UK (Eurostat, 2009a: 422ff.).

The issues related to green open spaces are especially relevant because a 
large proportion of Europe’s population lives in urban areas, where the contact 
with nature is often lacking. Therefore green spaces such as parks are an 
essential constituent of urban quality of life. Baycant-Levant et al. (2009: 209f.) 
found, that when indicators related to the availability of urban green spaces 
are used to determine the green performance and ranking of European cities, 
the Southern European (France, Italy, Spain) cities lead. However, when plan-
ning performance indicators are taken into consideration, Northern European 
(Belgium, Finland and Germany) cities have higher scores. 
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Accessibility, access to outdoor recreation, distribution and the overall 
design of the urban area are important to individual satisfaction and 
encourage daily physical activity such as walking and cycling. Access to 
green areas is found to be linked with several health issues like obesity, 
cardiovascular disease and stress levels (European Environment Agency, 
2009: 17ff.; Nielsen/Hansen, 2007: 894ff.). Green areas have been found to be 
beneficial for children in various ways: children with good access to green 
open space, fewer high-rise buildings and more outdoor sports facilities are 
more physically active. Schoolchildren who have access to, or even sight of, 
the natural environment show higher levels of attention than those without 
these benefits (European Environment Agency, 2009: 15ff.). Neighbourhood 
open space, such as local parks, also plays an important role for older people 
in maintaining and enhancing their quality of life (Sugiyama et al., 2009: 3ff.).

It also is important that people feel secure in using these areas. On 
average, a quarter of national populations felt unsafe walking alone in their 
area after dark, the figure being higher in Bulgaria, Poland, Greece, Luxem-
bourg and Italy (over 35%) and lower in Scandinavian countries, the Nether-
lands and Austria (under 20%) (Van Dijk et al., 2007: 127ff.). However, fear of 
crime and actually falling victim to it are not strongly linked to each other. 
Countries with a higher share of people reporting fear of crime do not expe-
rience higher rates of actual crime, while within countries, older and richer 
people feel more unsafe than younger and poorer people do, despite being 
less likely to be a victim of crime (Stiglitz et al., 2009: 53). 

Forty per cent of Europeans are reported as living in dwellings that 
are badly situated, in areas with high levels of noise, pollution or crime 
(Giorgi, 2003: 31) or have poor access to transport, opportunities and 
services (Cameron, 2009: 8ff.) and there are tendencies towards spatial 
segregation of different income groups (Czasny, 2004: 9). The distribu-
tion of low-income households, older people, the unemployed and lone 
parents, is not even or random but involves significant concentrations in 
particular parts of cities and regions (Musterd/Murie, 2002: 40). Groups 
that are especially vulnerable to spatial segregation are migrants and 
ethnic minorities, though the degree of spatial segregation of immi-
grants across the EU varies. There are multiple causes for this variation, 
including immigrants’ income levels, discrimination in the housing 
market, public housing policies and degree of ethnic closure (Spencer/
Cooper, 2007: 36).

The average number of people living in a household in the EU27 was 2.5 
in 2005. It tends to be lower in Northern part of Europe and higher among 
the Mediterranean countries and those countries which have joined the EU 
since 2004 (Eurostat, 2009a: 252f.). In the actual quality of dwellings there 
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is also a clear-cut break between the former Eastern Bloc countries and the 
countries of the EU15 (Ministry of Infrastructure of the Italian Republic/
Federcasa Italian Housing Federation, 2006: 9f.). 

Some social groups, households or individuals lack access to suitable 
housing, because of homelessness or because accommodation has been 
characterised as being in “bad condition” (for example having insufficient 
heating); 24% of Europeans report living in accommodation which is in 
bad condition (Cameron, 2009: 9; Giorgi, 2003: 30f.). Problems accessing 
suitable housing are most relevant to poorer people, whose housing is 
of far lower quality than other households (Czasny, 2004: 8; European 
Commission, 2007b: 104f.). This is particularly true in many of the new 
Member States. Housing conditions in rural areas appear to be worse 
than those in urban areas. The urban-rural division also reflects differ-
ences according to age, income and occupational status: young people, 
unemployed, low-skilled and low-income people report the worst condi-
tions. This phenomenon appears to be almost non-existent in Northern 
countries, but is quite severe in Eastern and some Southern countries, 
namely Italy, Greece, and Portugal (European Commission, 2008a: 9f.). 

Overcrowded conditions are defined as when the number of people 
living in their homes exceeds the number of rooms in the household. The 
extent of crowded housing for children varies considerably between coun-
tries; in every country, at least one in ten children lives in an overcrowded 
home (only members of OECD are compared). Children in Eastern Europe 
experience overcrowding the most, and it is quite widespread in Italy and 
Greece, while children in the Netherlands and Spain are least likely to suffer 
from overcrowding (OECD, 2009b: 37ff.).

A growing mismatch between the diversity of people’s life-courses and 
the less diverse nature of housing stock can be detected. The life-course 
of individuals and households has become more complex, producing an 
ever-greater variety of housing needs. At the same time the nature of the 
housing stock tends to become less diverse, with more and more people 
buying detached dwellings located in suburban areas. The current model 
of ‘everyone owning their home’ is unable to satisfy wide-ranging housing 
demands. Contrary to housing market trends, the growth of small house-
holds resulting from the fall in the birth rate and the ageing of population, 
together with the increase in the number of single-parent families, childless 
couples and people living alone, point to the need for more rental housing 
(Bonvalet/Lelievre, 1997: 197ff.). 

According to some opinions, however, home ownership is an impor-
tant aspect of wellbeing, in that it protects owners from rent fluctuations 
and ensures that families have a stable and safe shelter, while the value of 
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property represents a major source of wealth for households (OECD, 2007b: 
140). Home ownership is supported in most of European countries (Giorgi, 
2003: 20; Priemus/Dieleman, 2002: 192) and preferred by residents in most 
countries (Priemus/Dieleman, 1999: 627). Due to rising housing costs, 
governments are trying to provide more affordable housing (Paris, 2007: 
3). However, social housing does not seem to be a popular solution any 
more, since this sector is in decline practically everywhere (Giorgi, 2003: 25; 
Priemus/Boelhouwer, 1999: 644).

The switch from subsidies for dwellings to subsidies for house-
holds has dominated policy change in Europe between 1980 and 2000 
(Maclennan, 2008: 424; Paris, 2007: 3). The emphasis is on satisfying the 
needs of vulnerable groups, not on improving the quality of life of broad 
segments of the population. Housing allowances are regarded as the 
most suitable and significant measure for assisting with housing costs 
(Turner/Elsinga, 2005: 108; Priemus/Kemp, 2004: 666; Paris, 2007: 3; 
Priemus/Boelhouwer, 1999: 644). Countries are also seeking to reduce 
exclusion through housing (spatial segregation) by targeting areas of 
poverty concentration (Cameron, 2009: 10). Urban regeneration policies 
are a common phenomenon in Western European countries (Kleinhans/
Priemus/Engbersen, 2007: 1069). 

1.4.4 Conclusions 

This section has covered a wide range of themes influencing current condi-
tions and everyday life of European families including their financial situa-
tion, housing and environment. The main emphasis has been on families 
with children and inequalities, not only differences between countries but 
also between social groups and different families. Major trends based on 
this review can be identified as follows:

Polarisation in contemporary European families is significant, partic-
ularly between low/highly qualified couples; male breadwinner/
dual earner couples; low/high income families, EU/non-EU migrant 
families, and the urban-rural dichotomy.
Middle-class families, especially two-earner families with educated 
parents and less than three children, will have good possibilities of 
making a living.
The typical loser will be a lone-parent household, headed by an 
unemployed woman with a low educational level and more than 
two children.
The extreme vulnerability of migrant families and their children, 
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particularly of non-EU immigrant families, compared to other fami-
lies and EU migrant families.
The mismatch between the diversity of life-courses and housing 
market developments.

One central characteristic of EU countries is the value given to social equality 
and solidarity. In spite of growing doubts created by ethnicity, changes in 
class-consciousness, and a stronger belief in the values of freedom and self-
determination, public opinion in the EU considers social equality to be a 
major value – and one not attainable by relying on market forces. This is part 
of a government’s responsibility, and is considered a marker of the Euro-
pean social model. Thus social inequalities and their development play a 
major role, politically and socially, not only in EU Member States’ thinking 
and policy agendas but also in the feelings of justice and wellbeing of EU 
citizens and families.

Two main interrelated trends in the relationship between social inequality 
and families can be identified. First, families reflect social inequalities, since 
the unequal distribution of various resources and differential opportunities 
affect the circumstances in which family life is built up and access to certain 
types of family forms, divisions of work, services or life-styles. Research 
shows that the tendency of individuals and couples in late modernity to 
organise family life and intimacy in plural ways and with more freedom 
beyond the external constraints of normative context and social control, 
does not mean that social determinants have disappeared. The formation 
of couples, the organisation of family life, and socialisation of children and 
parent-child relationships are all influenced by wider social forces and social 
structure. It is therefore an open question whether we can still talk about 
social classes. Might it be more fruitful to consider the very concept of class 
as being no longer useful and to focus instead on paradigms highlighting 
the concepts of agency, individualisation, choice, biographical diversity, 
gender, family form, and age?

Secondly, families reproduce inequalities, both in the short term and 
intergenerationally. Research shows that family background, life-style, and 
resources, including both material and socio-cultural advantages, tend to 
affect children’s lives and life chances. Transmission of wealth from older to 
younger generations and support in setting up family life during the transi-
tion to adulthood is significant in all European countries, with more affluent 
families being able to transfer more material and cultural resources. 



Chapter 1: Research on Families and Family Policies in Europe - Major Trends 

59

1.5 Social conditions of migrant families

Migration is an area of lively public debate and vast policy intervention in 
contemporary Europe. It also has gained more and more scientific interest. 
There are several reasons for this. Migratory movements have become 
increasingly visible in most of the European countries, and they defy some 
of the entrenched principles underlying national cultures and identities. It 
can be argued that international flows are currently one of the major sources 
of social change in Europe, and a challenge for family policy as well.

1.5.1 Demographic impact of migration

The importance of immigration - including national, intra-EU and third-
country national immigrants - for European populations is widely accepted. 
Recent statistical data also confirm the importance and widespread char-
acter of immigration in Europe. The settlement of populations with different 
national backgrounds, cultures, religions, and values goes against the notion 
of ethnic homogeneity on which European identities are - probably mistak-
enly - based.

In countries such as France, a considerable amount of inflows already 
existed in the first half of the twentieth century. In many other developed 
Western countries, large inflows occurred mainly after the Second World 
War, against a backdrop of solid economic expansion that lasted for about 
30 years. Most of the immigrants were initially supposed to be temporary 
guests, but many remained. From the 1970s onwards several changes 
occurred, including the enactment of restrictive policies and changing 
geography of flows and new migration patterns. From the 1980s onwards, 
Southern Europe and Ireland gradually became important targets of immi-
gration, together with some Scandinavian countries. More recently, after the 
end of the Cold War, Central and Eastern European countries also became 
objects of concern, given the importance of transit and, later, durable forms 
of immigration (Bonifazi et al., 2008). During these decades, outflows also 
took place from most European countries. Many of these were intra-EU 
flows. At the same time, a clear policy-driven difference started to emerge 
between intra-EU flows and others involving third countries. The contra-
diction between (almost) free circulation and restrictions on third-country 
nationals became increasingly evident.

The observation of net migration growth in Europe since the 1950s 
confirms several facts: the durability of inflows to the North and Western 
European countries to the present day; the turnaround from emigration to 
immigration in several countries, for example in Southern Europe; and the 
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gradual advent of new immigration destinations. Furthermore, comparison 
between net migration and natural increase is a revealing indicator of how 
immigration is driving demographic growth. In the context of overall demo-
graphic decline in Europe, it is mainly migration that is enabling positive 
growth, and the smoothing out of the structural impact of ageing. 

Some European countries, such as Luxembourg, Switzerland, Ireland, 
and Austria had a larger share of foreign-born population in 2006 than 
the United States, a country in which immigration is an important part of 
national identity. If we adopt the criterion of foreign population, these Euro-
pean countries are joined by Spain, Belgium, and Germany. When observing 
the rate of growth during recent years (1995 to 2006), both the share of 
foreign-born population and foreigners are on the rise in most European 
countries. The speed of growth has been higher in some of the recent Euro-
pean hosts, such as the countries of Southern Europe and Ireland. Spain is 
the most impressive example, having passed from a proportion of 1.6% of 
foreigners in the whole population in 1997 to a huge 10.3% in 2006 (OECD 
Factbook, 2009).

The legal channels that prospective immigrants use are diverse. In 2006, 
family-related migration, including family reunification and marriage migra-
tion, accounted for the majority of inflows, approaching 44% of the total. 
This was followed by individuals entering in the framework of free move-
ment provisions, particularly in the case of the EU, labour migration, and 
humanitarian grounds (including refugees).

The demographic impact of immigration in Europe has been the object 
of an increasing amount of research. The reason for this is plain: in the face 
of the potential decline and structural ageing of the European popula-
tion, the direct and indirect impact of immigration has generally been well 
received. The inputs resulting from (usually) young adult immigrants and 
their offspring have enabled increases in total population, slowed down 
the pace of ageing, and smoothed some of its consequences. On the other 
hand, the impossibility of replacement migration, in the sense of offsetting 
the consequences of European low fertility, has been repeatedly stated. 

Studies such as that by Haug et al. (2002), funded by the Council of 
Europe, have been amongst the first to study these issues on a comparative 
basis. Its conclusions pointed to the fact that immigration has contributed 
significantly to positive demographic growth and the slower pace of ageing 
in a number of European countries, mainly since the 1960s. This has to do 
with both its sheer numbers (direct impact) and its delayed demographic 
effect, given the volume of immigrants’ offspring (indirect impact). However, 
their concentration on adult fertile ages led in every case to a high propor-
tion of births issuing from immigration – the actual basis of the second 
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generation. In addition, their mortality rates were low, again a consequence 
of the young age structure and fertility rates among immigrants’ offspring - 
although varied - tended to come down to host country levels.

On the other hand, several studies, such as Lutz and Scherbov (2006) and 
Bijak et al. (2007) confirm that immigration may be, at the most, a small part 
of the solution to an unavoidable problem, i.e. low demographic growth and 
ageing. Simulations of net migration rates over the coming decades suggest 
that significant immigration would be beneficial in sustaining the current 
quantitative level of the workforce and the current potential support ratios 
in most EU countries. Therefore, migrant families are an important group 
when we discuss social and economic conditions of European families.

1.5.2 Families, gender, generation and migration

Available research on migrant families has addressed four main topics: the 
decision to migrate, forms of family migration, demographic trends, and 
assimilation of immigration families (Wall, 2007: 2253f.). The forms of family 
migration are especially interesting, if we think about family. It is not easy 
to draw up a typology of immigrant families, though one was suggested 
by Kofman (2004): i) family reunification; ii) family formation or marriage 
migration; and iii) whole family migration.

Family reunification is the conventional form. It occurs when an immi-
grant, living in a host country for a certain period of time and with an already 
existing family back home, brings in his/her family members. Although the 
typical form of reunification encompasses a male immigrant and his family, 
there are more and more cases of processes led by immigrant women (Wall 
et al., 2010). Family formation or marriage migration include two main sub-
groups: “the first consists of second and subsequent generations of children 
of migrant origin who bring in a fiancé(e)/spouse from their parents’ home-
land or diasporic space, a particular characteristic of Turkish and North 
African immigrant populations [...] The second variant of marriage migra-
tion involves permanent residents or citizens bringing in a partner they 
have met while abroad for work, study or holiday” (Kofman/Meetoo, 2008: 
155f.). Studies have shown that the volume of family formation surpassed 
family reunification in recent years. This was particularly true in countries 
with large settled immigrant communities (Kraler/Kofman, 2009).

Recent research has highlighted the growing role of women’s agency in 
family formation (Kofman, 2004). There are an increasing number of female 
immigrants bringing in male spouses and fiancés from the countries of origin. 
At the same time, more and more marriages resulting from international 
contacts are the consequence of women travelling, studying, and working 
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abroad. The third type of family migration is whole-family migration. In this 
case, the entire family moves at the same time. Given current legal restric-
tions, this is not common in Europe. The major exception involves some 
highly skilled immigrants, including intra-EU ones, and refugees.

One of the most relevant points raised by the literature is the impact of 
international migration on women’s roles and power, i.e. gender relations. 
Some studies suggest that immigration has beneficial effects on women 
and gender relations. Immigration and wage-earning in Europe may lead to 
the increasing independence of women, a more flexible division of labour at 
home, less segregation in public spaces and increasing centrality of women 
in transnational families and networks. This helps to explain why women 
may be more reluctant than men about return migration. Other analyses 
are more negative: gender is seen as another layer of the multiple oppres-
sion of migrant women – structurally discriminated against as migrants, as 
women, as members of the labouring underclass, as racially stigmatised, 
and, finally, as accepting these oppressive structures. These studies stress 
that many migrant women still suffer from some specific circumstances of 
their community’s culture and family life, which tend to collide with values 
of the host country (see Wall et al., 2010).

At this level, many findings indicate that there is a connection between 
violence and migration, namely male violent behaviour against women. 
Some researchers explore the links between violent male behaviour and 
social conditions. Furthermore, violence is a problem that goes beyond 
households and immigrant communities. The channels of “sex, marriage and 
maids”, as expressed by Phizacklea (1998) define some of the main avenues 
of female migration to Europe. The sex industry is largely demand-driven, 
providing opportunities for trafficking networks and prostitution, bringing 
in young women from less developed countries.

Studies on the second generation are crucial for understanding the 
integration of immigrants. This mostly results from the time perspective, 
which is so important in migration studies. Only a long-term perspective 
can measure the success or failure of migration projects. What happens to 
the second generation tells us about the way a society is dealing with its 
new members. Under the term “second generation” are usually subsumed 
native-born children of immigrants and usually the children who arrived 
before primary school.

Taking into account the major inflows that took place after the 1950s, 
most immigrants’ offspring are still at an early stage of their lives. The 
majority of immigrants’ descendants attended primary school in the 1980s 
and secondary school in the 1990s, and are now entering the labour market. 
This explains why most of the studies until now observed the educational 



Chapter 1: Research on Families and Family Policies in Europe - Major Trends 

63

attainment and the transition from school to work, but not the occupa-
tional trajectory. In general, studies have shown that, in educational terms, 
immigrants’ children perform worse than children with no immigrant back-
ground, although better than foreign-born children. When observing their 
early performance in the labour market, they have lower employment rates, 
a vulnerability to unemployment and lower access to skilled jobs, than 
compared to native youngsters, although again showing better indicators 
than foreign-born youngsters. These gaps are justified by the low socio-
economic background from which they come, reduced access to social 
networks in the labour market, and discrimination (Castles/Miller, 2009: 
227ff.). Since many of these people have acquired national citizenship, the 
fact that discrimination is at least partly based on ethnic origin explains part 
of the problem.

The situation of second generations in Europe is however more complex 
(Crul/Vermeulen, 2003; King et al., 2004 & 2006). Much recent research has 
highlighted many differences among EU countries and among immigrant 
groups. On the one hand, national contexts explain a large part of the 
variability in integration patterns. This is often less related to immigration 
policies than to national education and labour market arrangements, such 
as type of schooling (vocational or non-vocational) and access to higher 
education. On the other hand, immigrant communities display heteroge-
neity and polarisation, between and within EU countries. This means that 
one may observe a fraction of second-generation youngsters performing 
well in some EU countries, and at risk of becoming an underclass in others.

1.5.3 Conclusions

In contemporary Europe, we continue to experience increasing flows of 
people, coming both internally from other Member States, and from outside 
its borders. These migratory flows are of huge political relevance, but they 
are also relevant to families and are likely to continue.

Family-related immigration represents a long-lasting channel for 
entry into the EU.
The importance of immigration for the population of Europe is 
universally accepted.
Labour participation rates of the foreign-born population are relatively 
high, but they often perform tasks below their educational level.
The foreign-born population is at greater risk of poverty than the 
rest of the population.
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1.6 Media, communication and information technologies

One of the most remarkable changes in the everyday life of families has 
been the rapid strengthening of the media culture. It has even been claimed 
that the media have opened up new kinds of experiences, new learning 
opportunities, new ways of communicating and using time, and feelings 
of togetherness for family members, both children and adults. For most 
families in Europe the media have shifted in status from being a merely 
incidental, if desirable, element of private life and leisure to becoming 
thoroughly embedded in families’ everyday life, providing the indispens-
able infrastructure for the domestic space and the daily timetable and, in 
consequence, is taken for granted as mediators of social relations within and 
beyond the home.

In 2007, for the first time, a majority (54%) of households in the EU27 had 
internet access, and the main location for accessing the internet was the 
home (Eurostat, 2009a). The proliferation of communication and informa-
tion technologies has placed media and digital literacies at the centre of 
policy priorities (cf. the EC’s Digital Agenda, launched in March 2010), and 
high on the research agenda.

Media is here articulated both as ‘object’ - items in the household, 
whose location, access, gendered usage, use for facilitating work at home 
or care and support for older people and the infirm have significance for 
the timetable, spatial arrangements and social relations of family life, and 
as text - where the content and reception of media messages, the ways 
in which they represent advantaged and disadvantaged groups, and the 
symbolic (and material) risks as well as opportunities they pose, influence 
people’s perceptions of the wider world and of their place within it.

1.6.1 The changing place of media in the European home

In addition to changes in the media environment, some important social 
trends shape the family context within which media are accorded a place 
in the household. As children remain dependent on their parents for 
longer, their teenage and young adult years are spent in the family home, 
creating a demand for multiple personalised media goods to accommo-
date competing leisure interests. With the rise of consumerism, commerce is 
targeting ever-younger children and creating new markets for many forms 
of interactive or mass media. As the number of children in a family declines, 
parents are able to spend more on each child, such expenditure typically 
including media goods, digital toys, heavily advertised fashion items and 
media-related bedroom décor, sometimes with consequences for parental 
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authority and values. In some countries (such as the UK) parental fears 
regarding the safety of their children in public places encourage a tendency 
to equip the home as a place of leisure entertainment to compensate for 
declining public provision. As the period of education extends through the 
late teens, and as competitive pressures to gain workplace skills increase, 
parents are under social and financial pressure to provide household goods, 
technologies and toys to support informal learning at home (Livingstone, 
2002 & 2009).

As the means of communication change, requiring updated provision 
and new digital skills, adults too must engage in a continual process of 
learning – to use the technology in its own right and to use it to compete 
in a more flexible labour market. For diverse reasons, from the growth of 
an elderly population, increased migration, limits on state welfare provi-
sion and greater diversity in family structures, family communication must 
extend over time and place, positioning communication technologies as 
increasingly valuable. Finally, the shift from top-down state provision to a 
consumer-led model of governance places more emphasis on informed 
choice and varieties of technological mediation, this requiring in turn the 
accessible provision of information, choice and networking opportunities 
for connecting within and beyond communities.

Research shows a range of functions performed by media in house-
holds and families, including provision of a common focus for leisure and 
conversation, provision of symbolic resources for family myths and narra-
tives, the regulation of family time and space and a means of separating 
or connecting family subsystems within and beyond the home. On the one 
hand, media experience still tends to be shared with other family members. 
On the other hand, media are becoming more personalised, used in private 
spaces, and supportive of individualised taste cultures and lifestyles within 
the family.

Ever since it was first introduced into the family home from the 1950s 
onwards, television rapidly became children’s main leisure activity. The idea 
of media budgets (Roberts et al., 1999 & 2005) stresses that time for other 
activities decreases when that spent on media-related activities increases. 
However, they also found that heavy users of one medium are also heavy 
users of others. Indeed, young people seem to be multitasking and using a 
variety of media simultaneously. Reporting from the comparative project, 
Children and their Changing Media Environments, Johnsson-Smaragdi 
(2002: 193) found that simple media displacement is rare, given specialised 
media use, reallocation of media time and additive media use. Television 
displacing reading time has been a worry, but one without conclusive find-
ings. Johnsson-Smaragdi’s (2002: 45) findings reveal that the habitual time 
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spent in front of the television screen has increased during the past 15 years; 
boys from low SES families spend the most time in front of the television, 
and girls from high SES families the least.

As television has been increasingly complemented, if surprisingly little 
displaced, by the use of new interactive technologies within the home, a new 
body of research developed, following Silverstone’s (2006) concept of domes-
tication of new technologies in the 1990s. The argument was that even once 
technologies had been purchased by the household, the process of rendering 
them meaningful, finding them both space and time in the life of the family, is 
an unfolding, ongoing process of interpretation and adjustment.

Despite rapid increases in internet access over the past decade, house-
hold access and use of the internet still varies widely across Europe, ranging 
from 25% in Bulgaria to 86% in the Netherlands (Eurostat, 2008a). Gender 
differences in internet and computer use remain inconsistent, although 
present, across Europe. Seybert (2007: 1) reveals that “the difference between 
the proportion of young women (62%) and young men (67%) in the EU25 
using computers daily in 2006 was relatively small [...] slightly more young 
men (53%) than young women (48%) used the internet daily”. While 
parental education and income both have a part to play, their effects may 
be opposed, and it is certainly not simply the more affluent who have more. 
Family type also matters: while two-parent households (and households 
with working mothers) are much more likely to provide a media-rich home, 
reflecting their considerably higher incomes, single parents are just as likely 
to provide media-rich bedrooms for their children. 

For children and young people, one of the most important contributions 
of research has been to challenge the moral panics that commonly associate 
youthful media use with fears regarding their vulnerability and victimisation 
or, on the other hand, their engagement with new forms of mediated “hooli-
ganism”. A good example of this sensibility is research on the emergence of 
a media-rich bedroom culture for children (Livingstone, 2009). This could be 
framed in terms of children’s isolation from family life and their consequent 
vulnerability to commercial, violent, or other media messages. Although chil-
dren are hardly immune to such messages, qualitative research influenced by 
domestication theory adds a different understanding.

The rise of a media-rich bedroom culture suggests several consequences 
for the family. Children spend time in highly individualised, consumerist, and 
usually strongly gendered spaces. Children’s media use may be more exten-
sive, continually in the background if not also the foreground, and relatively 
unsupervised or unmediated by parents; the family’s leisure time is more 
compartmentalised (Van Rompaey/Roe, 2001), with families ‘living together 
separately’ (Flichy, 1995) and with time spent together ‘as a family’ some-
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thing that requires deliberate arrangement. Even when children are in the 
home, not physically co-located with friends, their leisure time may be spent 
in a peer context, in touch with peers as much or more than with parents 
(Ito et al., 2010; Livingstone, 2009). Age makes a difference: older children 
and boys generally have more media goods in their bedroom, particularly 
screen entertainment media. Livingstone (2002) notes that families with sons 
place computers in bedrooms more often; those with daughters place them 
in a common space (also Johnsson-Smaragdi et al., 1998). 

Considerable cultural differences in bedroom culture are evidenced by 
cross-national differences found by “Children and their Changing Media 
Environment”, which surveyed children in 12 countries in 1997-98. This 
found that a screen entertainment culture is particularly strong in the UK, 
with Denmark close behind. Households in Nordic countries and the Neth-
erlands are pioneers of new technologies, including those for children. In 
Spain, both boys and girls are particularly likely to spend time with the 
family and to spend comparatively less time in the bedroom, while Swedish 
and Finnish teenagers are overwhelmingly more likely to spend their free 
time with a group of friends, also spending a smaller proportion of their 
free time in their own room. Indeed, Swiss teenagers spend a greater than 
average proportion of their time in their own rooms, while Finnish teenagers 
spend less than average, even though Swiss children own fewer televisions 
or computers and spend less time on these media while for Finnish children 
the opposite is the case (Bovill/Livingstone, 2001: 196).

1.6.2 Media technologies and associated risks

With 75% of European children using the internet, a figure that continues 
to rise (though it may soon plateau), societal concerns regarding the associ-
ated risks also increase, raising new research questions with pressing policy 
implications. 

Half of all teenagers online give out personal information, the most common 
risky behaviour. Findings from the Eurobarometer survey (Livingstone/Haddon, 
2009) suggest that according to their parents, children encounter more online 
risk through home than school use (although this may be because parents 
know little of their children’s use at school).

There is evidence supporting a classification of countries based on the 
likelihood of children experiencing online risk. This classification suggests a 
positive correlation between use and risk. High use, high-risk countries are, 
it seems, either wealthy Northern European countries or new entrants to the 
EU. Southern European countries tend to be relatively lower in risk, partly 
because they provide fewer opportunities for use (Hasebrink et al., 2009).
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It seems that children’s internet-related skills increase with age. Such skills 
are likely to include children’s abilities to protect themselves from online risks, 
though this has not been extensively examined. It also seems that there are 
cross-national differences in coping. Children’s perceived ability to cope with 
online risk reveals higher ability to cope among children in Austria, Belgium, 
Cyprus, Denmark, France, Germany and the UK, and lower ability to cope in 
Bulgaria, Estonia, Greece, Portugal and Spain (intermediate countries are the 
Czech Republic, Ireland, Poland, Slovenia and Sweden).

1.6.3 Parenting, media, everyday life and socialisation

Traditionally, infants and toddlers have engaged little with the media, 
although television, radio and music are often in the background. During 
primary school years, children are generally not major media users, although 
television and electronic games are very popular. Over the teenage years, 
young people begin to broaden their range of media uses and tastes, often 
seeking to individuate themselves from their friends via media tastes while 
simultaneously being absorbed in the culture of their peer group. By their 
late teens and early twenties, young people are negotiating a wide range 
of information, communication and literacy demands as they manage the 
transition from school to further study and/or work.

Generally, much of the available literature on media and socialisation 
addresses questions of media exposure and effects. Overall, the research 
literature points to a range of modest effects, including effects on atti-
tudes and beliefs, effects on emotions, and, more controversially, effects 
on behaviour (or the predisposition towards certain behaviours). However, 
there are many methodological qualifications and contestations accompa-
nying these conclusions, especially the critique of cause-effect assumptions 
in much socialisation theory, and concern that such research neglects the 
child’s own agency.

In terms of family reception of media content and questions of values and 
tastes, the context of family viewing is a crucial determining factor in what 
causes offence. Research suggests that audience concern most often focuses 
on terms that stereotype or marginalise. Buckingham (2005) suggests that 
children may adopt their taste judgements from adults, including finding 
swearing, sex or violence distasteful or embarrassing. On the other hand, 
they also consider that such content in reality television, game shows and 
soap operas has value in offering them a kind of a projected adult future. 
Thus, Buckingham and Bragg (2003 & 2004) found that children may value 
sexual material as a means of gaining information otherwise difficult to 
obtain or as providing a pretext for discussing difficult issues in the family.
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Parental mediation strategies for children online can be classified as active 
or instructive mediation, rule-making or restrictive mediation, and parental 
modelling or co-viewing. Research on parental mediation of the internet in fact 
reveals that mediation is fairly widely practised, albeit with substantial cross-
national variations. The effectiveness of time restriction in European coun-
tries shows that the significance of the strategy differs with the socialisation 
cultures of the countries. However, evidence of ‘a regulation gap’, impeding 
parental mediation especially for the internet, shows that since parents are 
willing and ready to mediate television more than the internet, even though 
they worry more about the internet than television, it is lack of skills rather 
than lack of concern that results in lower levels of internet mediation. Kirwil 
(2009: 403) concludes that “although parental mediation is associated with 
fewer number of children at risk from online content, the effectiveness of 
several strategies seems to depend on the country’s socialisation culture. In 
Europe, both restrictive and non-restrictive mediation may be effective in one 
childrearing culture, but ineffective in another one”.

The economic and educational resources of the family are replicated in 
digital environments. To create societies in which all families are equal, it 
is important to understand how we can break this vicious cycle for disad-
vantaged families so that access to services, social relationships, education 
and information is not limited by cultural, social or economic background. 
The use of information and communication technologies (ICT) in education 
and learning at school and at home is the site of attention and action at 
the policy level, because the use of ICT for creating a positive impact on 
learning outcomes, achieving potentials, acquiring job skills and enhancing 
lifelong learning is recommended. In terms of utilising the full benefits of 
ICT in education and learning, Livingstone (2009: 64) identifies two hurdles: 
“one is attitudinal, for parents must share this educational and technolog-
ical vision for their child; the other is material, for parents must possess the 
resources (time, space, knowledge and money) to implement this vision”. 
Recently, there has been optimism that mobile phones may help to over-
come digital divides between learners with home broadband access and 
those without, or that it may improve feedback from teachers. However, 
mobile learning necessitates a good amount of technical training, prepara-
tion and planning, production of learning material and a sequence of many 
other time-consuming activities. It must be admitted that as with ICT and 
education, the advantages of this are still unclear, and as always, these are 
bound to vary by demographic factors.
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1.6.4 Conclusions

In contemporary Europe, the mediation of institutions and processes of 
family and social life has become increasingly complex. Media are an impor-
tant part of the domestic environment. Some important trends in European 
homes today are:

New, interactive, individualised and personalised media tech-
nologies are rapidly contributing to a diverse media environ-
ment.
Despite privatisation of media access, media experiences are still 
shared with other family members.
Children’s use of the internet continues to grow. Striking recent 
increases are evident among younger children (6-11 years) and in 
the new EU Member States.
Emergence of a media-rich bedroom culture among children.
Socio-economic inequalities continue to matter, with patterns of 
digital exclusion mirroring those of social exclusion.

1.7 Family policies and social care policies

This section focuses on research on family policies and social care policies 
within EU Member States from a comparative perspective. In many Euro-
pean countries, these policies have become increasingly important. Part 
of the explanation is the increased political awareness of the challenges 
discussed in previous sections: decreasing birth rates, population ageing, 
diversification of family forms, and the weakening of the male breadwinner/
female carer model.

 The diversity of European welfare systems and family policies exceed 
existing country categories and welfare regime typologies. There is also 
significant national variation within these categories, even within the Nordic 
countries, which are usually classified as a joint Nordic model. Furthermore, 
in these comparisons and classifications the most recent EU Member States 
are usually missing (mostly CEE countries). However, there are some indica-
tors that European Member States are converging in terms of their social 
care systems and family policies.

In his famous publication “The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism”, 
Gøsta Esping-Andersen (1990) clustered welfare states in order to 
facilitate systematic comparisons between them. He analysed social 
policies in 18 countries and used the indicators de-commodification, 
social stratification, and interplay of state, market, and family in social 
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provision13. The result was the well-known threefold typology: the 
Liberal, the Conservative, and the Social-Democratic welfare state 
regime. Feminist criticism has argued that this typology neglects 
gender-specific problems of the welfare state as well as the family’s role 
in welfare provision (Orloff, 1993; Daly, 1994; O’Connor, 1996). There-
fore, alternative typologies have been developed, which focus on these 
issues (e.g. Lewis/Ostner, 1994). Esping-Andersen (1999: 51) responded 
to this critique by adding the distinction between familialistic and de-fa-
milialising welfare states, concepts originally developed by Lister (1994), 
defining de-familialisation as “the degree to which households’ welfare 
and caring responsibilities are relaxed either via welfare state provision 
or via market provision” (Esping-Andersen, 1999: 61). The distinction will 
be used in this section to assess the directions of family policy and social 
care policy changes, even though these concepts should be treated with 
caution.

Social care policy is in many ways linked to family policy, but it includes 
not only childcare but also care for older people and other forms of adult 
care. Since the mid-1990s it has become a core issue in social policy and 
in social research (Anttonen/Sointu, 2006: 4). Social care has many dimen-
sions, which makes this research field broad and complex. In this section, 
the concept of social care is adopted from the EC-funded SOCCARE project. 
Social care is defined as the assistance and surveillance provided in order to 
help children or adults with the activities of their daily lives. Social care can be 
paid or unpaid work provided by professionals or non-professionals, and it 
can take place within the public as well as the private sphere. Formal service 
provision from public, commercial and voluntary organisations, as well as 
informal care from family members, relatives and others, are here included 
within social care (Kröger, 2004: 3). In this section, the focus is on the perspec-
tive of families and family members and on families as care providers.

1.7.1 State family policies in Europe

Family policies are part of the larger social policy context (Ferrarini, 2006: 
5), which is usually quite normative and highly ideological: family poli-
cies are linked to basic assumptions about the role of the family in society 
(Kaufmann, 2000: 424) and to definitions of what a family is or ought to be 

13 De-commodification is the extent to which individuals can maintain a normal standard of living 
regardless of their market performance (Esping-Andersen, 1990: 86), e.g. by old-age pensions. 
Social stratification measures how far the welfare state itself actively orders social relations, e.g. 
by income-related benefits. 
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(Lüscher, 1999: 8). Family policies can be defined as an “amalgam of poli-
cies directed at families with children and aimed at increasing their level 
of wellbeing” (Gauthier, 1999). This definition acknowledges the fact that 
family policy is a cross-cutting issue (Gerlach, 2010: 168), which may include 
“topics as varied as employment, transport, food, and education policies” 
(Gauthier, 2002: 456). It poses a challenge to international comparisons of 
family policy and highlights the need for clear conceptualisations.

When family-affecting state interventions are explicitly undertaken, they 
are usually driven by one or several of the following motives (Kaufmann, 
2000: 426ff.):

Institutional motives, to preserve the family as an institution in its own right, 
often linked with conservative policy and a traditional family model.
Demographic motives, which have increased in importance in the 
context of demographic changes, such as measures to increase birth 
rates or diminish abortions.
Economic motives 1) to stress the importance of the family for human 
capital building and to assess its benefits for society; 2) to emphasise 
economic functionality (strengthening the workforce via childcare).
Socio-political motives, to compensate direct and opportunity costs 
of family responsibilities (e.g. caretaking, income losses) and to fight 
poverty.
The gender equality motive, to remove economic and social disadvan-
tages especially for women, and to reach a more gender-equal share 
of family and employment tasks and set special incentives for fathers. 
Children’s welfare motive, to provide the framework for public provi-
sion of children’s needs. 

Policy makers have a range of different instruments at their disposal, which 
can be distinguished as 1) regulation, 2) information and 3) financing. Regu-
lation includes family law, protected leaves and equal opportunity laws. 
Information might mean family support programmes, benchmarking and 
performance indicators. Financing includes financing of childcare, parental 
leave payments, child/family allowances, social insurance, family taxation, 
and housing allowances (Blum/Schubert, 2010: 85).

In many European countries family policies have become a major area of 
reform. However, institutions, norms, and regulatory frameworks substan-
tially limit policy makers’ scope for action and the shaping of future policies. 
European Union regulations also influence national family policies. None-
theless, it is reasonable to speak of diversity in European welfare systems. 
Family policies of the Nordic countries have been heavily influenced by 
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the Protestant church and left-wing governments. They gradually focused 
on gender equality, reconciliation, and female labour market integration 
through de-familialising policies (Ferrarini, 2003). Nordic family policies seek 
to promote the interests of individuals rather than of families as units, and 
have no institutionalised family policies with designated ministries (except 
in Denmark). With regard to family law, Nordic countries are advanced in 
putting unmarried cohabiting couples on a par with marriage (Hantrais, 
2004: 113, 133). Legal rights of same sex couples and their families have also 
increased in recent decades, giving them in most respects the same legal 
status as marriage (Eydal/Kröger, 2010: 14). They also pay particular atten-
tion to the wellbeing of children (Ostner/Schmitt, 2008), and introduced 
early joint custody after divorce. Legal family obligations are very weak. 
Family allowances are tax-funded, and government-NGO co-operation is 
strong (Appleton/Byrne, 2003: 212).

Family policies of the continental countries have been heavily influenced 
by the Catholic Church and the subsidiarity principle. The role of Christian 
democratic parties has been strong (Borchorst, 1994). Family policies are 
traditionally characterised by male breadwinner and female carer norms. In 
countries with Bismarckian earnings-related social security schemes (espe-
cially Austria and Germany), social protection of women and children may 
still be dependent on marriage and family relationships (Hantrais, 2004: 
117). Austria, Germany and Luxembourg have long-standing traditions of 
designated family ministries, and France and Belgium have perhaps the 
most explicit and consistent family policies across Europe (Hantrais, 2004: 
138). Several continental welfare systems prescribe state protection of the 
family in their constitutions. Regarding family law, some countries follow 
the Nordic example regarding equal treatment of non-married couples, and 
the majority of countries introduced same sex registration schemes (Boele-
Wölki, 2007). Governmental-NGO co-operation is ambivalent: while the civil 
society sector has a strong role in policy implementation, its role in agenda 
setting and policy formulation is quite weak (Appleton/Byrne, 2003).

Anglo-American countries (Ireland, Malta, and the UK) share common 
ground in weak state intervention, need-oriented support, and the promi-
nent role of the market, but differ in others. Malta and Ireland have stronger 
familialist traditions than the UK. Ireland prescribes family protection in its 
constitution and has a designated ministry for family policies. With regard 
to family law, divorce was made legal in Ireland only in 1996 (Hantrais, 2004: 
110), and is still illegal in Malta. Family relationships are not strictly regulated 
in the liberal systems – but neither are duties of the state, leading to a heavy 
reliance on the private and voluntary sectors (Hantrais, 2004: 129). Since 
social welfare is an individual responsibility and the benefits directed at 
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means-tested minimum coverage, family policy is not explicit and compre-
hensive, but part of general welfare policies (Rüling/Kassner, 2007: 22). 
Family allowances are tax-funded in Ireland and the UK, while Malta, being a 
hybrid case in several respects, exhibits mixed-funding. Governmental-NGO 
co-operation is less integrated than in the Nordic countries, but in the UK 
civil society organisations are integrated into family policy (Appleton/Byrne, 
2003). 

The Mediterranean countries - or the Southern European countries, if 
we include Portugal in the group - share similarities with the continental 
systems in male breadwinner and female carer traditions and Catholic influ-
ences. With regard to family law, these countries legally assign mutual obli-
gations to the extended family, and the state provides support only when 
these sources are exhausted (Hantrais, 2004: 129). State duties to protect the 
family are prescribed in the national constitutions of Greece, Italy, Portugal 
and Spain. Authority is often delegated to the local and regional level, 
leading to regional discrepancies (Hantrais, 2004: 144); the overall approach 
is rather fragmentary. A designated ministry for family policy exists in no 
country, but in 2006 Italy created a co-ordinating Department for Family 
Policies. Spain makes a case for institutional and legal reforms: under the 
social-liberal coalition in 2005 it eased the divorce law and took the lead 
regarding civil unions (Bertelsmann, 2008). Only Portugal recognises same 
sex partnerships de facto without registration (Boele-Wölki, 2007). Family 
allowances are generally at a low level and governmental-NGO co-opera-
tion is weak (Appleton/Byrne, 2003). 

The post-socialist countries make most interesting cases, since they have 
faced dramatic institutional shifts in family policy. Before the Second World 
War, most of these countries were based on the conservative Bismarckian 
model and their family policies showed all signs of familialism. Then with 
restructuring since the 1990s, following employment-centred, universal 
welfare provision during the socialist era, some features exhibit path-de-
pendence from this time (Trumm/Ainsaar, 2009: 154), and there has been 
institutional redesign in most cases. Case studies have shown that all former 
communist countries quit the path of de-familialisation and tried to rein-
troduce the traditional familialism-based regime (Saxonberg/Sirovatka, 
2006: 186; Hantrais, 2004). Some constitutions mention protection of the 
family (Hungary, Estonia, Latvia, and Poland). Designated ministries exist 
in Romania, Slovenia, Slovakia, and in Latvia (Cunska/Muravska, 2009). Legal 
obligations of extended families are strong, while state duties are weak, and 
there are no explicit or coherent family policies. Regarding same sex partner-
ships, only Slovenia, the Czech Republic, and Hungary have such legislation 
(Boele-Wölki, 2007). Family allowances are tax-funded but underfunded. 
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Governmental-NGO co-operation is still weak, affected by the communist 
times, and the Catholic Church often holds a monopoly over NGOs. However, 
co-operation is developing (Appleton/Byrne, 2003: 217). 

 
1.7.2 Childcare policies

The most widely studied topic in relation to family policies and social care has 
been childcare arrangements and policies including parental leave schemes, 
cash benefits, and day care services. This theme includes research on the 
division of labour and responsibilities between families and the state, but 
also gender division within families with regard to childcare (e.g. Gerhard/
Weckwert, 2001; Gerhard et al., 2005; Ellingsæter/Leira, 2006; Crompton et 
al., 2007; Lister et al., 2007; Lewis et al., 2008). 

There are several reasons for the popularity of this topic. First, childcare and 
motherhood has been one of the main issues in feminist research, and child-
care has been seen as an issue of gender equality. Secondly, the increasing 
employment rate of women and gender equality in working life have been 
important political aims in many European countries, and in the EU. This has 
motivated and promoted research on this topic (see e.g. Giullari/Lewis, 2005: 
3f.; Plantenga et al., 2008; Plantenga/Remery, 2009).

Leave policies

Already at the end of the nineteenth century some European countries 
developed limited maternity leave and corresponding pay schemes 
(Gauthier, 2000: 3), which were intended to protect the health of the mother 
and the newborn child. Substantial improvements in European maternity 
leave systems were made during the 1960s and 1970s. Nordic countries 
adopted a more gender egalitarian perspective and transformed maternity 
leave into a gender-neutral parental leave, though reforms in most other 
countries were less extensive. 

Since the 1970s and 1980s, there has been significant growth and diversi-
fication of leave policies throughout Europe. Besides maternity leave, most of 
the Northern and Central European countries have adopted some system of 
parental leave – fostered in Southern Europe one decade later in the 1990s 
(Gauthier, 1996: 77). Today, the period of maternity leave varies from 14 to 20 
weeks, with an earnings-related payment of between 70 and 100% (Moss/
Deven, 2009: 82). Paternity leave entitles fathers to take a short leave immedi-
ately after the birth of a child. Interestingly, Portugal is the only country making 
paternity leave obligatory. Usually, paternity leave periods vary from two to ten 
days, with earnings-related payment on the same basis as in maternity leave.
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Parental leave is available equally for mothers and fathers. It can be struc-
tured either as a non-transferable individual right with an equal amount of 
leave or as a family right, which parents can divide between themselves. 
According to the EU Parental Leave Directive, all Member States must 
provide at least three months parental leave per parent. This directive does 
not specify further requirements regarding payment or flexibility (Moss/
Deven, 2009: 84). Concerning the length of parental leave, countries can be 
clustered into those providing about nine to 15 months and those providing 
up to three years. In many countries, the payment is earnings-related, but by 
contrast, in several other countries parental leave benefit is paid at a flat 
rate, low earnings-related rate, means-tested or for only part of the leave 
period. Several countries additionally have developed childcare leaves 
between one and three years following the maternity or parental leave 
period. Parental and childcare leave are creating a continuous period, some-
times with different conditions affecting payment. Furthermore, nearly all 
European countries offer at least unpaid time off to care for a sick child.

In recent years, more academic and political attention has been paid to 
options that family policies offer for men in childcare. O’Brien (2009: 194) 
has compared fathers’ patterns of leave-taking across 24 (mostly European) 
countries between 2003 and 2007. The main dimensions used in her analysis 
are leave duration and level of income replacement. She has clustered these 
“father-sensitive leave models” as follows: 1) Extended father care leave with 
high income replacement (Finland, Germany, Iceland, Norway, Portugal, 
Quebec, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden); 2) Short father leave with high income 
replacement (Belgium, Canada, Denmark, France, Greece, Hungary, the Neth-
erlands); 3) Short/minimalist father care leave, with low/no income replace-
ment (Australia, Austria, Czech Republic, Estonia, Ireland, Italy, Poland, and 
United Kingdom);  4) No statutory father care-sensitive parental leave (United 
States). Her results suggest that fathers’ use of statutory leave is greatest when 
high income replacement (50% or more) is combined with extended duration 
(more than 14 days). Father-targeted schemes heighten usage.

Leave policies have been an area of significant growth over recent 
decades. The expansion of leave arrangements in almost all European coun-
tries reflects economic and demographic motives of policy makers as well 
as the political pressures on governments to support parents in balancing 
work and family life. At the end of the 1990s, most European countries had 
developed a range of different types of leave for working parents and others 
with care responsibilities. The trend towards increasing leave time was 
accompanied by an expansion of part-time work. With the Nordic countries 
being pioneers again, in several countries working parents gained rights to 
reduced working time (Morgan, 2008).
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In research on childcare and reconciliation of work and family life there 
has been a heavy emphasis on the role of the welfare state. The Euro-
pean Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 
however, emphasises the role of companies, employers, and organisational 
culture in workplaces in how parents are able to use the options avail-
able. The authors conclude that the factors shaping the take-up patterns 
of parental leave include the financial and legal conditions of the statutory 
parental leave system, the prevailing gender division of labour, and access 
to measures aimed at reconciling work and family life. Other important 
factors are whether parental leave is accepted and supported within the 
organisational culture, as well as the establishment’s human resources prac-
tices, and labour market conditions with regard to wage levels, job security, 
and unemployment (European Foundation, 2006: 6).

Childcare services

Formal childcare has been the most crucial area of family policy reform in the 
EU in recent years, being increasingly regarded as a vital work-family recon-
ciliation element that contributes to multiple goals, such as female employ-
ment, gender equality, birth rates, and early education. The Barcelona Euro-
pean Council 2002 certainly provided a strong impetus in this regard. The 
summit agreed on the goals of providing childcare to at least 33% of chil-
dren under 3 years of age and to at least 90% of children between 3 years 
old and the mandatory school age in each EU Member State by 2010. Other 
drivers were the OECD’s research, such as PISA and ‘Babies and Bosses’, which 
pointed out the importance of early childhood education and care.

Childcare provisions in the EU countries differ substantially with regard 
to coverage rates, affordability and quality (see Plantenga/Remery, 2009; Da 
Roit/Sabatinelli, 2007; OECD, 2007a; Eurostat, 2009c; Lohmann et al., 2009). 
In their report based on Eurostat statistical information and national reports, 
Plantenga and Remery (2009: 54f.) say that in the age category 0-2 years, the 
use of formal childcare arrangements varies from 73% in Denmark to 2% in 
the Czech Republic and Poland. Only seven EU Member States (Denmark, the 
Netherlands, Sweden, Belgium, Spain, Portugal, and the United Kingdom) 
have already met the Barcelona target. The use of formal care arrangements 
increases with the age of children. The authors also recall the need for day-
care for school age children.

Childcare services for children under three are particularly well developed 
in the Nordic countries. Conversely, deficient formal systems with less than 
10% of children under three can be found in post-socialist Czech Republic, 
Hungary, Poland, Lithuania, Slovakia, but also in Austria and Malta.
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Care systems for children from the age of three to mandatory school age 
have expanded everywhere. Regarding opening hours, part-time exceeds 
full-time care especially in Austria, Germany, Netherlands, but also Ireland, 
Malta and the UK – reflecting institutional traditions and cultural norms. Overall, 
full-time care is more common for the older age group than the younger one. 

In childcare provision there has been a heavy emphasis on quantity, but 
an issue that is even more important is quality. While in national studies 
qualitative information has been vital, quantifiable data like staff-child 
ratios or education of nursery school teachers has been used in interna-
tional comparisons (Lohmann et al., 2009: 72). Regarding staff-child ratios, 
there are again considerable differences throughout Europe: for the under 
three age group, some countries such as Denmark (1:3) and the UK (1:3) 
show a favourable staff-child ratio, while others such as Italy (1:7 to 1:10) 
or Germany (1:6) exhibit unfavourable ratios. Similar diversity exists with 
regard to the educational level of childminders and pre-school teachers. 
Particularly low educational levels seem to exist in Belgium, Germany, 
the Netherlands, and the UK. Furthermore, they criticise the considerable 
gender imbalances among childcare staff. Staff qualifications also tend to 
differ between different childcare institutions within countries, and private 
childminders usually have a significantly lower level of education (Plan-
tenga/Remery, 2009: 45). 

Both the quantity and quality of childcare relate to national policy priori-
ties, one indicator for which is social expenditure on childcare (Lohmann 
et al., 2009: 70). While Nordic countries and the UK spend more on 0-2 year 
olds than the three to school age group, allocation in many countries is the 
opposite (especially in Hungary, Poland, Portugal, Slovakia). Furthermore, it 
can be observed that the Nordic countries and France are spending more 
than 0.9% of their GDP on childcare, above the EU27 average (0.6%), while 
particularly low spenders are Austria, Ireland, Greece and Poland.

From a policy process point of view, the reforms and expansionary or 
retrenchment measures of recent years are important. Plantenga and 
Remery (2009) show a move to higher coverage in many European countries. 
They state that while the Nordic countries, Belgium, France, and Slovenia 
have high levels of availability and direct efforts at enhancements, the UK, 
the Netherlands, and Germany are clearly moving towards fuller coverage 
of childcare services. Thus, there is an overall trend of de-familialisation 
through formal childcare expansion, from which a number of (mainly CEE) 
countries have to be excluded.

However, Central and Eastern European countries do not form a unified 
cluster. Szeleva and Polakowski (2008) have studied the patterns of child-
care in the new member countries of the EU in Central and Eastern Europe 
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during the period 1989-2004. Instead of a unified tendency towards familial-
isation of policies, many of the post-communist countries followed different 
paths to familialisation, while some of them strengthened the defamilial-
ising components of their policies. They distinguish between four policy 
types: implicit familialism (Poland), explicit familialism (the Czech Republic, 
Slovakia, and Slovenia), comprehensive support (Lithuania and Hungary) 
and female mobilising (into labour market) (Estonia and Latvia).

The dominating trend of de-familialisation is also elsewhere accom-
panied by another trend, which Mahon (2002) detected for France and 
Finland and called “new familialism”. Its emphasis is on parental choice, and 
the primary policy instrument for achieving this is home care allowances. 
Both Finland and France introduced such flat-rate allowances in the 1980s, 
Norway followed in 1998 and more recently Sweden (2008) and Germany 
(from 2013). There is also severe criticism of home care allowances for 
preventing female employment, and minimising equality of educational 
opportunities (OECD, 2007a). Saraceno and Keck (2008: 61) argue that public 
financial support may strengthen, incentivise, or allow familialisation of care 
responsibilities, and remind us that the forms public support may take are 
not gender-neutral. Even so, care allowances, together with positive de-fa-
milialisation measures, might increase parental choice. The challenge is to 
achieve a new equilibrium between time, money and services (Plantenga/
Remery, 2009: 60) so as to develop a consistent system opening up different 
opportunities according to individual circumstances and preferences. 

Statutory entitlements to childcare are slowly but surely moving onto 
national policy agendas. Finland is the only EU country with a legal right 
for all children under school age to attend public childcare facilities (OECD, 
2007a: 160). Other Nordic countries, but also Germany and the UK, have 
followed in the same direction (Dörfler, 2007; Plantenga/Remery, 2009: 40). 
Often, however, the right is only to part-time care. Some countries have not 
only introduced a right to childcare, but also made the last pre-school year 
compulsory and free of charge. This has been the case in Austria, Poland, 
Cyprus, Luxembourg and Hungary (Eurostat, 2009d).

1.7.3 Cash and tax benefits for families

Cash and tax benefits for families primarily follow economic and socio-polit-
ical family policy orientations: families perform valuable benefits for society 
and have higher costs, lower earnings capacities (due to care obligations) 
and often higher poverty risks than households without children (Lohmann 
et al., 2009: 78).

OECD (2009a) provides information on the family spending proportions 
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of cash, services, or tax measures. Most countries spend more on cash bene-
fits than on services or tax benefits, although the “growth of in-kind benefits 
has outpaced the growth of cash benefits in several countries and the role 
of tax benefits is growing” (Gabel/Kamerman, 2006: 261). Countries clearly 
privilege either public childcare, leave policies, or cash and tax benefits, 
rather than offer mixed support (De Henau et al., 2006). Cash benefits are 
in the majority of countries the (financially) most important family policy 
measures. The OECD Family Database distinguishes child/family allow-
ances, parental leave payments, support for single parents, and public child-
care support through earmarked payments to parents. Families also receive 
social insurance or housing benefits, but these are not considered to be 
direct family policy measures. 

Child/family allowances exist in practically every EU country (Plantenga/
Remery, 2005: 67), while their levels vary considerably. Gauthier (2005; 
also Gabel/Kamerman, 2006) finds that during the 1990s in most countries 
family cash benefits expenditures fell as a percentage of GDP: only Germany, 
Italy, Luxembourg, Spain, and Switzerland spent more in 1998 than in 1993. 
Especially in the CEE countries, there were downward trends in the years 
following the collapse of the socialist regimes, but a gradual restoration 
has taken place since then. Between 2000 and 2005, public expenditure on 
family cash benefits increased in eight countries (Denmark, Germany, Ireland, 
Luxembourg, Portugal, Slovakia, Spain, and the UK). In five countries, they 
remained fairly stable (Austria, Greece, Hungary, Italy, and Sweden), while in 
six countries they were cut back (Belgium, Czech Republic, Finland, France, 
the Netherlands and Poland).

In some countries, family allowances are paid as a universal benefit, in others 
they depend on income, age or number of children. In five EU countries, eligi-
bility is based on employment (and not residence), and thus excludes parts of 
the population. Nine countries grant family allowances only after income testing; 
five of these are Southern European and four post-socialist countries. Bahle 
(2008) concludes that in the Southern countries income testing constitutes a 
policy principle, while in the post-socialist ones it is done because resources are 
scarce. Family allowance targeting to the number of children is conducted in 
a small majority of the 16 countries; they represent all family policy systems. 
This criterion may reflect pronatalist motives, but also the fact that families with 
many children have higher relative costs. Those countries which have benefits 
varying by both age and number of children, are all “family policy pioneers […] 
have long histories of family allowances [and] except for the Netherlands, they 
are predominantly Catholic” (Bahle, 2008: 109).

Tax credits are often not incorporated in cross-national analyses. Histori-
cally, the first forms of family allowances in European countries were intro-
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duced in the post-war period as so called “housewife bonuses” reflecting 
and reinforcing single-earner family norms (Dingeldey, 2001: 656). With 
rising female labour market participation, separate taxation was introduced 
in some countries (e.g. Sweden), while others kept joint taxation systems 
(e.g. Germany). Nineteen OECD countries had separate income taxation of 
spouses in 2006, while joint taxation or options for it existed in eleven coun-
tries (OECD, 2008). Child-related tax allowances exist in practically every EU 
country (Plantenga/Remery, 2005: 67), although they are diverse. 

Adema (2009) points out that in most OECD countries net payments to 
governments are smaller for families with children than for similar house-
holds without children, although the differences range from very high in 
Austria and Hungary to quite small in Poland. However, generosity is not 
necessarily reflected in positive outcomes (e.g. higher birth rates or lower 
poverty rates), for this “crucially depends on the extent to which tax/benefits 
systems give parents financial incentives to work and help them combine 
work and care commitments” (Adema, 2009: 193). Lohmann et al. (2009: 86) 
conclude that dual-earner couples have lower tax rates in almost all EU coun-
tries – and significantly so in Austria, Finland, Greece and Hungary. Almost 
all countries either support an equal division of paid labour in families or 
show neutrality in the taxation of single-earner and dual-earner couples 
(Lohmann et al., 2009: 92).

Fouarge and Layte (2005) argue that welfare regimes strongly influence 
long-term poverty. Overall, the countries of the social democratic type display 
lower rates of poverty. The next highest rates are found in the countries of 
the corporatist type. In countries belonging to the residual and liberal welfare 
regimes, poverty is not only higher but it is also recurrent and persistent. 
The performance of regimes in tackling income poverty turns out to be rather 
different from their performance in tackling resource deprivation. Looking 
at the difference across regime types it became clear that deprivation and 
poverty tends to be more prevalent in Southern and Liberal regimes and 
less so in Corporatist and Social-Democratic regimes. Nonetheless, most of the 
variance is not explained by country or regime type differences but by common 
structural factors such as the needs of the household, the human capital of its 
members, the turnover and dynamics of the labour market and the distribution 
of permanent income. Particularly interesting is the large contribution of socio-
economic status variables to explaining deprivation, which reflects the traditional 
impact of class, education, and employment status (Fouarge/Muffels, 2009).

The impact of welfare policies on child poverty has merited specific 
attention in recent research. Chen and Corak (2005) point out that family 
and demographic forces play only a limited role in determining changes in 
child poverty rates. Instead, labour market and the government sector are 
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the sources of the major forces determining the direction of change in child 
poverty. The countries with the lowest child poverty rates are clearly those 
that spend most on social benefits (excluding pensions). However, a number 
of countries with similar wealth and similar shares of GDP invested in social 
benefits achieve very different child poverty rates. On average in the EU, 
social transfers other than pensions reduce the risk of poverty for children 
by 44%. In the Nordic countries, Denmark, Finland and Sweden, social trans-
fers reduce the risk of poverty for children by more than 60%. Only France 
and Austria show similar results. The countries in which benefits have the 
strongest impact in reducing child poverty are those in which expenditures 
are specifically identified as family benefits (TARKI, 2010).

1.7.4 Social care for older people

A large number of comparisons have been made since the 1990s in the field 
of social care services for older people. However, care for older people is often 
studied in the framework of health/medical rather than of social care or family 
policy, or instead of a broader and more multidisciplinary framework. In this 
chapter, the focus on the care for older people is on home/family based care 
and services, and on the role of families as providers of care and support.

One of the most extensive EC-funded research projects on family care 
for older people is “Services for Supporting Family Carers of Elderly People in 
Europe” (Triantafillou/Mestheneos, 2006). It has provided a European review of 
the situation of family carers of older people in relation to the existence, famil-
iarity, availability, use, and acceptability of support services (see Triantafillou/
Mestheneos, 2006; Mestheneos/Triantafillou, 2005). According to its results, 
the reasons for family carers to provide care are most often physical illness, 
disability or other dependency of the old person. Emotional bonds consti-
tute the principle motivation for providing care, followed by a sense of duty, 
personal sense of obligation or having no other alternatives. The findings show 
that women were predominantly both the main carers and the main older 
person cared for. Nearly 50% of carers were adult children of the cared-for old 
person, although there was national variation in this. Researchers described 
family care as a dynamic but long-term commitment. In terms of the financial 
implications, family carers had less than average disposable income as a result 
of having to spend time on caring (Triantafillou/Mestheneos, 2006: 4ff.).

The project also studied informal and formal support for family carers and 
the old people cared for. Social networks were associated with lower levels 
of carer stress and burden. Less than one-third of family carers had used a 
support service but of the cared-for old persons, a vast majority (94%) used 
at least one care service in the previous six months. The highest percent-
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ages were found in Sweden, Italy, and Denmark, the lowest in Greece. In all 
countries, there were problems with the distribution of services, especially 
in rural areas, and in covering hours when a carer may be working. Users and 
non-users of care services saw the bureaucratic and complex access proce-
dures, high monetary costs, lack of information on available support, low 
quality, inadequate coverage, and the refusal of the old person to accept 
existing services as the main barriers to service use (ibid.).

Several researchers have studied the ways in which formal care services 
and informal care are combined. For example, Motel-Klingebiel et al. (2005) 
have studied whether formal services provided by the state “crowd out” 
(diminish) family care, encourage it, or create mixed responsibility. They 
found no evidence of a substantial “crowding out” of family help. Instead, 
the results support the hypothesis of “mixed responsibility” and suggest that 
in societies with well developed service infrastructures, help from families 
and welfare state services act cumulatively, but that in familialistic welfare 
regimes, similar combinations do not occur (ibid.: 863). This result could be 
seen as rather surprising and unexpected against the trend of “care going 
public” identified by many researchers (e.g. Anttonen et al., 2003: 171f.). 
However, where there are more regular and demanding care services, “care 
going public”, its professionalisation and institutionalisation, seems to occur 
in care for older people. 

In the search for cost effectiveness/reduction Simonazzi (2009) has 
observed a convergence in how the care market is organised. According to 
her, all countries are moving towards home care, private provision and cash 
transfers. She argues that the way in which care for older people is provided 
and financed entails considerable differences in the creation of a formal care 
market. Secondly, national employment models shape the features of the 
care labour market, affecting the quantity and quality of care labour supply, 
the extent of the care labour shortage, and the degree of dependence on 
migrant carers.

Several researchers (e.g. Behning, 2005; Pavolini/Ranci, 2008) have 
suggested that all over Europe, in spite of national differences, there are at 
least two similar and simultaneous trends in social care for older people: 
first, the privatisation and marketisation of formal, professional care, and 
secondly, (re-)familialisation of care either with or without financial compen-
sation. Thus, the role of public provision of social care services for older 
people seems to be diminishing.

Based on the findings of the SOCCARE project, Sipilä and Kröger 
(2004: 562ff.) conclude that European social care cultures are diverse but 
not completely different. They underline the importance of formal care 
services to needy families. They also remind us that formal social care 
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services are strongly intertwined with informal care. From the viewpoint 
of families, service organisations should never be isolated institutions but 
flexible and capable of meeting specific human needs in individual ways. 
Furthermore, the idea of quality care is immediately associated with the 
availability of sufficient time. Carers need to be able to combine working 
and caring, both simultaneously and sequentially. When neither working 
life nor services are flexible enough, the flexibility is ultimately taken from 
informal sources, mainly from women.

1.7.5 Local family policies

Often family policies and services for families are implemented at the local 
level, and thus there is local variation in the provision of services. Policies 
at the local level are however much more difficult to study cross-nation-
ally than national policies and service provision. Furthermore, at the local 
level the role of NGOs is important in complementing public services and 
providing support for families in almost all European countries (Council of 
Europe, 2009: 59).

Mingione and Oberti have observed that “local systems must be evalu-
ated in terms of a varied mix of institutional and individual actors where 
diversity and complexity play an increasingly important role within the 
development of active policies, based on partnership implementation and 
on shared responsibility between providers and recipients” (Mingione/
Oberti, 2003). Different national welfare systems are far from being harmon-
ised and thus lead to many different opportunities for developing local 
welfare policies. In countries such as France or the UK, there are many ‘local 
interventions’ promoted by the State. In other countries, such as Germany, 
Italy, or Spain, local policies are directly promoted by Regions, or even 
Municipalities, in a more flexible context. It is particularly because of this 
budgetary and administrative responsibility of the local government that 
one may speak of a distinct “local welfare state” (Wollmann, 2004) or of 
“welfare municipalities” (Kröger, 1997). The “local welfare state” is realised in 
Germany and Sweden, while in UK and France the welfare system is highly 
centralised. The comparison between different local welfare systems high-
lights the involvement and responsibility of non-public organisations and 
groups (Wollmann, 2004).

Involvement of the community in local welfare creation has been 
declared fundamental in a 2004 European transnational project on work-
life balance and care entitled Equal-Tempora. According to its authors, 
services have to be ‘near to persons, families and their living environment’, 
also according to the principle of subsidiarity. In the provision of local 
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welfare services different actors such as local administrative institutions, 
social players, professionals, community, and family, have to participate in 
a concerted manner in the implementation of local welfare services (Equal 
Tempora 2, 2004: 14). Although there are almost no comparative studies 
on local policies for families (see however Kröger, 1997), the local level of 
welfare and political intervention in building new family policies has gained 
more recognition, as stated in the recent ESF Paper Partnership for more 
Family-Friendly living and working conditions: “European Structural Fund 
projects are now seeking the way to meet Lisbon targets, and family poli-
cies are therefore seen in the context of enhancing employment and gender 
equality, starting specifically from the local level, where families and compa-
nies are” (European Commission, 2008b: 9).

The renewed interest in the local level is also linked to the interest in 
the so-called ‘good practice models’, that is an analysis of local projects 
from different nations and on different topics, to highlight the variety of 
approaches and experiences in local family policies.

1.7.6 Conclusions

The diversity of European welfare systems and family policies exceeds 
existing country categories and welfare regime typologies. Most 
researchers today agree that the main differences in family policies and 
social care policies can be found between Southern and Northern parts of 
Europe, but there is no agreement on whether these can be called as sepa-
rate regimes. There is also significant national variation within these cate-
gories; even within the Nordic countries (see e.g. Mahon, 2002). Further-
more, in these comparisons and classifications most recent EU Member 
States are usually missing. Still, there are some indicators that European 
countries are becoming more alike in their social care systems and family 
policies, and in problems related to them. There is a need for a more up to 
date and reliable family policy typology.

In family policies and social care policies at the European, national and 
local levels, some major trends can be identified:

The field of family policies has become increasingly important and 
has expanded during recent years, and there is a trend towards insti-
tutionalisation.
In terms of re- and de-familialisation in family and care policies 
across Europe, a mixture of re- and de-familialising measures can be 
identified.
Leave policies have in many countries been aimed at activating 
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fathers and reaching a more equal share of employment and family 
responsibilities between both parents.
Childcare services have been one of the most important family policy 
issues and reform areas and in this field in particular, the trend towards 
“care going public”, de-familialisation, institutionalisation and profes-
sionalisation of care work and services is likely to continue.
Social care remains a combination of formal and informal care, where 
the role of families and especially women in families is remarkable.
Globalisation and internationalisation of care with its various forms 
and consequences will be one of the future trends.
Growing importance of local governments with more responsibili-
ties and autonomy regarding many politically relevant issues for 
family policies and service provision.
Increasing role of local NGOs and networks of different actors.

The expansion of childcare facilities is high on the agenda in many European 
countries, and so is the expansion or reduction of child/family allowances 
and parental leave policies, often including elements of “active fathering”. 
Care issues seem to have left social benefits behind on the family policy 
agenda even if the latter are of crucial importance e.g. in reducing poverty 
and diminishing social inequalities. A common trend all across Europe is 
reconciliation of work and family life. It seems quite evident that even if the 
ageing of population has been recognised as one of the biggest future chal-
lenges all over Europe, childcare will remain at the heart of policy-making. 
That is because it is so closely related to the needs of the economy, the 
labour market, and gender equality policy (see e.g. Mahon, 2002; Haataja, 
2005; Leira/Saraceno, 2008: 14ff.; Knijn/Smit, 2009). 

All over Europe, the field of childcare can be described as “care going public” 
(e.g. Anttonen/Sipilä, 2005; Geissler/Pfau-Effinger, 2005). This trend is less clear 
in social care for older people, where the trend seems to be twofold: on the 
one hand privatisation and marketisation of formal, professional care, and on 
the other (re-)familialisation of care either with or without financial compensa-
tion. In several countries, there has been a move towards ‘direct payments’ 
or ‘personal budgets’. These changes represent a tendency for the user of care 
services to be given considerably more say on the way her/his needs are met. 
This raises an increasing political and academic interest in different combi-
nations of formal and informal care including intergenerational care relations. 
Several researchers have been interested in whether formal care replaces 
(crowds out) informal care or whether it complements it (crowds in). There 
seems to be no strong evidence for the crowding out hypothesis (e.g. Brandt 
et al., 2009).
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In addition to the state, there are other important actors, local govern-
ments, NGOs, and especially companies and employers with their occupa-
tional family policies, which are of major importance for the reconciliation 
of work and family life (e.g. family-friendly working hours, workplace child-
care facilities). On these policies, international comparisons are rare.

Globalisation and internationalisation with its various forms and conse-
quences is becoming a more and more important issue for the future in family 
and social care policies. It means that care relations cross national borders 
in the forms of global care chains and transnational care, and in increasing 
numbers of migrant workers both in formal and informal care work. Further-
more, it means that caring is increasingly becoming an international busi-
ness where multinational companies are providing care services (Anttonen 
et al., 2009). The EU is now both in its policy and research funding investing in 
migration issues, but the relationships between family policy, care, gender and 
migration are not yet clearly identified (see European Commission, 2009). 

1.8 Gaps in existing research

There is a widespread notion that existing research is somewhat oriented 
towards the nuclear family and largely ignores the increasing diversity 
in family forms and family relations. It has concentrated on families with 
young children, often ignoring other stages of family life and the life-course 
approach, which is extremely important in family research.

Moreover, most of the research does not recognise that the family is a 
dynamic entity: it implicitly assumes that family forms are static. From this 
point of view the family should be seen as the result of partnership and 
childbearing processes, from the life-course development of all its members 
(including children). Thus future research should recognise the dynamic 
character of families, and should be able to understand these dynamics, 
the transitions within traditional and new types of family forms. We need 
also more research on the daily and biographical practices of ‘doing family’. 
Existing research is also adult-centred: the children’s perspective (and 
the views of old people) on their family life, and on policies and services, 
are largely missing. Overall, experiences of families and individual family 
members within families - as policy ‘targets’ and service users - are largely 
ignored in existing research.

In connection with family structures, forms and demographic processes, 
knowledge on fertility and demographic trends has been most extensive 
in terms of the availability of indicators as well as the countries and time 
spans covered. We also know quite a lot about the major changes and 
trends in family structures (e.g. changes in marriage, birth, and divorce rates, 
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numbers of lone-parent families, etc.). The consequences of increasing life 
expectancy and the causes of low fertility should, nonetheless, be analysed 
further. Increasing life expectancy points to the problems of households of 
older people: to loneliness, coping with decreasing biological, physical and 
psychological resources, and to the need for care, a suitable environment, 
etc. Macro-social reasons and individual rights also point to the need for 
research on developments in childbearing behaviour. Low fertility puts a 
question-mark over the sustainability of the social system, so it is essential 
to understand the processes behind it. From an individual perspective, the 
growing gap between intentions and realisation should be studied, espe-
cially in times when low fertility has negative consequences. 

So called ‘new and rare’ family types are understudied, and the data avail-
able is very fragmentary. For example, both the quality and quantity of data 
on gay and lesbian (rainbow) families differs widely between the European 
countries. Similarly, knowledge on multi-generation households as a specific 
family form and arrangement is rather scarce. Patchwork/reconstituted fami-
lies are another central and increasingly common family form which has been 
much debated in political and public discourse, but comparative research and 
data are virtually non-existent at the European level.

Gender and generations in families is also a broad research area, which 
has mainly concentrated on the gender division of paid and unpaid work in 
families and reconciliation of work and family life. There should be greater 
linkage between family research and labour market research, with specific 
emphasis on the role of job markets, companies and employers in decision-
making within families.

Gender is influential in partnering and parenting, and gendered prac-
tices within families seem to change very slowly. Nonetheless it is legiti-
mate to speak of ‘a new parenthood’, and men are taking a more active role 
in families. This means that we need research from a male perspective on 
partnership, parenting and caring work within families, on the ‘child effect’ 
on men in paid work, and on (de-)gendering strategies of young parents, 
who struggle with or adapt to the re-traditionalisation of gender roles 
after the birth of the first child. In general, there seems to be something 
of a blind spot regarding transitions to parenthood, especially in compara-
tive research, and future research should concentrate on illuminating the 
decision-making processes, including practices and self-concepts of young 
women and men in the process of becoming (or not becoming) mothers 
and fathers.

In terms of generations, the recent focus has been on care relations 
between generations, but further research is also needed in this area. 
However, generational relations are not only a care issue. There is a need for 
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future research on the relations between parents and children, and between 
young people and their parents (especially bearing in mind the trend that 
young people are leaving home later than before and that this has conse-
quences for their transition to adulthood), on the role of grandparents, and 
on multigenerational family as a family form. Violence in families is highly 
gendered but also a generational issue. It is important to implement cross-
national comparative prevalence studies in order to compare particular 
features of violence against women, men, children, and older people.

Given the major role of the family in the reproduction and transmis-
sion of social inequality, it is essential to have more information on social 
inequalities and social mobility; how they are evolving in European societies 
and what are the best measures to be used in order to capture and describe 
social inequalities today. Secondly, there is very little research comparing 
types of family interactions and functioning, and how they relate to social 
and economic inequalities across the different EU countries. There is a third 
research gap in connection with inequality “strategies” and “processes”, 
whereby families reproduce as well as deepen social advantage. Given the 
overriding importance of educational attainment, it would be important 
to focus in greater depth on the nexus between families’ inequality strate-
gies and their relationship to the educational context and systems. It is also 
important to recognise the differences between families and children living 
in rural or peripheral and urban areas in terms of education levels, educa-
tional opportunities, and attainment.

On families and poverty, the dominant focus in comparative research on 
income poverty provides a very specific outlook, one which ignores the 
experience of poverty and how it affects family life and individuals within 
families (e.g. loss of dignity, choice, and control; limited access to social 
capital and to assets of other kinds; poor health; poor housing; few opportu-
nities; and an uncertain future). Social analysis of families and poverty would 
also benefit from a reinforcement of the household/family as a unit of anal-
ysis. Housing, neighbourhood, and physical environment are closely linked 
with questions of social inequality. It is important to study those compo-
nents of living environment as a whole, as they are strongly interrelated, 
and influential in the everyday life of families.

Research on immigration in Europe is extensive and plural. There are still 
many gaps in current research, particularly on family and integration issues 
and migrant families. It may be argued that family migration has been much 
less studied than other related issues. New forms of mobility are becoming 
common (including work-related migration within the EU, student migra-
tion, retirement migration, and female-led migration), surpassing the more 
traditional settlement migration. Areas also deserving better scrutiny are 
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the impact of family reunification on immigrants’ strategies; the impact of 
specific legislation on family life; the consequences of recent policy restric-
tions for family reunification and formation; and the use of irregular chan-
nels by family members for immigration and integration.

Research in the area of family wellbeing and media environments needs 
to merge the family studies literature within sociology with the media and 
communications literature. Much of the research done so far comes from 
the field of media and communications studies, although all questions at 
the heart of family priorities (for example parenting, child-raising practices, 
and relationships within the family) are intensely mediated questions. Not 
much is known about different age groups, especially the media consump-
tion of older people. While media use, especially by young people, is being 
heavily researched, little research distinguishes or compares “youth” or “chil-
dren” by age and other sociological variables. Furthermore, findings across 
Europe on social class, ethnicity, and cultural differences remain scarce in 
terms of media literacy, education, and civic participation. More research is 
also required on the opportunities, skills, and risks related to media and new 
technology, and how these are divided between social classes and educa-
tional levels in society.

Family policies and social care policies in Europe have been studied more 
than other family-related issues at the European comparative level, probably 
on account of the crucial political and economic importance of these policies 
for the labour market, work-family reconciliation, and gender equality. The 
diversity of family policy measures is a challenge for comparative research 
while systems and situations are often very country-specific. Furthermore, 
because of the cross-cutting nature of family policy and the impact of other 
policies on families, the family aspect of the whole policy-making process (e.g. 
employment, health, urban development) should be further studied.

In political terms, there are three important fields and questions: coun-
tries learning from each other, reactions to the current economic crisis, 
and responding to future challenges. Learning from each other depends 
on understanding why a certain measure was introduced in another place, 
why it worked there or why it did not; negative lessons may also be helpful. 
With regard to the current economic crisis, it is important to research the 
(long-term) consequences for national family policies. An interesting area 
for policy makers is international benchmarking: often, only international 
comparison can show how family-friendly a country is in a specific area, e.g. 
childcare or cash benefits. Another field of interest is of course the situa-
tion of families, their current and future challenges. For this, family policy 
reporting in the Member States is important. In addition, the evaluation of 
policies has become increasingly important.
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Family policy actors other than the state are extremely important in 
comparative research. The role of NGOs, local family policies, and occupa-
tional family policies, are of major importance for the reconciliation of work 
and family life. With regard to local policies, a new methodological Good 
Practice Policy model would be useful; an evaluation system is needed to 
define and share good practices. 

Informal care and the role of families are crucial and should be studied 
more, as the overwhelming majority of care is (and probably will be) 
provided in families. It is important to note that reconciliation of work and 
care is not only a childcare issue, but should include adult care as well. For 
example, spousal care and men as caregivers are widely ignored in existing 
research. Abuse in care relations is still an understudied issue.

Within the field of cross-national, comparative research, there are 
different methodological orientations. The main division is between macro-
level multi-national comparisons using quantitative data and micro-level, 
small-scale studies using qualitative or mixed methods. Most of the large 
multi-national projects reviewed in this report have used either national 
statistical information, statistics provided by Eurostat, and/or large multina-
tional surveys and databases, such as The European Community Household 
Panel (ECHP), Gender and Generations Surveys (GGP), Survey of Health and 
Retirement of Europe (SHARE), and the European Social Survey (ESS). Even 
if the situation has improved over the last decade, the need for compara-
tive, harmonised, and often longitudinal data has been identified, as well 
as the need for interdisciplinary approaches and more in-depth qualitative 
research that would give us better insight into family life and its changes 
and decision-making processes. Small-scale qualitative comparisons can 
also advance theory building, while large-scale comparisons mainly test 
existing theories.

Even if indicators are available, cross-national comparability of data on 
families frequently proves to be a problem due to the frequent need to 
employ data from different statistical sources. Administrative data comes 
initially from various nation-specific statistical offices that frequently differ 
in the definition of central terms and concepts due to the application of 
different statistical traditions. In data-gathering and collection even the 
seemingly straightforward categories, e.g. women’s involvement in paid 
work, might be measured in various different ways. The definition and 
measurement of unpaid work varies even more. 

One of the problems in existing comparative research is country coverage. 
Some countries have been more popular than others in existing European 
comparative research, which means that some countries are understudied. 
Today, large survey-based studies already cover a large number of Member 
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States (often twenty or more), but in more detailed and focused compari-
sons there are still some “favourite” countries like Germany, the UK, Sweden, 
France, with the Netherlands, Italy and Spain in a second tier of favourites. 
Often the countries studied have been chosen to represent a particular 
welfare (or care) regime typology (usually Esping-Andersen’s), which has 
been shown in this review to be a rather misleading starting-point for 
country selection because of the diversity and exceptions within the different 
country clusters. Regional comparisons are mostly based on geographical 
closeness: Northern Europe, Southern Europe/Mediterranean countries, 
Western Europe/old Member States, and Eastern Europe/CEE countries/new 
Member States. The last group is the one least covered. These kinds of group-
ings seem to be of varying usefulness, depending on the issues studied. For 
example, for economic issues and housing the groups based on geography 
are useful, since differences between regions are evident and countries in 
each group have quite a lot in common. Such groups are however not very 
helpful when comparing family policy systems.

Unpaid work and use of time in families are examples of potential prob-
lems in data availability. The main methods of collecting information on 
housework, for example, have been survey questions and time diaries, but 
other methods such as qualitative in-depth interviews, direct observation, 
and discourse analyses have also been used. Low cost and high response 
rates are the main advantages of survey instruments. However, in different 
time use surveys direct questions vary considerably in their wording. Time 
diaries provide an alternative instrument. Despite some drawbacks, such as 
low response rates, and the problems of accounting for parallel activities, 
time diary methodology provides reliable estimates of time use patterns in 
households. Because time use survey methods have not been harmonised for 
a long time, nationally produced data are not comparable. Eurostat started 
to support projects aimed at harmonising time use statistics in the EU in the 
early 1990s and was mandated to develop guidelines for Harmonised Euro-
pean Time Use Surveys (HETUS) in order to ensure that surveys of the Member 
States are comparable. The most recent guidelines were published in 2009 
(Eurostat, 2009b), and most European national statistical institutes have taken 
them into account since the late-1990s. Some countries, however, differ from 
the recommendations to a varying degree. National time use surveys are 
therefore only comparable up to a certain level. Currently the online HETUS 
database contains comparable data from 15 countries. 

The variety of ways domestic work is measured limits the comparability 
of the results of different studies. Research in the field of both paid work and 
unpaid work could benefit from applying longitudinal survey data. Such 
information however is rare. The only comparative research programme 



Chapter 1: Research on Families and Family Policies in Europe - Major Trends 

93

that strives towards this end is the Generations and Gender Programme, 
with several EU Member States producing panel survey data on demo-
graphic and social developments – including information on the division 
of work. The great variability of methods and approaches applied places 
serious restrictions on establishing trends over time. Findings from two or 
more distinct studies, carried out on data from different points in time, are 
rarely comparable. There are only a few comparative studies which attempt 
to explore changes over time. 

There are slightly different problems in studying specific groups of indi-
viduals or families e.g. immigrant families. Again, there is a need for more 
complete and comparative data. Concepts and sources vary, and several 
areas are poorly captured. Beyond the description of some major variables, 
an in-depth comparative study of immigrants’ characteristics, families and 
the second generation is barely possible using current datasets. Longitu-
dinal studies, which enable us to understand the mobility experience, are 
also generally not available. 

One of the problems with the existing databases is that the data avail-
able is not necessarily suited to the specific research interests in question, 
and such data goes out of date rather quickly, especially when dealing with 
family policies or formal service systems in individual countries. Quite often 
comparative studies rely on national expert reports from individual coun-
tries, expertise of the research team and/or previous research available. The 
methodological problem with data sources of this type is their reliability and 
coverage. Expert reports might vary depending on who the expert is. There 
might be also problems in finding previous research and other written docu-
ments, especially from smaller language areas. Therefore, there is a need for 
databases which are comparable across Europe.

There is also need for more qualitative comparative research that would 
make it possible to analyse decision-making processes within families, for 
example, and the perspectives of individual family members, so as to gain 
greater insight into family life. Many research questions concerning families 
and family policies cannot be answered by using quantitative methodology. 
In the field of family policy research, qualitative designs make it possible 
to study the specificities of individual cases while keeping the comparative 
advantages. Meso (or even micro) level analyses are much less frequent, 
though they have many insights to offer. In policy analysis, more in-depth, 
qualitative comparisons are needed to understand and explain policy 
reforms and processes. In terms of the policy cycle, for example, this would 
help us to understand how problems are defined, how the political agenda is 
set and policies formulated, how political decisions are made, implemented, 
possibly evaluated and finally either terminated or re-formulated.
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For the time being, there are 27 Member States in the EU. There are differ-
ences and variations between countries and within countries. Europe is rich 
in differences. On the other hand, based on the Existential Field reports, there 
are certain general trends discussed above, some weaker and some stronger, 
running through all European Union countries. We are probably heading into 
more similarities in many areas of family life, family relations, and family policy. 

One question which is often asked in connection with existing empirical 
findings pointing at diversity is whether it is still possible to identify country 
clusters or welfare regimes. To some extent, it is possible to recognise the 
division into the three regimes identified by Esping-Andersen (liberal, 
conservative, and social-democratic), or a more nuanced division into five 
regions: Nordic (or Northern) countries, Southern (sometimes Mediter-
ranean) countries, Continental countries, the UK, and Central and Eastern 
European (CEE) countries. Although these groupings work in some respects, 
there are always exceptions and qualifications. More information is needed 
on regional, national and cultural differences in order to resolve the ques-
tion of what kind of country cluster and welfare regimes we actually have 
in Europe.
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Policies in Europe

Karin Wall, Mafalda Leitão & Vasco Ramos

Introduction

The aim of this chapter is to describe and report on the results of the interna-
tional Conference “Families and Family Policies in Europe – A Critical Review”, 
which took place in Lisbon, at the Institute for Social Sciences (Univer-
sity of Lisbon), in May 20101. This three day Conference was organised by  
FAMILYPLATFORM with the purpose of carrying out a critical review of 
existing research on families and family policies by setting up a dialogue 
between scientific experts, representatives of family associations, social 
partners and policy makers. Drawing on expert reviews of the state of the 
art of research, critical statements by stakeholders and policy makers, and 
debate on the major challenges for research and policies, the Conference 
was organised with a view to providing a major forum for discussing and 
identifying the design of future family policies and research. 

Presentation of the critical review process carried out in this chapter 
is based on qualitative analysis of written documents (texts/suggestions/
critical statements sent in by chairs, rapporteurs, stakeholders and experts 
before and after the Conference) as well as audio-tapes of the debates in 
all the working groups2. Analysis of the critical review process was built up 
through various levels: firstly the main topics were discussed, then there 
were the contributions of participants, and then finally discussion of gaps in 
research and methodology. 

Conference structure

The Conference was organised around the following types of sessions: 
plenary sessions with keynote speeches; focus groups on the topics of the 
Existential Fields (eight in all, with 15 to 20 participants each for which 

1 The full version of the Conference Report based on the overall discussions (including on-
line contributions to the process) and contributions from all participants comprising the 
different views, points of critique and perspectives for future research on families in Eu-
rope, including key policy issues, was published in September 2010 and is available at:  
http://hdl.handle.net/2003/27687.

2 All plenary sessions (keynote speeches followed by open debate; feedback and reporting from 
rapporteurs, followed by open debate) were videotaped and all focus groups and workshops (16 
working groups) were audiotaped. 
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FAMILYPLATFORM produced state-of-the-art reports); workshops on key 
issues for policy and family wellbeing (eight in all, with 20 to 40 partici-
pants each); plenary sessions where rapporteurs summarised the debate/
conclusions of the working groups; and a final plenary session with closing 
speeches and a presentation of the on-going foresight exercise. These 16 
working groups were structured so they could carry out three main tasks: 
discuss the major trends in family change and developments in research 
and policies for each Existential Field/key policy issue; understand if these 
trends/issues represent important challenges for the wellbeing of families 
in the future; identify major gaps in research and to discuss possible new 
developments and future tasks for research.

Conference participation

The Conference brought together a total of 140 participants, more women 
(90) than men (50). Among the total of participants, experts on family from 
university/research institutions (60 experts plus 11 junior researchers) and 
stakeholders (58 from about 50 family-related organisations) were almost 
equally represented. In the selection of the participants the aim was to be as 
inclusive as possible of the plurality of perspectives and agendas regarding 
families in Europe. The main criterion for the selection was diversity, meaning 
different approaches to the family and to family policies, different types 
of organisation and different countries of origin. However it was not easy 
to establish a balance. Some groups and organisations were, in fact, less 
well represented, in particular policy makers/social partners (11), especially 
unions and employers associations, as well as some types of family asso-
ciations (e.g. lone parent families and ageing families). On the other hand, 
there was a general agreement that some fields of research/disciplines 
were also missing, such as psychology, economics, medicine, neurobiology, 
urban planning.

Dialogue between experts and civil society – bringing together different 
relevant actors 

Drawing on the dialogue between these relevant actors - experts and civil 
society - the Conference was considered by the participants as a stimulating 
and innovative forum of discussion, thus representing a new experience 
and point of departure, by bringing together specialists from different work 
communities who do not normally engage intensively with each other’s 
thoughts, understandings, agendas and work. 

The review set out in this chapter therefore seeks to provide informa-
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tion on this forum on the basis of two perspectives: firstly, to allow for a 
detailed description of the structure and main contributions which took 
place; secondly, to bear witness to some of the interactions and processes of 
the Conference, consisting of questions, arguments, and discussions, which 
were overall lively and mutually enriching, but also imparted diverse and 
sometimes contrasting perspectives on the wellbeing of families in European 
societies and the issues that ought to be included in the Research Agenda.

While stakeholders were more goal and policy oriented, clearly stating the 
objectives and claims of their organisations, experts were more focussed on 
mapping the state of the art and the gaps in research. The dialogue between 
experts and civil society reveals that stakeholders have an important role 
in drawing attention to the problems of specific and vulnerable families or 
members of families; they are more sensitive to local contexts and to the 
risks and problems affecting many families with children; and reminded 
researchers about their difficulties in communicating and exchanging 
with civil society. On the other hand, experts also had an important role in 
drawing attention to the results of research, while revealing greater sensi-
tivity to the diversity of families and the need to confront family and gender 
changes in contemporary societies in order to design a viable research and 
policy strategy for the future; they also reminded stakeholders about the 
need for a balanced approach between the knowledge deriving from their 
field experience with families and knowledge deriving from research. All in 
all the Conference represented a unique opportunity to increase mutual 
understanding and to discuss on-going and future research.

The description which follows will give readers an idea of the current 
cross-roads and patchwork of thoughts, doubts and agendas concerning 
families and family policies which exist across Europe.

The structure of this chapter follows closely the structure of the Confer-
ence, though focusing attention mainly on the working groups. In Section 2 
we present the working groups of the eight Existential Fields. For each one we 
present an overall summary of the organisation of the workshop and keynote 
speeches, the general discussion and contributions by stakeholders, and finally 
examine the major gaps and challenges for research identified and debated 
within the working group. Section 3 of the chapter looks at the working groups 
of the eight workshops on key policy issues along the above-mentioned lines. 
Section 4 presents a summary of all suggestions regarding methodological 
gaps and challenges which were common to all working groups. In Section 5, 
drawing on the discussions, statements, keynote speeches, and other docu-
ments examined in Sections 2 and 3, we have made a preliminary selection of 
the main concerns and research issues, as well as some suggestions for project 
topics for the future European Research Agenda.
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2.1 Focus group sessions

2.1.1 Existential Field 1 - Family structures and family forms

Organisation of the focus group and keynote speeches

The session began with a presentation from Elisa Marchese (University 
of Bamberg) on the major trends in Family structures and family forms in 
Europe. She highlighted the main results by giving an empirical overview of the 
following topics: fertility and childbearing; the institution of the family; new and 
unusual family forms. Following this presentation there was a brief discussion 
which was also enriched by presentations from the three keynote speakers:

Andreas Motel-Klingebiel (German Centre of Gerontology) emphasised 1. 
some basic aspects of the report: the increasing diversity of families; 
the postponement of births and the decrease in fertility; the delay 
in marriage and the decrease in partnership stability; the lower rate 
of increase in births out of wedlock. He also considered the impor-
tance of adding other relevant aspects related to family life-course 
and dynamics: the household perspective; the parent-child unit; 
spatial aspects and demographic trends. He concluded that informa-
tion on current trends in more or less complex family and partner-
ship patterns is important, but stressed that what is really needed is a 
discussion on the goals of family policies as well as agreement on such 
goals, a task for society as a whole and particularly for policy makers. 

Anália Torres (ISCTE, University Institute of Lisbon) made a presen-2. 
tation on “Family structure and family forms in Europe - Trends and 
policy issues”. She gave a general overview of the main results of 
the European Social Survey according to a cluster analysis using 
indicators and data on main trends in family. She concluded that: 

The transformations of the family in Europe follow the same patterns 
but but differ culturally and temporally. Each region has particular 
configurations and combinations between old and new patterns. It 
still makes sense, analytically, to differentiate between the northern 
and the southern European countries (although there are also 
internal differences within the groups of countries).
The participation of women in the labour market is not a constraint on 
achieving a higher fertility rate. On the contrary, it seems that it enhances 
it. If both partners of a couple are in paid employment then the chances 
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of them making a decision to have children are increased.
Women want to invest in both family and work. However in the 
majority of the countries they have to pay a price for maintaining 
both investments (overload, not giving up a career, feelings of guilt, 
unfulfilled identities); gender equality is continually at stake.
Family is still the main sphere of personal investment for both men 
and women. What is changing are the models of family life, the 
meanings and forms of investment in the family. Although there is 
an increasing diversity, the (heterosexual) nuclear family is still the 
predominant model. The importance of feelings and emotional life 
is universally stressed – family, friends, leisure.
Private matters are a subject for public and political agendas. Employ-
ment, care and gender equality should be linked together.

Maks Banens (MODYS, Université de Lyon) focussed on a comparative anal-3. 
ysis of same sex unions in Western Europe. He addressed the following ques-
tions: how same sex union registration laws were adopted in Europe; what 
may be hidden behind the different legal status of registered unions; and 
how to understand the huge differences in same sex union registration.

Main topics discussed and contributions from stakeholders

The experts’ presentations and the contributions from stakeholders under-
lined several key questions which were considered and discussed by the 
participants. The following topics summarise the main points of discussion:

Comparatively pronounced changes in family forms and structures 
throughout recent decades

“General trend of a decline in institutionalised relationships”; 
“move away from the previously dominant ‘nuclear family model’ 
towards a variety of different family forms”; “simultaneous growth 
in other family forms where research is still scarce, particularly 
on new and rare family forms (foster families, multi-generational 
households, rainbow families, commuter families, families living 
apart together, patchwork families)”.

Overall postponement of family formation and childbirth for both men 
and women (individualisation? insecurity? wealth?). Generally downward 
trend in fertility rates though future developments remain in doubt. Some 
important issues to be examined:
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“To what extent do young people today consider that they have 
the prerequisite conditions for having children? Do governments 
and local authorities make sufficient efforts to enable young 
people to have children, taking working and living conditions 
into account?”

“Fertility intentions still exceed fertility behaviour: possible diffu-
sion of ‘low-fertility ideal’; ‘one-child trend’?”

“Union dissolution is much less investigated than union formation 
(comparative research is scarce). Since partnership remains an im-
portant prerequisite for childbearing, dynamics of family forma-
tion (for example, increasing popularity of cohabitation, moving 
in and out of unions among young adults) and its consequences 
for fertility should receive more attention in the future”.

The transformations of the family in Europe follow the same patterns in spite 
of calendar differences and cultural variants. Each region has its particular 
configurations and combinations between the old and the new. Even so:

“It still makes sense, analytically, to differentiate the northern and 
the southern European countries; there is no uniform European 
trend but significant cross-national variations… De-standardisa-
tion of the family is more pronounced in Scandinavia compared to 
the high standardisation which characterises southern Europe”.

“Scandinavian countries have high fertility rates compared to 
many other European countries; at the same time Scandinavian 
countries also have high proportions of cohabitation, divorces 
and remarriage: is there a direct connection between the family 
formation patterns described above and fertility rates?”

Discussion on same sex families

“Same sex union registration laws were not just the outcome of lo-
cal political circumstances inside each country: transforming fam-
ily values and practices seems to be the main social force behind 
same sex union legislation. They seem to be the necessary condi-
tions, maybe even sufficient conditions, for obtaining same sex 
union recognition”.
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Discussion on European fertility rates. Questions raised:

“Is it good or not for Europe to have a high fertility rate?”

“Is low fertility in Europe a real problem or does low fertility also 
imply positive aspects and opportunities for societies (especially 
in a global context, where population growth will probably lead 
to more resource distribution conflicts in forthcoming decades); 
increasing fertility might create more problems; many countries 
cannot afford to have care facilities…there are economic conse-
quences of high fertility rates such as unemployment (there is a 
high unemployment rate among young people today, a problem 
created by high fertility in the 1970s)”.

“Fertility is high where female activity is also high (e.g. services 
and childcare facilities combined with being active = higher fer-
tility rates)”.

“Difference between aspirations and number of children… the re-
search has to go deeper into the reasons why people did not have the 
number of children they wanted. What do families expect from gov-
ernments and policies? What do they wish for? We only look at these 
issues form the point of view of the job market and the economy”.

“What is the principle according to which society should decide 
that having children, having families is good for society or not? 
This is a very fundamental question. Answers will probably differ 
from one country to another”.

“Policies and political changes have an effect on family changes 
e.g. fertility rates in Scandinavian countries, where from the sixties 
onwards their fertility went down and later on, from the eighties 
onwards, it began to rise again; France combines different policies 
which also have effects on the rise in fertility; for example, the south-
ern countries had a fall in fertility from the eighties onwards, but in 
eastern countries the fall started in the nineties, which means that 
political changes had an impact on fertility and employment”.

“With respect to the arguments and ideas put forward above re-
garding fertility and marriage aspirations we would call for con-
tinued research and exchanges on measures that aim to support 
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marriage and thereby the family as the basic unit of society and 
on the means (financial, services and time) that help families to 
reconcile work and family life. Investing in these areas can be seen 
as an investment in our future by considering that families are the 
future of Europe”. 

Discussion on the inflexibility of the labour market

“Family structures are being impacted upon by the inflexibility of 
labour market, which is still based on older forms; there is a lot of 
debate on how it is necessary to change labour market policy in 
order to suit the new circumstances of globalisation, but there is 
very little debate on how it needs to change to suit changes in the 
structure of the family structures and of society”.

Discussion on methodology and data availability

“Cross-sectional demographic indicators tend to be well covered 
and easily available for most of the European countries. Howev-
er, data on families and family forms are more difficult to obtain 
via existing statistical data sources. There are several problems. 
For example, the definition of families/families with children var-
ies across European countries, and data collection at the national 
level is not carried out systematically. Some forms of families (co-
habiting unions sometimes even with children, same sex couples, 
and multi-generational families) may not exist in statistical data 
sources, as is acknowledged in the expert report”.

“In order to study fertility and family formation dynamics more 
thoroughly, we need longitudinal data sets and different types of in-
dicators. Cross-sectional indicators or survey data (if not retrospec-
tive) cannot cover many important aspects of family formation. Life 
trajectories of the young today are more fragmentary, in terms of 
educational histories, working life, and family formation, than they 
were a few decades ago. Many of the indicators are not designed to 
capture the multitude of transitions during individual life”.

“Researchers and policy makers should try to identify trends but at 
the same time detect diversity. There is a need for more qualitative 
research in order to capture the diversity in terms of small groups, 
because these groups raise new issues”.



Chapter 2: Critical Review of Research on Families and Family Policies in Europe

127

Major gaps and challenges for research

Micro-level research on fertility development and its determinants is 
needed to understand not so much whether the couple will have chil-
dren, but when they do so. Only a small group of European countries (15 
in 2009) have participated in Generations and Gender Survey (GGS) so far; 
there is a need to understand the different reasons for fertility postpone-
ment, consequences of postponement and the magnitude of recovery.
More research on fertility trends behind the EU average: on the differ-
ences between family forms, qualifications, social classes, regional data, 
housing and its costs, etc.
A recent and probably increasingly important theme is the possibility and 
acceptance of medical aid for fertility and its impact on family life e.g., 
postponement of childbearing or single-parenthood.
There are significant research gaps in the study of new family forms. In 
particular, there is a need to re-examine the relationship between homo-
sexuality and the family of origin in the different European areas. What 
is the relationship between same sex unions and a) welfare systems and 
b) community solidarity? New registration logistics are to be studied in 
more detail. There is a need for differentiated and comparable data on 
new family and conjugal living arrangements throughout Europe.
Another very interesting research field could be the general relationship 
between values and behaviour. Furthermore, very little is known about 
the reciprocal influence of institutions and attitudes. A better knowledge 
of the relationships between these areas is crucial for the future imple-
mentation of political measures, as it is still quite unclear how decision-
making processes of couples and families are influenced and affected by 
other components (e.g. value or political systems).
Furthermore, demographic research should concentrate on the differ-
ential effects of rising migration and mobility as well as rising life expec-
tancy in Europe. The Existential Field report pointed out that the stan-
dard nuclear family model is on the decline in Europe and is increasingly 
complemented by a large variety of other family forms. Further research 
should consider and include these developments and also pay more 
attention to the resources and networks of families in Europe. In this 
context, change in intergenerational support is a very important topic 
for analysis.
There is relatively little information on union formation and dissolution 
among the older population. So far, much of the research on family 
formation and family forms has focussed on young adults. Although 
cohabitation is still more common among the young, its role is also 
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increasing among middle-aged or older people (particularly in coun-
tries which have been forerunners in cohabitation). 

2.1.2 Existential Field 2 - Development processes in the family

Organisation of the focus group and keynote speeches 

Two presentations opened the debate in this focus group. The first presen-
tation came from Carmen Leccardi (University of Milano-Bicocca) who was 
responsible, together with Miriam Perego, for the report on the general topic 
of Existential Field 2: “Family developmental processes”. The second one came 
from keynote speaker Karin Jurczyk (German Youth Institute) and focussed 
mainly on the theme of “doing family” today.

Carmen Leccardi started her presentation by explaining that in their report 
the meaning of development, a concept she recognises to be ambiguous, is 
connected with two types of transformation within the family over the last few 
decades: changes in family forms (growing plurality in the ways of making a 
family) and changes in the identities of the several family members (young, 
adults, elderly), both being important to trace out developments in the trajec-
tories of families in the new century. She also referred to the role of time and its 
impact on social changes and life-course changes. Accordingly she highlighted 
four processes involved in these changes affecting European families:

individualisation; 1. 
transformation in gender relations; 2. 
the pluralisation of role models; 3. 
the ‘subjectivisation’ of norms associated with the family and 4. 
the couple.

Carmen Leccardi continued her presentation by identifying four main trends 
emerging from developmental processes in the family:

The prolonged presence of young people within their family of 1. 
origin (the role played within it by: the negotiation and affection-
based family; the de-standardisation of the life-course; yo-yo tran-
sitions; labour market instability; the parents’ home as a shelter for 
fragmented transitions to adulthood).
Young people and parenthood – the new representations of parent-2. 
hood among young people (new models of parenting, changing 
roles and obligations as regards gender).
Conjugal instability, preconditions, modalities and their social and 3. 
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cultural consequences for family life, gender identities, and divorced 
fathers and mothers.
The new role of grandparents (new active biographical trajectories 4. 
of grandparents involving care support of younger family members). 

Following Carmen Leccardi’s presentation, Karin Jurczyk started her presen-
tation on “Doing family – a new approach to understanding family and its 
developments”. Her proposal focussed on a discussion of “What does doing 
family mean?” The starting point for Karin Jurczyk is that there is a need for 
new approaches and theoretical discussions:

The state of the art concerning the report on developmental 
processes in the family (Existential Field 2) “presents a lot of empirical 
details but lacks concepts related to social changes and what is going 
on in contemporary families”.
There is a “need to frame contemporary families within the trends of 
late modernity and eroding traditions of so-called normal biographies 
and biographical regimes, as well as the erosion of structural contexts 
and the trend towards individualisation”.

The main point Karin Jurczyk brought to the discussion was that “Family is 
more than ever a practice which has to be done permanently over the whole 
life-course; family has no nature, no given resource and no fixed institutional 
framework of private life and individual biography”.

Commenting on the four major trends identified by Carmen Leccardi, 
Karin Jurczyk once again stressed her suggestion that a better under-
standing of those trends within contemporary society requires a radical turn 
to theories of ‘praxeology’. In her view, there is a need to know how people 
do their families; how they live their concrete daily lives; not so much know 
what their values and attitudes are, but find out what their practices are. 
According to Karin Jurczyk, there is a lack of knowledge on what the dimen-
sions of daily life are – what is really going on with the practices: “we have 
to understand how people do family”, by differentiating unreflected practice/
routine and focusing on intentional action. “The challenge is that we have to 
understand the daily and biographical shaping of a common life as a family, 
as a whole, as a group, not only the daily life of a woman, of a man and of a 
child, but the integration of these different perspectives into family life [...] the 
integration of the individual is not only the addition of different actors; there 
are conflicts between solidarities, intentions, demands, there are tensions 
between the individual ‘me’ and the ‘us’. They are not at the same level, there 
is gender and generations [...] this biography is interlinked with shared life 
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context, into family as a group [...] family is an actor in itself”. For Karin Jurczyk, 
“another aspect which is neglected, for example, is a bodily dimension of family, 
family is also physical”.

Summarising Jurczyk’s perspective, ‘doing family’ today must be under-
stood essentially not so much in the light of theoretical approaches but on 
the basis of a new ‘praxeology’ which sees as protagonists the individual 
components of the family (children, mothers and fathers, siblings, grand-
parents, neighbours and so on) and the relations of solidarity/conflict that 
they construct on a daily basis through reciprocal interaction. From the 
point of view of this analytical approach there are numerous phenomena 
involved: bodily, emotional, cognitive, media-related, social, temporal and 
spatial aspects. Family policies, in order to be effective, must in turn come to 
grips with this multiplicity.

While commenting on the four major trends identified by Carmen 
Leccardi, Karin Jurczyk also identified some research gaps and chal-
lenges for further research (see research gaps). She suggested a better 
understanding is needed of the “huge gap” that still exists between atti-
tudes and practices regarding gender roles (not only concerning men’s 
roles, but also with regard to mothers’ ambivalence when they demand 
more participation from men in the daily life of the family yet simultane-
ously restrict that very participation). She also found ambivalences and 
contradictions in the developments of welfare regimes and stated, as an 
example, the case of Germany where some laws push families towards 
modern forms of family while, at same time, relying on traditional forms. 
On the other hand, she considered that the generational perspective 
of the family has been underestimated and that researchers speak a lot 
about couples but neglect the role of children as active actors. There is 
also the dual role of the elderly, who are both care receivers and care-
givers. She also pointed out the importance of studying the family as a 
network, an extended perspective of the family, taking into consider-
ation new developments of the life-course, especially those emerging 
from divorce (patchwork families), as well as the spatial dimension of 
the family in respect to ‘multilocality’ (as a cause of divorce but also 
of professional mobility). For Karin Jurczyk it is important to study the 
impact of multilocality in families due to the fact that multilocality can 
create virtual families and “there is a limit to possible virtuality in family 
life”. Finally, she emphasised the lack of knowledge on the concrete 
procedures for negotiating and practicing partnership and parenthood 
as well as on what she considers to be a big research gap: the interac-
tion process of becoming a parent (“we have studies about men, women’s 
wishes, child’s wishes, but no research on how to become a parent”).
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These two experts raised several key questions, which the group 
discussed. The following paragraphs summarise this discussion.

Main topics discussed and contributions from stakeholders

Among the comments and critical ideas put forward by the participants, it 
became clear that Karin Jurczyk’s proposal to conceptualise the family as an 
actor itself, not limited to the experience of couples and committed to the 
idea of an interactional network with emotional and bodily (physical) aspects, 
was very much appreciated by all the participants in this focus group.

There was agreement that these different facets of interaction, rein-
forced by Karin Jurczyk’s presentation, tend to be completely forgotten in 
European studies. The proposal to turn to ‘praxeology’ was also very well 
received and considered a pertinent approach to capturing diversity, as well 
as an important basis for grounded policies (and as an alternative to struc-
tural policies constructed on the basis of generality).

The following topics summarise the key issues discussed in this focus 
group:

What does “doing family mean”? What does it imply from the point of view 
of methodology and theoretical approaches?

“First of all, this means focusing on relations between people within 
the family and on their practices in everyday life. In this respect, we 
have to be aware that family is not a given, but is a living thing, in 
constant change, which is done and re-done constantly [...] if we are 
able to raise adequate theoretical questions in investigating families, 
then we are also able to put forward a ‘praxeology’ in this respect. This 
means being able to understand the daily practices of ‘doing family’ 
and constructing the interactions between family members”. 

“Pick up the bodily and emotional aspects in the life of the family and 
how the practices in everyday life can shape the family, do the family”.

“Families are constructed through interactions and also through bodi-
ly and emotional interaction, and this means that interactions have 
to deal with the family as a whole, and that inside the family we have 
different generations, different genders, we have children, adults and 
the elderly, and all these subjects intervene through their interactions 
and also through their bodily and emotional interactions”.
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“The importance of studying not only the family as a whole, but 
the family as a series of interactions, requires us to go further with 
the theoretical tools that we use to obtain good empirical data. 
That also implies going beyond the fact that some fields of sociol-
ogy are sectored: sociology of the family, of youth, of education. 
Then there is the need to look at reality from an interaction per-
spective, covering the process as a whole from the beginning: so-
ciology usually studies the fixed time or a fixed moment and ne-
glects how things interact and how people in the family negotiate 
over the long term”.

The centrality of the phenomenon of negotiation within the family: 
between partners, between parents and children, between grandparents 
and grandchildren, and so on. Questions raised:

“Is it possible in this regard to affirm that the family today is char-
acterised by fully-fledged models of negotiation (matching the 
various components of the family)? If so, what is the character 
of these and in what way are they constructed? What effects do 
they produce on the life of the family and on the wellbeing of 
families? From this point of view what role is played by the pro-
cesses of individualisation brought to light in the introductory 
presentations?”

“How can negotiations harmonise the level of individual and the 
couple’s goals, and how do macro social circumstances affect 
these decisions, how to match these three levels? How can we car-
ry out empirical research on this topic?”

“We must take into account the role of education in the develop-
mental processes of the family, e.g. the importance of education 
for negotiating, how to solve problems, how to communicate with 
children… negotiation of conflicts between the older generations 
who stay longer in the labour market and the needs of family to 
have them at home caring for children”.

Families with a large number of children, and the importance of their 
educational role in the current panorama of transformations in the family 

“What messages do these traditional forms of family offer to the so-
cial world today, at a time when the general tendency is to limit the 
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number of children per family? And in what way can welfare policies 
take this type of family into consideration in a concrete way?”

The role of welfare policies

“A big challenge for family policy is to construct family policy that 
covers diversity; all follow one particular model of family either 
implicitly or explicitly. Is it necessary that family policies should al-
ways focus on one particular model, or is diversity and plurality a 
model that can be supported by politics? How might that work?”

“Unpaid work of women and family carers (e.g. handicapped chil-
dren) is an important value for society and Gross Domestic Prod-
uct (GDP) (states economise a great deal) but does not appear in 
statistics, even though it is fundamental for families’ lives; family 
carers of disabled children are often not paid. Also to be researched 
are their conditions of life and care [...] family care should be in-
cluded in GDP”.

Possible relationship between scientific experts engaged in the study of the 
family and stakeholders (as well as policy makers)

“What is the nature of this relationship today and how could it be 
improved? How might it contribute to helping more vulnerable 
families or to the rights of children within the family? More gen-
erally, how can this relationship throw light on questions that are 
central to the wellbeing of families and also facilitate the develop-
ment of appropriate public policies?”

“The main points regarding this relationship between researchers and 
stakeholders are awareness by researchers and NGOs that we deal 
with representations of reality. If we find there are common grounds 
for these representations then a common voice can also be found”.

Children’s rights and wellbeing

The theme of the rights of children proved central to the discussion and was 
analysed from various points of view. In particular, attention was drawn to the 
issue of the consequences of divorce on the life of young children. The impor-
tance of the regularity of contact over time, and the interactions between 
separated fathers and mothers and their children, were highlighted as essen-



134

Wellbeing of Families in Future Europe - Challenges for Research and Policy 

tial elements in the wellbeing both of children and their parents. More gener-
ally, emphasis was placed on the importance of maintaining a high level of 
awareness of the effects of developmental processes in the family on the well-
being of children: “we should start by focusing on children as subjects and equals 
in the family and not just as minors or subject to a hierarchical condition”.

The need to look at divorce as a start of a new form of family 

“Since the late sixties divorce has increased significantly, so a lot of peo-
ple are sons or daughters of divorced parents. We do not yet know what 
kind of family life-course histories they have experienced. Maybe these 
changes and the instability of family and marriage will take us to new 
forms of family in the present. Too much research focuses on women’s 
problems and less on fathers; we also have to look at the family from 
the perspective of men, in particular the role of fathers after divorce”.

Same sex families can be a starting point for a new way of looking at the family

“Due to the fact that there seem to be no gender differences it is in-
teresting to understand the way they manage their individual per-
spectives of family life”. “What does it mean to be a gay father or a 
lesbian mother in relation to the children’s future and adulthood?”

“We are facing different ways of conceiving families”.

The importance of conducting empirical research of a comparative kind in 
relation to European Member States 

First of all, empirical research of this type is important in order to under-
stand in a detailed way what lies behind the differences between European 
countries as far as the family is concerned (the timing of family life, the ways 
of ‘doing family’, the relationship between parents and children, the balance 
between family, work and personal life – in connection with the reality of the 
labour market and welfare policies), and the ways in which family choices 
(and individual choices within the family) are made and negotiated. 

Major gaps and challenges for research

The lack of knowledge on the concrete procedures for negotiating 
the practices of partnership and parenthood; on the interactions of 
becoming a parent – we have studies on men, women, and children’s 



Chapter 2: Critical Review of Research on Families and Family Policies in Europe

135

wishes, but no research on the interactions between parents and the 
process of how to deal with becoming a parent.
There is a lack of studies on same sex families.
More research on the huge gap between attitudes and practices rela-
tive to gender roles, not only from the point of view of men but also of 
women/mothers who tend to restrict men’s participation in family life; 
it is important to look at these ambivalences.
Research must also look into the bodily and emotional aspects of the 
family. More specifically, attention should be drawn to the physical 
dimension of motherhood.
An effort must be made to promote greater understanding of new 
forms of families today, including the relationship between children 
and parents. We refer here, for example, to ‘patchwork’ families (after 
divorce), to migrant couples and parenthood, or to same sex couples.
It is important to focus on children who are experiencing or have 
already experienced critical events both in new and traditional families 
(for example, in same sex couples) and to understand what the risks are 
for children in high-conflict family situations, in order to develop sensi-
tive policies to support them.
Need for research on how education for family life, marriage, conflict 
handling, etc., can contribute to changes in the attitudes of young 
adults towards family values.
The generational perspective has been underestimated. “We speak a lot 
about couples but neglect the role of children as active actors, as equals 
within families and not just minors”. There is a need for further research 
on the importance of mutual care between generational and gender 
groups, and cross-national comparisons on the role of grandparents in 
childcare.
In summary, there is a major research gap in the linkages between daily 
life and development of the family, the daily and biographical processes 
of doing family as an interaction.

2.1.3 Existential Field 3 - State family policies

Organisation of the focus group and keynote speeches 

Sonja Blum (University of Münster) opened the session with a presentation 
on the results of the Existential Field report on State family policies, which 
she authored together with Christiane Rille-Pfeiffer (University of Vienna). 
According to Sonja Blum, state family policies in Europe have gained 
tremendous importance in recent years due to major challenges European 
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societies are facing today such as ageing, growing diversity of families and 
the reconciliation of work and family life. These challenges have made family 
policy one of the few expanding areas of welfare. However, in comparison 
with other social policy fields, family policy is characterised by a low degree 
of institutionalisation, even though it cuts across other policies related to 
employment, education, housing and urban development that impact on 
families. 

Family policies across EU Member States are characterised by great 
diversity. Sonja Blum focussed on major trends in family policy in Europe in 
relation to regulatory frameworks, leave policies, care services, and cash and 
tax benefits. Her approach was based on a geographical typology of family 
policies, which she adopted as a temporary solution (Nordic, Continental, 
Anglo-American, Mediterranean and Post-Socialist countries); on the family 
policy database of the Council of Europe; on the information made avail-
able by the annual review of the International Network on Leave Policy and 
Research; and on the data emerging from a small questionnaire her work 
team sent to welfare state researchers in all EU27 countries.

In her conclusion, Sonja Blum identified some European trends in terms 
of either re-familialisation or defamilialisation. While family policy in Nordic 
countries seems to keep the sense of re-familialisation and Mediterranean 
countries keep their orientation toward defamilialisation, conservative and 
Anglo-American countries both show moves towards defamilialisation, 
while Post-Socialist countries are very heterogeneous, between defamiliali-
sation and re-familialisation.

A second presentation came from Kathrin Linz (Institute of Social Work 
and Social Education, Frankfurt) entitled “Hurdles to overcome in compara-
tive research on family policy”, focusing on what she experienced as obstacles 
while doing comparative research on family policy in Europe. In her presen-
tation she mentioned two comparative studies, both conducted in 2009: 
one on the “reporting on policies for families in the EU Member States”, the 
other on “policies for families in times of the economic crisis – reactions of the 
EU Member States”.

Family support systems are being shaped and developed independently 
in each country. National policy measures are developed in a context of 
differences in cultural conceptions, socio-political targets, welfare state 
configurations and financing possibilities. Therefore Kathrin Linz considers 
that when doing cross-national research on family policies in European 
countries “we need to take into account the different traditions of dealing with 
policies for the wellbeing of families as well as the development of institutions 
in this field”, namely the political structures dealing with families in different 
states. Is the overall support system for families stronger in countries where 
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family policy is explicit, and where there is a designated ministry for family 
affairs? “In some Member States it was not easy to find the right person to talk 
to because by the time we conducted the study there were only nine ministries 
in the Member States which had ‘family’ in their title”.

When conducting comparative studies on family policy “we need to know 
more about how family policy is culturally and institutionally embedded in 
each country”. Why is the word “family” part of the ministry name in some 
countries? How can we explain differences in the development of explicit 
family policies in some Member States?

Kathrin Linz mentioned a study (by Franz Rothenbacher, University of 
Mannheim) which shows that there is a strong connection between state 
expenditure on families, the standing of family policy in society and the 
development of institutions. The study also concluded that the development 
of explicit family policies is to be expected to a higher degree in countries 
where Catholic values correlate with high socio-economic development. 
In countries where Catholic values correlate with weak socio-economic 
performance there is often an effect on the development of institutional 
structures in family policy.

According to Kathrin Linz, when comparing major trends in current 
debates on family policies in European countries it seems that changes 
in policies are increasingly focussed on facing up to demographic chal-
lenges, for example the expansion of childcare facilities in Germany. Policy 
makers and stakeholders are also worried about the impact of financial cuts 
on families. What impact has the economic crisis had on national family 
policy measures in Europe? Research results showed that the impact of the 
economic crisis on public finances was particularly significant in relation to 
measures and programmes for families, which means that funding strongly 
shapes policies for families. However, responses to the economic crisis 
varied widely. There are also contradictions in the changes introduced by 
countries, with some changes resulting in a higher level of support for fami-
lies, and others going in the opposite direction. Kathrin Linz considered that 
changes in family policy as a response to the economic crisis are a fertile 
ground for further research, and stated that “we should also look at changes 
in family policy resources over time”. As national family policies are subject 
to constant change, it is important to understand which changes have a 
positive and which changes have a negative impact on families. More longi-
tudinal comparative research would be useful to increase knowledge of 
developments and outcomes of family-oriented policies. 

A third presentation came from Jorma Sipilä (University of Tampere), and 
focussed on cash for care: “Cash for childcare: an exquisitely debated subject”, 
an issue which he recognised to be a small but crucial detail in the whole 
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process of family policy. He regarded it as an interesting detail because it 
is related to emotions as well as being a controversial subject: “most social 
researchers as well as policy makers, especially those involved in the economic 
field, have either not been interested in this topic or are against it”.

The major question is: “should the state pay parents for taking care of their 
children at home?” According to Jorma Sipilä, there are two alternative ways 
of doing this: one is the American method, where parents are given cash to 
purchase care as they wish (parents may pay for care or provide care them-
selves). The alternative is the Nordic method, which is “about giving cash 
instead of day care”, meaning that if parents do not use subsidised day-care 
they are eligible to receive cash for care. Jorma Sipilä focussed on this latter 
measure, which is more common among Nordic countries, where there has 
been a broader use of day-care and high expenditure on families. However, 
there is no mainstream model in Scandinavia, but a variety of different prin-
ciples, particularly at the local level.

Jorma Sipilä put forward a set of arguments for and against these exten-
sively debated home care allowances. Among the arguments against are the 
following: the risks to career development for women; poverty and female 
unemployment (the state is spending money to reduce female unemploy-
ment while every political program demands the opposite); the extra costs 
it represents for the state; increasing marginalisation among mothers as 
well as greater risks for children. It is also seen as an advantage for mothers 
but not for children; it is particularly poor and under-educated parents who 
prefer this cash care solution; it might be problematic for immigrant chil-
dren, who will be raised separately from other children; there is no guar-
antee of quality because the state cannot intervene and examine what is 
going on; and it creates problems in terms of gender equality with respect 
to formal and informal work.

Among the arguments in favour, Jorma Sipilä named the following: the 
benefit allows people to protest against the lack of reconciliation between 
work and family life (very popular among young people), and increases 
family time (also a very popular argument reflecting the growing value of 
maternal care and children). In fact, about 90 per cent of people in Finland 
have used cash for care for some length of time. From the perspective of 
research, explanations for this are related to the following: insecurity in the 
transition to the labour market; family care capital at times when unemploy-
ment is on the rise; parents are less and less able to afford to stay at home 
without benefits; privatisation and non-formalisation of care as a cause of 
economic crisis; neoliberal emphasis on individual choice; motherhood and 
gender differences are somehow glorified by the entertainment industry; 
the existence of this kind of benefit legitimises its use (social policy benefits 
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function as normative recommendations, intensifying the social obligation 
to make time for care); advantages of day-care and family care according to 
medicine and child psychiatry.

In conclusion, considering the importance this benefit still has for fami-
lies and taking into account the current controversial debate over home 
care allowances, Jorma Sipilä made some recommendations for improving 
the benefit. One is that parents should not stay exclusively at home i.e. the 
benefit should not promote exclusion from the labour market, but should 
encourage a combination of part-time work and part-time childcare; 
parents should not be encouraged to reject the labour market; the benefit 
should be shared between parents, as care leaves also tend to be shared; 
the introduction of father’s quotas in cash for care would also improve 
gender equality. A point stressed by Jorma Sipilä was that the right to the 
cash benefit should never exclude the right to day-care, as happens today 
in Finland (though not in Norway); children’s participation in group activi-
ties should be a condition for the cash benefit, in order to prevent children 
growing up in closed families.

A final presentation came from Jonas Himmelstrand (HARO, Sweden) 
who focussed on Swedish family policies with a presentation entitled “Are 
the Swedish state family policies delivering?” His main point was to challenge 
Sweden’s perfect image regarding family policy, i.e. as having the best state 
welfare model in international benchmarking. According to Jonas Himmel-
strand, Sweden today has a culture and a form of political commitment 
which considers state-provided professional childcare as the most suitable 
form of care for the child’s development, while family care is regarded as a 
lesser choice. Gender equality is a core issue in the debates on childcare.

Overall Sweden is known for having great statistics in respect of low 
infant mortality, very high life expectancy, relatively high birth rate, low child 
poverty, high spending on education, equality and gender equality, and the 
best parental leave. However, Jonas Himmelstrand argues that quality must 
be also balanced with quantity: “are we actually producing a next generation 
which has the psychological maturity and ability to handle stress, and manage 
the challenges of future life?” 

Sweden is known as having one of the best parental leave schemes. 
However, one of the main ideas Jonas Himmelstrand wanted to stress is that 
after the 16 months of well-paid parental leave (13 months at 80 per cent 
of salary plus another three months at a lower level) the ‘door closes’. He 
also pointed out that cash for care depends on municipalities, and only one-
third of them are providing it. On the other hand, the high Swedish tax rates 
are designed for dual-earner households; family policy emphasises a work 
policy saying that “everybody should work after parental leave”; parental leave 
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is expected to be split in equal shares between men and women. Therefore 
the overall family policy model is becoming “children in day-care and parents 
working”.

In relation to this family policy model of childcare, Jonas Himmelstrand 
brought up some “uncomfortable statistics”, namely: the severe decrease 
in psychological health among youth; the very high rates of sick leave 
among women; day-care staff at the top of the sick leave statistics; rapidly 
decreasing quality in Swedish schools; plummeting educational results in 
Swedish schools; severe discipline problems in Swedish classrooms; deteri-
orating parental abilities, even in the middle classes; a highly segregated labour 
market. Among the main possible causes, based on current knowledge, Jonas 
Himmelstrand reinforced the negative impact of early separation of children 
and parents as well as of early exposure of children to large groups of peers.

Jonas Himmelstrand concluded that “Swedish state family policies are not 
emotionally sustainable and thus not sustainable in terms of health, psycholog-
ical maturation or learning [...] Swedish State family policies may not even be 
democratically sustainable, as there are definitive difficulties in even discussing 
these policies”.

Main topics discussed and contributions from stakeholders

Childcare and cash for care. Questions raised:

“Should cash for care also be introduced for elderly persons and re-
gardless of income? Home care allowances have been introduced 
as a trend in childcare expansion. Is it feasible to have this for old-
er persons? (It is surprising that faced with an ageing population 
care services for older persons have gained less attention)”.

“There are many indicators on the quantity aspects of childcare 
but there is a lack of indicators on quality. There are often two indi-
cators, which are also covered by OECD family database: child staff 
ratio and educational levels of childcare employees, but these are 
very poor indicators for comparative research, and even for these 
indicators we still do not have reliable and comparative data (e.g. 
childcare expenditures and outcomes)”.

“Family care/maternal care or childcare/non-maternal care? We 
need research for the long term. There is a lot of political talk but 
very little research on what is best for children, particularly small-
er children under the age of one. It is important to carry out early 
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childcare longitudinal studies in different countries”.

“It is also important to look at the effects of early childcare on par-
enthood. How does it affect being a parent, their health, their psy-
chological maturation?”

“There is a lack of information on tax systems. In Austria there is a 
proposal to guarantee a minimum income for families no matter 
how many children they have. It is important to give families fi-
nancial security and to compare tax systems in Europe”.

“We have to support families’ freedom of choice in relation to care ar-
rangements: there is significant investment in day-care, but what do 
we give to the families that look after the children themselves? Fami-
lies do not have equal opportunities to fulfil their wishes as long as 
family policies support certain forms of family and neglect others. We 
have to focus on the wishes of families, and they are very different”.

“Lone parent families and blended families seem to be more highly 
valued, they are regarded as modern families, and married young 
couples are looked at as traditional families”.

The inevitable and increasingly important link between family policies and 
employment policies

“One of the most important aspects of family policy in the future 
is flexible working conditions in the labour market. It is utopian to 
expect that all children will be cared for at home by families. Fami-
lies are also needed in the employment market. So the question is: 
can we be there and also take care of our children and of our par-
ents when they grow old? It is crucial to focus on the simultaneous 
combination of employment and care [...] nowadays family poli-
cies go along with the situation of the labour market”.

“Flexibility might also mean less job security [...] flexible working 
conditions should take account of employee points of view as well 
as employers’”.

Employers’ points of view 

“Small and medium-sized employer firms find it harder to replace 
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people taking leave. When talking about leaves we often underes-
timate the employer side, we tend to emphasise the state’s point of 
view or the child’s point of view or the parents’ and families’ point 
of view, but these situations also affect employers. Employers must 
be involved in the discussion of these policies”.

Wider focus when looking at state family policy 

“The focus on state family policies and on central level or even fed-
eral state structures might lead us to miss some substantial devel-
opments and aspects of family policies. One of the major develop-
ments is that there is an increase in actors and stakeholders who 
are discussing and debating family policies. The implementation 
of family policy measures is increasingly carried out at the region-
al and local levels, so it is a huge challenge to try to capture any 
comparison between all Member States of the Union, for example 
through case studies”.

“Are there differences between national and local levels of poli-
cies (and also between countries) regarding which type of families 
they are addressing? There is a need to address all types of families 
in terms of an approach to social justice, and sometimes that can 
be more evident at the local level”.

The crucial role of time management in family policies

“Family policies are usually looked at as a tool kit of three policies 
– benefits in cash, benefits in kind (different types of childcare ser-
vices), and time and time management. Increasingly public au-
thorities try to convince employers to do more about time man-
agement (flexible working hours), because they have their whole 
agenda of employment levels, getting people into employment, 
and keeping people in employment (specially women and moth-
ers), so time management is also a trend and should be of greater 
interest for the immediate future”.

“Love is the main reason for founding a family. The main reason 
we have so many divorces and separations is that there is no time 
to cultivate this love, so the love disappears and then the partner-
ship is dissolved. So love, time, money and resources are the main 
reasons for families to work or not to work”.
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Mainstreaming family

“Gender mainstreaming is on the agenda everywhere, so perhaps 
it would be interesting to introduce family mainstreaming as a 
new attitude for family policy makers and family science experts. 
A family impact report should be a standard starting point for the 
policy decision-making process”.

“The lack of consensus on a definition of family is one of the rea-
sons why there is no platform for action for family as there is for 
youth, for old people or for people with disabilities, for example. 
From an international perspective, if it is not possible to reach a 
common definition on family, at least there should be an agree-
ment on what family functions are, because the definitions of 
those functions could help to design good policies for families [...] 
and establishing a regional framework of family rights”.

“It is important not to define the family and look at all sorts of fam-
ily models because children do not choose the type of family they 
are born into”.

Framing family policies over the life-course and from an intergenerational 
perspective

“In most countries, family polices relate to pregnancy, birth and 
early childhood and then when school starts family policies seem 
to be out of sight [...] they could be important again in connection 
with parents’ supporting adolescents [...] it is crucial to try to see 
policies over the life-course and according to relevant family tran-
sitions in order to support and try to contribute to the wellbeing 
of families. Time management should also take into account the 
‘sandwich generation’, those who have to take care of both chil-
dren and old parents”. 

Policy evaluation and its consequences in the long term

“It is important to evaluate policies that are not explicit family policies 
but nevertheless impact and influence family outcomes. It is also im-
portant to understand the impact of evidence-based policy-making 
[...] What are the consequences for families of policy measures?”
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“Consultation on family policies: it would be interesting to see how 
family policies are made and how they are being implemented. 
Is there a consultation process on what families actually expect 
from government and on their different needs for reconciling fam-
ily and work life?”

How to evaluate family policies?

“Without knowing the aims of the policies how can we evaluate 
them? For evaluation we would need information on what the 
goals of special family policies are. Politicians do not usually state 
the aims of these policies explicitly. We would also need to know 
how much money was invested as well as with what results. This 
kind of effectiveness is difficult to evaluate”.

“The aim of any family policy is social justice; standards of 
living between families in democratic societies require more 
equality; family policies are prevention policies against pover-
ty and social exclusion, so maybe this can be a form of bench-
marking and policy evaluation: social justice between different 
forms of families”.

Typologies/classifications

“We need to improve typologies and we need specific typologies 
for post-socialist countries”. “Is it possible to consider the diversity 
of family-oriented policies in a single ‘pot’? Typologies do not al-
ways help, at least from the perspective of family organisations”.

Family policies - should we all have family policies?

“Family must be nurtured from the inside. There might be too 
much family policy and too much control from the State. How do 
we foster that inner motivation for family? Are family policies a 
good thing in that context?”

Major gaps and challenges for research

There is a need to broaden the focus of analysis, going behind state 
family policies (e.g. more research on government-NGO relations, 
occupational family policies, regional and local family policies, in order 
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to capture differences between all Member States of the Union, for 
example through case studies).
We need to know more about the effects of policies which are not 
explicit family policies, but which impact on families (for example 
employment policies).
We need to know more about the belief systems and the policy ideas of 
family policy makers (and the differences across countries).
More data is needed on the total expenditure on family policy in order 
to assess the impact of policy changes on overall support for families.
There is insufficient data on intergenerational transfers within families, 
and the overall contribution of older persons to the wellbeing of their 
families.
Effects of early childcare on parenthood and adult maturation: research 
is needed on the impact of maternal and non-maternal care (e.g. effects 
on child-parent relations).
More research is needed on family policies and men’s role in the family 
(e.g. why they take less parental leave).
It is important to examine the impact of certain leave schemes on 
employers and according to company size. Small and medium-sized 
employers find it harder to replace people taking leave.

2.1.4  Existential Field 4 - Family, living environments and local 
policies

Organisation of the focus group and keynote speeches 

The focus group began with an introductory presentation from Leeni Hansson 
(University of Tallinn) on the subject: “Family life and living environment: different 
ways of development”. She started with a theoretical approach to the concept of 
living environment according to the Urie Bronfenbrenner’s perspective, which 
defines four social environmental systems affecting family life:

Micro-system: immediate environments and settings (e.g. home, 1. 
school, informal networks, etc.).
Meso-system: a system comprising connections between immediate 2. 
environments (i.e. home and a child’s school).
Exo-system: external environmental settings which indirectly affect 3. 
family life (e.g. parents’ workplace settings).
Macro-system: large cultural and social contexts (economy and 4. 
labour market, legislation, educational system, etc.).
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Focusing on the macro-system, and drawing attention to poverty rates, 
Leeni Hansson stated that today’s EU is characterised by similarities and 
contrasts between countries. For example, according to the Eurobarom-
eter, two adults without children face a lower risk of poverty than the 
average of the total population. Families with three children are at greater 
risk of poverty. Single parents with dependent children, single elderly 
people, and especially single elderly female are the household types with 
the highest risk of poverty. These general poverty trends are similar in the 
majority of the Member States, and differences between countries are not 
so significant. However, when comparing poverty rates of the total popu-
lation with poverty rates of two adults with three or more children, there 
are huge differences between and within countries. Families with three or 
more children are far more exposed to poverty than the total population 
in some countries, while in other countries poverty rates between the total 
population and large families are more even. According to Leeni Hansson, 
the countries where there are no significant differences in poverty rates 
between total population and large families are those where social secu-
rity benefits are well organised to support families. Ending her presenta-
tion, she focussed on research gaps as well as on what is needed in order 
to measure living environments and to carry out cross-country compari-
sons of family life and living environments. 

After Leeni Hansson’s presentation, there were some brief comments, 
and a further two presentations followed. Epp Reiska and Ellu Saar (both 
from University of Tallinn and authors of the Existential Field report on 
Family and living environments...) summarised major trends and research 
gaps according to six sub-topics of the general topic of this focus group: 
economic situation, employment, education, environmental conditions, 
housing and local politics. The last presentation, before the debate, came 
from Francesco Belletti (Forum delle Associazioni Familiari) who focussed 
on Local politics - programmes and best practice models, a sub-topic of Exis-
tential Field 4. 

All presentations were commented on by participants. Several key ques-
tions and issues were raised and discussed as follows. 

Main topics discussed and contributions from stakeholders

The role of family policy; family policy mainstreaming

Leeni Hansson’s presentation generated a discussion on the role of social 
and family policy and the need to monitor its effects on families’ wellbeing 
according to more subjective and comparable indicators.
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It was also pointed out by participants that many countries do not 
have a specific department for family policy, while in others family policy 
is integrated or diluted in social policy. There is accordingly a need for 
creating specific departments for family policy and to bring family policy 
into the mainstream: “in many European documents we find the concept 
of cohesion, social, economic, political; the first model of cohesion is the 
family; we cannot speak about cohesion if there is no cohesion in families; 
this approach stressing the integration of policies might be interesting for 
the future of mainstream family policy [...] family at the heart of several 
policies. It is precisely in cohesion policy that we find local development, 
regional development, sustainability […] we should try to mainstream family in 
many European policies”.

The need to monitor policies and their effects on family wellbeing was 
also a major point in the discussion: “One of the statements of the Lisbon 
Strategy 2000 was that poverty should be diminished by 10 per cent in 2010, but 
actually poverty increased by 15 per cent. So what advances have been made? 
Poverty and social exclusion still exists [...] in order to achieve some success 
we should be monitoring policy advancement and how the policy of Member 
States reflects on family welfare and family wellbeing. Where is family in Euro-
pean strategies?” 

How to measure living environment? How to define the ‘friendly-family 
environment’ concept?

Another key issue in the debate was the question of how to measure a 
“living environment”. Living environment was presented by Leeni Hansson 
as a multi-dimensional concept with different key elements. She suggested 
some indicators for measuring what a good living environment consists 
of: functional housing environments, adequate work places in appropriate 
locations, adequate educational and child care facilities, adequate services 
in appropriate locations, a wide range of parks and recreational areas, func-
tional transport networks, a functional municipal infrastructure, and an 
unpolluted, noise-free environment.

It was pointed out that there is a lot of data on the performance of 
economies and that GDP is the most widely-used measure of economic 
activity. However, it was recognised that it measures only market produc-
tion and not economic wellbeing. Material living standards are more 
closely associated with measures of real income and consumption but 
do not tell us anything significant in terms of families’ wellbeing. There 
was agreement that what is missing is a perspective that goes beyond 
GDP: the household perspective as well as a family perspective, e.g. 
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consumer patterns and their unequal distribution according to house-
holds and family types.

The importance of parents and families as agents influencing and 
designing their living environment was also emphasised (their role in 
defining indicators to measure their wellbeing): “family wellbeing cannot 
only be measured by economic indicators such as GDP; the pertinence of the 
capability approach (access to basic rights, education, being able to care for the 
people we like… in this context). Research should go to the community and to 
the local specificities, and involve people and their own definitions of their well-
being [...] we need to construct more subjective indicators related to household 
and family perspectives”.

Do we have a family-friendly environment? Work versus family, or balance?

“One important impact of the FAMILYPLATFORM project should be 
to change policies and create more friendly environments for fami-
lies… flexible working time does not exist in reality, employers pre-
fer to not employ women with children under five or women who 
plan to have children [...] For European citizens it is not so important 
to have strategies, road maps, white papers, or green papers, but 
rather to understand how the policy of Member States reflects on 
their own life and on more friendly environments for the family”.

The issue of family-friendly enterprises was also raised in the discussion. The 
need for a unified definition was stressed: “what does it actually mean for a 
company to be family-friendly?” Examples such as childcare facilities and the 
role in caring for retired employees were mentioned as characteristics that 
could be included in the definition.

The crucial importance of a dual approach when studying family and  
environment

This Existential Field was considered essential for capturing macro 
changes and carrying out macro-level analysis of how family changes 
affect the environment and how environment influences families. There 
was general agreement on the lack of data on the impact of families on 
the environment: 

“In the report there is some information on the environment, but it 
does not go further on sustainability indexes and on the linkages 
between household behaviour and family behaviour and sustain-
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ability. What do internal family changes mean for sustainability and 
related polices? [...] It is very important to try to link internal family 
changes and decision-making within families and to establish what 
their impact is on the sustainability of the environment”.

Sustainability was considered to be a key challenge. It was recognised that 
it is important to identify what the changing patterns are in families in 
Europe (fewer marriages, more single parents), and what they mean from 
the point of view of sustainability. In this respect families are very important 
and “specially mothers because they make the daily decisions on, for example, 
purchasing, using energy, etc.; so they have a huge impact on daily activities 
which impact environmental management [...] it is important to try to link 
internal family changes and decision-making processes with their impact on 
the sustainability of the environment”.

“There are changes within the family – how are these changes im-
pacting outside? There are changes in the relationships inside the 
family: what are they bringing to the overall changes in society 
and the environment?”

The gender perspective was also discussed: there is a need to consider new 
forms of fatherhood and the increasing movement towards gender equality 
within families, and to understand how the improvement of work and family 
life balance connects with environments. A question was raised concerning 
the gendered configuration of public spaces: the most frequent example 
given by fathers who are interviewed is the difficulty of caring in public 
spaces, which are often designed just for women (e.g. nappy-changing 
facilities in women’s toilets).

How to do family policy at local level? How to harmonise the different 
responsibilities of managing the municipality as a public actor?

Francesco Belletti’s presentation stressed the importance of family policy at 
a local level, as well as the need to spread best practices models. According 
to him, the local level is acquiring more and more relevance because at local 
level actions can be targeted to specific needs and problems can be tackled 
in a more “rounded and responsive way”.

Focusing on the local level also means stressing the family as an impor-
tant actor and therefore the importance of family associations, Volunteers 
and NGOs were also mentioned: “If we want to know families we have to know 
their local representatives; it is a way to get into national families; that is why 
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NGOs are so important in the family platform”.
The main point highlighted with respect to local family policies was that 

there is a need for more research on local welfare in order to carry out compar-
ative approaches on the good or best practices models. It was recognised, 
however, that the collection of good practices needs to be more systematic, 
to allow for comparisons and an evaluation of the results achieved.

Emphasis was put on the importance of defining a research agenda and 
developing a monitoring system for local family policies. There was general 
agreement on the crucial importance of qualitative approaches, which 
seem to be more productive in detecting the complex and interactive 
mechanisms of local networks and finding which actors determine a local 
policy’s effectiveness: stakeholders, institutions, etc. There was also general 
agreement on the need to conduct further research into the portability and 
reproducibility of good practices.

Discussion on methodological approaches; the limitations of existing 
statistical data

Specific statistical data is mostly available at the macro or country level. 
There are, however, no specific family-focussed data (for example, by 
different family types). There are also difficulties in interpreting data, as 
different concepts are not always well defined (e.g. “if we have to compare 
families with children: in some countries this refers to families under 16, in some 
countries 16 is included, in others it is children under 8, in Italy children under 
the age of 25, when they live with their parents… What are we comparing?”)

“There are surveys which have questions on satisfaction with life, family life, 
housing, leisure time… but who is satisfied? Is the answer only from the person 
who is answering the questionnaire or is it shared by the partner or other family 
members as well? We do not know, we do not have the family perspective”.
“How is poverty measured? Is it really a poverty line? What is the meaning of 
poverty? Income is a good measure, but it is not enough to measure poverty 
in rural areas – it does not reflect reality. There is a need for qualitative designs; 
averages do not help us in telling who needs what. What kind of families are 
having difficulties? What kind of classification do we need in order to disaggre-
gate data? There are different types of classifications which need to be devel-
oped further”.

The importance of longitudinal data was also stressed, and the example 
of the life cycle was quoted, to reflect the fact that responsibilities change 
over time.
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Major gaps and challenges for research

Economic situation:

There is a need to include a household and family perspective. More infor-
mation is required on how families obtain and use resources such as money, 
material resources, available services, time, etc. There is a lack of informa-
tion on incomes and consumer patterns and their distribution across family 
types. Overall there is a lack of subjective measures of economic wellbeing; 
and even when available, data are not comparable across countries. 

Education: 

The absence of data on access to education (e.g. access to primary education 
in rural areas and access to lifelong learning opportunities), percentage of 
children attending crèches and pre-school (rural and urban areas, according 
to age), school drop-out and comparable surveys exploring the connections 
between education and other outcomes related to family wellbeing.
The need for more research on the role of family in primary socialisa-
tion as a component of education, on parents’ involvement in children’s 
schools, and on parents’ skills and parenting support. There is a lack of 
studies on education and schools for minority groups.
Difficulties finding data on rural families and differences in relation to 
urban areas.
A lack of data on flexible working time arrangements by household and 
family type; lack of data on cross-border employment.
The need to monitor family-friendly policies at local, regional, national 
and cross-country levels (e.g. companies with childcare and elderly care 
facilities).

Environmental conditions: 

There is a need for an agreement between researchers on what elements 
constitute a ‘family-friendly environment’.
There is a lack of environmental indicators when considering the fami-
lies’ point of view: for example, there is no data on the amount of people 
or special groups of people exposed to different contaminants in the 
environment. There is also a lack of comparable data on the existence 
and quality of green areas in European cities.
There is also the need to carry out research on the gendering of public 
spaces.
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There is a need for double-sided research on how changes in families 
affect environmental conditions and how environmental conditions 
affect families.

Housing:

Existing data needs to be updated and made relevant and comparable, 
as there are some subjectivities in conceptual definitions (for example, 
the number of rooms is used as an indicator for living conditions of 
families in countries with different stages of development, and afford-
able decent housing is still an ambiguous concept without a common 
definition).

2.1.5 Existential Field 5 - Family management 

Organisation of the focus group and keynote speeches 

The focus group started with a presentation from Marietta Pongrácz 
(Hungarian Demographic Research Institute and leader of this Existential 
Field) who highlighted the main results of the working report on the general 
topic “Patterns and trends of family management in the European Union”. The 
presentation covered three aspects of family management: allocation of 
tasks and gender roles; parenting and childrearing; family and work. After 
this presentation, a brief discussion took place between all participants.

A second presentation was made by Michael Meuser (Technical University of 
Dortmund), focusing on the changing culture of fatherhood and on how fathers 
put fatherhood into practice. During his presentation on “Fathers and family 
management - expectations, pretensions and social practice”, Michael Meuser iden-
tified several research challenges in the field and also contributed to an inter-
esting discussion on the “new cultural idea of the new father” and its connections 
with labour market structure and the role fathers play in family management.

A third and final presentation came from Gordon Neufeld (University of 
British Columbia) on “Working mothers and the wellbeing of children”. Gordon 
Neufeld is a developmental psychologist, and his presentation gave the 
focus group a psychologist’s perspective on child wellbeing and child devel-
opment: the spotlight of this final presentation was the concept of child 
attachment. 

Main topics discussed and contributions from stakeholders

The presentation from Marietta Pongrácz, Hungarian Demographic Research 
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Institute, was the starting point for a first brief discussion on the outcomes 
of the report. Participants made some general suggestions:

The report reflects the overemphasis of research on the division of work 
among heterosexual couple families and gives insufficient attention to other 
family types, therefore failing to reflect the variability and changing nature 
of family management patterns in European families. For example, single 
parent families, foster families and families caring for disabled persons must 
not be completely left out.

Another suggestion was that marginal groups such as migrant families 
and minorities should be included (participants considered that there is little 
information on family management among migrant families and raised the 
question of whether they tend to have traditional orientations and values).

The role of children in family management was also mentioned, given 
the fact that in some European families children are an important element 
in family management, such as being responsible for some household 
duties as well as for the care of young siblings. There was also a discussion 
on the age children should start to participate in domestic work at home. 
The importance of early socialisation regarding the (gender-biased) division 
of domestic work was pointed out.

Discussants also pointed out that existing research at the national level 
is not always in the English language. Comparative cross-national research 
needs to be reviewed and continued on a regular basis.

The overall debate within this focus group was very much centred on family 
management for families with children (heterosexual couples) and particu-
larly their daily life after having children. The most relevant subjects discussed 
included the challenges of caring during the life-course - childrearing but also 
teenagers’ and grandparents’ care - negotiation relationships within the family 
(including all family members as well as the role of children in family manage-
ment) and the connections between paid and unpaid work. With regard to 
childcare the debate covered the points of view of parents, mothers, fathers 
and children, the labour market perspective, and issues of gender equality. It 
became evident that these perspectives are different and not always recon-
cilable; while they may sometimes be complementary, at other times they 
conflict. The following points summarise this discussion.

Childcare, mother’s or parents’ care in the early years of a child’s life? The 
child’s perspective

The early years of a child’s life were considered extremely important for the 
development of the future individual. Therefore, there was a discussion on 
the best arrangements for the care of children during this stage of life. On 
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the one hand, the importance of giving more value to parental leave was 
underlined, not just in terms of increasing parental leave time but essentially 
to promote parental leave for mothers in order to motivate them to stay 
at home with their children as long as possible. However, this perspective 
discourages mothers from going back to work after childbirth. In general, 
mothers are viewed as being the crucial actors in developing and strength-
ening the emotional bonds with the child and the child’s balanced develop-
ment as a person.

As a psychologist of development Gordon Neufeld reinforced this 
perspective by bringing in the concept of the child’s attachment. Although 
considering that gender is neutral in relation to children’s attachment, 
Gordon Neufeld argued that after birth a child tends to be more attached to 
its mother than to its father. He raised the controversial issue of whether the 
focus on child wellbeing and development implies that child attachment is 
more important than gender equality, “mothers are potentially more effective 
rearing children [...] children care nothing about gender equality”. According to 
his view, the discussion on childcare in the early years of a child’s life must 
start from the child’s perspective, from the centrality of the concept of child 
attachment: it is crucially important who the child is attached to, and that 
working attachment needs to be fully developed. Accordingly, day-care 
providers and teachers are considered to be a handicap, because children 
are not as attached to them as they are to parents. Parental separation 
affects children profoundly in their future development as adolescents and 
later as adults. On the other hand, the deeper the child attaches, the easier 
it is to be physically apart. Therefore Gordon Neufeld questions the model of 
early separation, believing that the child should be given more time in order 
to enable the full development of attachment. 

In the ensuing discussion, other participants felt that the so-called 
child’s perspective was strongly mother-centred (the stay at home mother), 
in contrast with other perspectives highlighting the social construction of 
biological bonds, the gender equality issue, the increasing participation of 
women in the labour market and the positive impact of high-quality child-
care on parents and children’s fulfilment. It was also stressed that there 
are studies showing that high-quality institutional care has no negative 
outcomes in terms of child wellbeing. The main challenges for research that 
resulted from this discussion are that research should address this issue of 
children’s attachment and that more research is needed on the impact of 
early childcare on children’s wellbeing.

For Gordon Neufeld one of most critical issues is that “today we cannot 
go back to the parent in a home situation”. Therefore, and given that maternal 
employment is likely to increase, “one of the most important questions we 
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need to face today is how can mothers work outside the home and still culti-
vate the attachment required to raise their children; how can we best cultivate 
the attachment to the other adults involved in raising children, their relatives, 
parents, teachers, how can we mobilise grandparents as supporting parents?” 
From a policy point of view the question is: what policy measures do we 
need to keep child attachment intact?

Men’s/fathers’ perspectives

The main discussion of this subject followed Michael Meuser’s presentation. 
There was general agreement on the fact that during the last two or three 
decades a new cultural idea of fatherhood has developed in western Euro-
pean countries, centred around the notions of the ‘new father’, the ‘active 
father’, or the ‘involved father’. However, there is no widely held consensus 
on what this means, and we still have little research on what this new ideal 
of the ‘involved father’ means in terms of duties and participation in family 
management. “Our knowledge on how fathers put fatherhood into practice 
is still limited and incomplete; we know more about the changing culture of 
fatherhood, on what is expected from fathers and how fathers themselves think 
about fatherhood, but concerning the conduct of fatherhood, the practice of 
fatherhood, we must be satisfied with some spotlights, and the little data we 
can rely on is not consistent”.

What role do men play in family management?

Father’s participation in family management differs from Member State to 
Member State. Employment patterns show that men are not the sole bread-
winners (both parents often work full-time), but men and women do not 
contribute in the same way; also patterns of employment (both parents 
working full-time) do not match the patterns of domestic work (women 
still do the majority of domestic work), and this relationship requires better 
understanding. The main point stressed by Michael Meuser was that “there is 
a huge gap between the culture of fatherhood (that focuses on fathers’ involve-
ment in family management) and the conduct of fatherhood that is still affected 
by traditional patterns of the male breadwinner. If on the one hand men wish to 
participate more in family life, as some surveys indicate, on the other hand they 
only fulfil these wishes to a low degree”. 

There was a discussion on the need to carry out further research on this 
gap, namely the need to link family research and gender research. According 
to Michael Meuser, “until now fathers have being studied as a uniform group 
by comparing fathers’ practices and attitudes with mothers’ practices and atti-
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tudes, but we need more data on specific groups of fathers, more data on class, 
ethnicity, and educational background of fathers; working-class fathers usually 
do not participate in the discourse of involved fatherhood as educated middle-
class fathers do. However working-class fathers are involved in family manage-
ment on a very pragmatic basis, they do it but they do not talk about it; middle-
class fathers regularly talk about it but seldom do it; therefore research should 
focus more on practices than on discourse”.

Quality time concept of fathers’ caring does not necessarily create the 
father’s sharing

According to Michael Meuser, several images of fathers coexist: the tradi-
tional breadwinner; the modern breadwinner; the holistic father. Qualitative 
and quantitative studies show that the modern breadwinner father is the 
most common pattern among contemporary men (the father sees himself 
as the main breadwinner, while the mother is responsible for domestic 
work, childcare and family life, but the division of work is not very strict); the 
modern breadwinner assists his wife in domestic work; identity is both work 
and family-centred; his presence within the family is relatively high during 
pregnancy and after childbirth, but decreases afterwards.

Another point stressed by Michael Meuser is that we cannot talk about a 
father’s contribution to family management without talking about the struc-
ture of the labour market. Changes in family management and getting fathers 
more involved are not only caused by changing attitudes towards fatherhood 
but can also be caused by structural changes in the labour market and working 
conditions. These take place independently of fathers’ decisions and intentions: 
“in understanding changes of family life we must go outside the family and take the 
workplace more into account”. The major question is: how is it possible to combine 
paternal engagement and family management with an occupational career? 

The family perspective. Are there qualitative studies on the subjective 
perspective of family members?

The main idea stressed in this discussion was that the wellbeing of families 
is related to families’ choices. “How do they create and plan their family life? 
What are families’ real needs today?” “What do they think about gender gaps 
in family management, task allocation and work-family balance?” Participants 
agreed that although there are some studies at the national level, there is a 
gap in comparable cross-national studies, both qualitative and longitudinal.
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Family management and the life-course perspective

It was often mentioned that when studying family management there is a 
need to consider the transitions in the life-course (to parenthood, children 
entering school, children leaving home, caring for elderly), and in particular 
the aspect of caring during the life-course: for children, teenagers, grand-
parents. It was also stressed that it is important to include in research the 
role children play in the allocation of tasks.

There was also a discussion on how economic pressures in a time of 
economic crisis impact on family management and affect family decisions 
(one participant mentioned the case of mothers in Romania who take 
parental leave even though they leave their children with family relatives 
and go to work due to financial constraints).

Gender equality perspective and family management of unpaid work

The idea of a gap between men and women’s discourses and their daily 
family management was again raised. It was recognised that there are 
some quantitative studies which show that men want to participate more in 
family life, but it is important to research further why there is still a huge gap 
between rhetoric and practice. The importance of a qualitative approach to 
this issue was stressed, in order to have a better understanding of gender 
interactions within families. Regulation was underlined as a key concept for 
understanding this type of negotiation.

“The patterns and trends of family management in the European 
Union show that female participation in the labour market is in-
creasing across the EU in each Member State. The male breadwin-
ner model is being replaced by alternative models, with variations 
between and within countries. Characteristics of welfare policy 
have been found to be responsible for cross-country variations. 
Good quality childcare services with a generous parental leave 
system can be major tools in reshaping female employment pat-
terns. Yet, women still spend less time in the labour market, are 
more likely to take part-time jobs, and have more career breaks 
than men do. At the same time they are still primarily responsible 
for housework, as well as for child rearing, spending on average 
twice as many hours on these activities as men do. Very little quali-
tative research has been carried out to assess this phenomenon”.
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Another issue raised is that family management is completely different 
whether there is a child or not. After the birth of the first child both parents 
increase family time, but there is a growing discrepancy over time: men 
increase their working hours and women increase the amount of time spent 
with the family. It was suggested that it would be interesting to compare 
the division of domestic work in childless couples, who tend to share house-
hold tasks, but less so after the birth of a child.

The possible long-term effects of policies on gender equality was 
also mentioned, given the example of Swedish men, who seem to 
participate more in family management, with greater gender equality: 
“to what extent is there a kind of long-term policy impact on the develop-
ment of such participation?”

How to value unpaid work? Are there policies that value unpaid work? How 
to value parental leave more? What would happen in Europe without all 
this unpaid work?

The issue of the value of unpaid work was raised. Two possible ways of 
valuing parenting work were mentioned: recognition and remuneration. 
Participants agreed that there are different psychological effects of paid and 
unpaid work on the individual; “if you get paid for work you feel you get appre-
ciation, unpaid work is valued in a different way”. A suggestion was made to 
include unpaid work related to childrearing in pension calculations as well 
as in GDP. 

Major gaps and challenges for research

More research is needed on the interactions/negotiations between 
parents regarding the division of paid and unpaid work (their practices, 
perceptions, justifications, preferences, factors that influence work 
sharing). Looking at everyday aspects of family management and nego-
tiation processes between father and mother.
More research on best practices for valuing unpaid work should be 
carried out.
More comparative research on the subjective perspective of family 
members: what they really want, what their needs are.
More research on the impact of structural constraints, cultural factors 
and welfare policies on family management.
It is important to include children’s contribution to domestic/paid labour 
in research, to study family management according to children’s age, 
and to take into consideration children’s views and opinions regarding 
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their wishes in family management.
Linking family research and research on the labour market (particularly 
regarding choices in family management and structural constraints set 
by the labour market and career orientation).
The impact of the economic crisis on family decisions and family poli-
cies should be better researched.
There is a huge need to include the male perspective on family manage-
ment since there is a lack of quantitative and qualitative comparable 
studies on men’s practices and perspectives of family management.
There is a lack of research on the images of fatherhood, the conditions 
and obstacles for realising these models, and little attention has been 
given to the constraints on family change caused by labour market 
demands.
More research on how new adolescence patterns, substance abuse, 
violence and insecurity affect family allocation of task management 
and involvement in the work force; the importance of studies dealing 
with work/family conflict among employed mothers of adolescents 
with high risk factors for substance use.
More research on families with high stress levels (also identifying the 
major stress factors, what promotes stress and what diminishes it).
Research should take into account the family management of marginal 
groups (minorities, migrants, families with disabled persons, families 
affected by poverty, etc.).
Research should take into account the diversity of families (hetero-
sexual, same sex, blended, single parents, families living together apart), 
in family management.
The need for more research on quality time parents spend with chil-
dren (primary/secondary childcare time) in order to get to know the 
best type of educational attitudes parents have towards children, with 
regard to setting limits, teaching, listening skills, educational security, 
sharing a good time together, etc.
More research on best practices in work-family balance, which allow 
children to develop a secure attachment to their parents and reduce 
stress within the family during the early years of a child.
Impact of early high quality childcare on child’s wellbeing and develop-
ment; long-term effects of early life experiences of maternal depriva-
tion; the benefits of parental leave from the perspective of the child’s 
wellbeing; impact of affordable high quality childcare on women’s 
participation in the labour market; understanding the conditions which 
are required to preserve a child’s attachment to parents/mothers when 
they work outside home; understanding the family-friendly actions 
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that employers can take to preserve attachments between children and 
parents (collection of best practices in order to promote and defend 
attachment).

2.1.6 Existential Field 6 - Social care and social services 

Organisation of the focus group and keynote speeches 

The focus group started with a presentation by Marjo Kuronen (University 
of Jyväskylä, Finland), who together with Kimmo Jokinen and Teppo Kröger 
authored the report “Existential Field 6: Social care and social services”. Marjo 
gave a summary of the main findings of this report, which reviewed most 
of European comparative research carried out since the mid-1990s on social 
care and social services. Marjo’s presentation was followed by a keynote 
speech by Anneli Anttonen (University of Tampere, Finland) on “Care policies 
in transition”. 

Anneli Anttonen commented on the report by discussing issues and 
questions which are currently at the heart of comparative research on social 
care. She stated that social care is of growing importance due to ageing and 
the related increase of care needs, but also due to the adult worker model 
which requires both parents of young children to work and which has 
gained popularity within EU employment policies. According to her, a key 
question is what happens to informal care – because it is currently the major 
source of care and will remain so in the future. For example, the tendency to 
expect workers to extend their careers in paid work (working longer hours 
and working longer over the life-course) can represent a kind of a threat 
to care and informal care, as it can create difficulties for spousal and other 
carers and therefore give rise to new tensions between paid and unpaid 
work. She stated that in the context of labour market relations and changes 
in employment we need to look at care as real work, because care is work 
and an activity somebody has to do: “care is a labour-intensive activity”. 

There is a continuous need for more and better care resulting from the 
expectations of the ageing middle classes: this is a big challenge for care 
services and policies. Good quality care is particularly important for the 
future, as people develop more consciousness of social care. On the other 
hand, there are major inequalities (care and social capital are needed to 
manage and negotiate complex systems of social policies); and there are 
significant differences between groups of people in terms of access to care 
services and informal resources. Anneli Anttonen identified an interna-
tional tendency to move from services-in-kind to monetary benefits and 
the emergence of new hybrid forms of work and care. She also commented 
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on the concept of defamilialisation. This is a problematic concept because 
it decreases the role of families as a source of care. However, she believes 
people still invest morally in families and informal care and that family 
responsibilities remain strong everywhere: “the moral commitment to 
informal care is very strong”. Defamilialisation may be related to social policy, 
and although there are more public policies, this does not mean that the 
idea of family is getting weaker. Even if people are moving into paid work, 
they still have a strong commitment to family members closest to them.

Anneli Anttonen also mentioned that transnational care is an emerging 
field that is becoming central in international care research. She was refer-
ring not only to immigrants as care workers or care workers in private houses 
but also to the different strategies migrant families have to develop in order 
to care for relatives living in another country or continent, and the impor-
tance of transnational relations of care and how care is organised. Finally, 
she raised the question of why the European Union has a European Employ-
ment Strategy but does not have a European Care Strategy: “if the European 
Union wants to promote employment for everyone it must take into account 
care, what happens to care, they go hand in hand […] if the European Union 
needs an employment strategy it also needs a care strategy”.

A discussion followed the two keynote speeches, and four stakeholders 
presented statements. After the statements, the remaining time of the focus 
group was used for a general discussion about major gaps within compar-
ative social care and social service research. The following paragraphs 
summarise the general discussion that took place in this focus group.

Main topics discussed and contributions from stakeholders

Some stakeholders’ highlighted the need for more research on dynamics 
within families, particularly on unequal gendered power relations within 
the family and gender hierarchies that spread over different spheres of 
life. It was stated that without understanding changing gender inequali-
ties within the family, it is not possible to reach gender equality in society. 
Attention should in particular be paid to domestic violence: it should be 
seen as gender-based and as a public concern, not as a private family affair. 
According to stakeholders, attaining gender equality requires a reform in 
values and gender role stereotypes as well as in the general social organisa-
tion of society. It was also stressed that although there are many preven-
tion and protection programmes for victims of domestic violence all over 
the Europe, within the EU there are still no common standards on domestic 
violence. Social policies are considered to be crucial for promoting co-ordi-
nation between all the actors involved in the process of implementing the 
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law. Public awareness campaigns, psychological support services and specific 
protection measures such as shelters were also mentioned as important policy 
measures in order to approach and protect victims of domestic violence.

Other stakeholders focussed on the wellbeing of children and young 
people, arguing that there have been dramatic increases in inequality 
across the EU, bringing greater marginalisation and pockets of disadvan-
taged communities, while the current economic crisis is plunging more 
families into poverty, governments are slashing budgets, and preventive 
and support services are under threat. As a consequence, a major problem 
is that of children and young people ending up in child protection and 
criminal justice systems. According to these stakeholders, governments 
should instead invest in high quality prevention, early intervention, and 
secure access to adequate services, including child and health-care (afford-
able services with universal access), and increase training and professional 
recognition of people working in the service and care sector. 

Another point stressed by stakeholders was that families should be able 
to make choices in relation to what kind of education they want to give their 
children, and whether to choose if they want to care for their family members 
regardless of age. The example of Spain was given, where maternity leave is 
very short (only four months) and childcare services are limited. Due to the 
lack of childcare, some parents are forced to stay at home. In comparison, 
Nordic-style childcare services make it easier to achieve a balance, and the 
French system offers many opportunities as well. All in all, more flexibility 
and choice are needed within both childcare and eldercare services.

Stakeholders pointed out the growing demand for family support services 
(cleaning, cooking, etc.) due to ageing. Families’ choice of social care arrange-
ments depends on several factors such as existing formal care services, social 
networks and organisational cultures (employer perspective). In Europe 
there are huge national differences in the use of these services and too little 
comparative analysis: one of the barriers is the financial resources of fami-
lies. Moreover, stakeholders stated that the links between migration and 
care are one of the main future challenges in the domain of social services. 
As a consequence, issues such as the qualifications and working conditions of 
migrant care workers ought to be studied. Additionally, the barriers that older 
people with a migrant background and/or with the Alzheimer’s disease face 
in accessing care services also require more research attention.

Defamilialisation and familialisation of care

How can we address social work/social care and public services in order to 
strengthen families and keep them together? Who is giving the care is the 
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crucial question for European countries: “there is still a dual system of care: 
either family members are cared for within the family at home by the mother 
or by a middle-aged female who has given up her professional work for almost 
nothing in terms of financial compensation, or the care is done in an institution 
where the family cannot be; however there is a third option which is missing: a 
kind of intermediate care arrangement, a home care worker, or an institution 
for some hours of the day or some days of the week”. 

It was pointed out that there should be more research on this mixed solu-
tion: “the perspective of the care receiver, e.g. being an adult or a child is impor-
tant, because whose voice is actually heard? For example, when we promote 
national care policies, whose voice is heard? Is it empowerment of users or is it 
empowerment of professionals and care workers?”

What will happen to informal care in the near future? To what extent 
should informal care be regulated by the state? 

It was stated that informal care is the major source of care and that informal 
care is one of the central questions in the field of care policies. One crucial 
question raised in the discussion was “what happens to informal care? Will 
there be less informal care in the future?” The discussion also pointed out that 
if, on the one hand, informal care is important because it allows families to 
stay together, on the other hand we do not know to what extent these fami-
lies have the knowledge and skills to care. It was also stated that “the best 
care is given within the family but also the worst”, thereby raising the ques-
tion of how to control what happens in informal care within the family, in 
particular in the case of abuse in care relations: how to intervene?

Policies do impact on families

“If we look at public expenditure on families and children as a pro-
portion of GDP we see that some countries have invested more 
money in childcare then others. If the government invests a lot of 
money in children and families (as the Nordic countries did in the 
60s and 70s through child allowances and different types of ben-
efits paid to families) this will have a positive outcome in the long 
term: child poverty, for example, is very low in Nordic countries. In 
the long run care policies and special childcare policies impact on 
the wellbeing of families and children. How to study this? By doing 
longitudinal comparisons between countries?”
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How to monitor and compare the quality of childcare services across Euro-
pean countries?

The availability of services is important but their quality is equally so. 
However, there is little data in European databases: “if you want to do a crit-
ical comparison of childcare and look at differences and outcomes across Euro-
pean countries what you get out of EU databases is coverage rates and maybe 
how many people are working per child. This data is too limited: there is a need 
for more detailed data in order to compare quality of childcare and to identify 
the reasons for the different outcomes”.

What is the impact of access to and use of social services on reducing 
poverty and inequality? To what extent are available services reaching out 
to the most vulnerable groups?

Participants pointed out that there are new types of inequalities. There are 
vulnerable groups, vulnerable consumers and vulnerable managers of the 
complex policy care system, not only because of the lack of money or due 
to the traditional criteria associated with social class but also due to “lack of 
knowledge or lack of language skills, specially when there are a lot of people 
suffering from memory diseases”. The importance of understanding the links 
between care and social capital was also emphasised.

A question was raised in connection with the social value of child-
care provision. According to this view childcare services might have 
a role in “achieving social cohesion and fundamental social democratic 
goals – making gender equality opportunities a reality, eliminating poverty, 
maximising life chances of all children irrespective of the parent’s socio-
economic background, reflecting the importance of high quality access and 
affordability of childcare services”. The contribution that early childcare 
services might make to breaking cycles of family deprivation, reducing 
inequalities and combating discrimination was also stressed. Ethnic 
minority children were also mentioned, particularly the fact that “those 
whose native language is not the home country’s benefit enormously from 
early childcare since they can get a start in language learning and improve  
their chances of integrating later on at school and within their communities”.

Families’ perspective on care

“It is very important to look at care from the point of view of families and house-
holds”. The discussion focussed on the issue of providing families with all the 
necessary conditions for making choices, considering not only those who 
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are in the labour market but also those outside it. Are families free to choose 
between full-time and part-time employment as well as between types of 
care services? And do they wish to use formal childcare? “What does the shift 
from welfare government to welfare governance mean?” and “what is the role 
of the family in this shift?”

Children’s perspective

In the debate it was pointed out that there is an urgent need for research to 
focus more on children’s perspectives and therefore also on their psycho-
logical and educational needs. It was also stated that the needs/interests of 
children are sometimes different from their parents’ interests: “what the chil-
dren are saying and what the adults are saying is not the same, good services 
may not be what children want”.

Employers

The attitudes of employers were considered to be vital: if they are against 
female/maternal employment, then public policy measures like childcare 
and parental leave provisions are not sufficient to bring about change. 
Employers’ interests influence flexible working arrangements, and there is 
a need today to promote more worker-friendly/family-friendly flexibility: 
“Why should employers invest in family-friendly measures? The social responsi-
bility of employers and private businesses needs to be restored, but there is also 
clear research evidence that proves that family-friendliness brings employers 
different economic benefits”.

Connections between childcare and eldercare

Linkages between elderly care and childcare policies, and between these 
and research, are often missing, because they are administered separately 
from each other. A life-course perspective is needed in policy and research. 
Participants felt that there are almost no reconciliation measures/studies 
on the family carers of older people. There are tensions and contradictions 
between the informal and formal economy/work as well as between child-
care and eldercare, and research needs to highlight these: “childcare seems 
to have a different status to elderly care”; “there are no special Europe-wide 
leave arrangements for the care of older people as there are in the area of 
parental leave”.
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Migration and care

“Migration and transnational care will be crucial for policy and re-
search in the future”. “Policy should take into account the differing 
needs of different migrant groups”. “Children who are left behind 
in the country of origin are in a very difficult situation: reunifica-
tion of families is also an issue for care policy”. 

Major gaps and challenges for research

More comparative research on care leave arrangements, on state poli-
cies in this field and on company-level policies at a European level. There 
is more information on family-friendly company measures related to 
childcare but not so much information on those related to elderly care.
More studies on informal care, including spousal care, mother and 
father care, different types of care in family relations.
More research on organisational cultures and the employers’ perspec-
tive on care (example of the project “Working Better”5).
Research on how men are discriminated against in the labour market if 
they have to care for dependent relatives (elderly but also children).
More comparative research on what the future generations are 
expecting from public care services to support the last stage of their 
life cycle in the long term. In what ways do they plan to resort to social 
services?
Research on young people’s opinions on the elderly.
More research is needed on inequalities related to social care infrastruc-
ture, by looking at developments at global and regional levels, and the 
impact of accessing and using social services on inequalities in society. 
How do social services help to reduce poverty?
The importance of incorporating the views of beneficiaries in research 
on care: the perspective of people in need of care/care receivers is still 
mainly missing (including children’s perspective). Qualitative compara-
tive research, the best way of understanding people’s points of view 
and to explore how people experience care, is very useful here.
There is a need for studies on new forms of dialogue between the 
generations (especially in families without grandparents).
More research on the internationalisation of care and the different 
forms it takes (relations between care, gender and migration issues; 
global care chains and transnational care; different strategies for 

5 See http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/key-projects/working-better/.
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caring for relatives living in other countries or continents; caring as 
an international business; care needs of migrant families; migrants 
as ‘grey labour’ in home-based care and formal care services).
More research is needed on the dynamics (tensions and contradictions) 
of the changing relationship between formal and informal (family-
based) care, and on changes in public policies over time (in-depth anal-
ysis of policy formation and the delivery process).
There is a lack of knowledge and not enough data on care workers in 
private houses.
There is very little research on children who receive institutional/
foster care imposed by the government (experiences of different coun-
tries, different solutions).
There is a need for more research on international adoption.
There is a lack of research on children whose parents are no longer 
taking care of them, for example those whose parents are in prison 
or mentally ill. Likewise research is scarce on children who have 
previously been in institutional care and return home, as well as on 
the skills parents may require in order to take them back.
Research on the best childcare solutions from the point of view of the 
child’s interests and wellbeing: what are the best care arrangements to 
fit children’s needs?
Research is still scarce on the use of technology both in formal and 
informal care.
Existing research concentrates on care for children and older people: 
care needs of other adult family members (e.g. people with disabilities) 
is missing.
Quality (and not only quantity and availability) of formal care services 
should be studied in greater depth.

2.1.7 Existential Field 7 - Social inequality and diversity of families

Organisation of the focus group and keynote speeches 

The session began with a presentation by Karin Wall (Institute of Social 
Sciences of the University of Lisbon and leader of Existential Field 7), of the 
report which summarises the state of the art of research on “Social inequality 
and diversity of families”. Her presentation highlighted the main results in 
terms of major trends and research gaps in the four fields of analysis included 
in the general topic of “Social inequalities and diversity of families”: migration, 
poverty, family violence and social inequalities of families. Following this 
presentation there was a brief discussion which was enhanced by two other 
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presentations from experts as well as by the statements of stakeholders 
who took part in this session6.

Claudine Attias-Donfut (Caisse Nationale d’Assurance Vieillesse) made 
a keynote speech on “The social destiny of children of immigrant families 
– unchaining generations”. She based her presentation on the results of 
research on intergenerational relations among immigrants. This study 
covered several aspects (family structures, living conditions, cultural norms, 
solidarities and conflicts) and examined a number of two-way relationships 
(between parents and their children; and between parents and their own 
parents). She addressed three main questions: 1 - Are inequalities in educa-
tional performance mainly determined by the socio-economic circum-
stances of the families in the country of immigration? 2 - Is there any influ-
ence of the social milieu of origin (in the country of birth)? 3 - Do ethnic 
origins (birth country) play a role? She mainly concluded that: family socio-
economic circumstances and neighbourhood are stronger determinants 
than country of origin; the parents’ social milieu of origin is more important 
than ‘ethnicity’ or country of origin; immigrants’ daughters perform better 
and have fewer problems; only a small minority of immigrants have serious 
problems; the majority of children are on a path to success.

Maria das Dores Guerreiro (ISCTE – University Institute of Lisbon) made 
a presentation on “Social inequalities and employment patterns”. She high-
lighted the results of two surveys, Quality of life in a changing Europe7 and 
International European Values Survey8 which contain comparisons between 
European countries relating to people’s overall work and life satisfaction. 
She concentrated on variations across countries, activity sectors, occupa-
tions, social class and gender. For example, in countries with very long hours 
in paid work, men and women are less satisfied with work and family. On the 
other hand, countries where people have a higher feeling of job insecurity also 
show lower degrees of life satisfaction. 

The main idea stressed by Maria das Dores is that there are several factors 
determining family/work stress, such as: sex, marital status, age, having chil-
dren at home, number of hours in paid and in unpaid work, sense of workload, 
occupation, cultural values, etc. It is important to take all these factors into 
account when trying to understand how families combine family and work and 
how they feel about it. She also emphasised that inequality in terms of fami-
lies’ wellbeing may be caused by families’ internal configurations, such as: the 
age of family members, their care needs, and the way paid and unpaid work 

6 Collette Fagan was unable to be present, though she sent us her presentation and notes.
7 See http://www.projectquality.org/.
8 See http://www.europeanvaluesstudy.eu/.
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is organised. According to Maria das Dores Guerreiro, there are specific groups 
which are still understudied: unemployed families, families affected by health 
problems (physical or mental disabilities), families whose children have been 
taken into foster care: “all these families are known as dysfunctional families, but 
very little is known about their configurations, work-life balance, support networks, 
children’s socialisation process”. A major question is: how are policies supporting 
families not only with respect to financial resources but also in terms of skills 
and the empowerment they need? 

Main topics discussed and contributions from stakeholders

The experts’ presentations and the contributions by stakeholders underlined 
several key questions which were discussed by the group. The following 
topics summarise the debate within this focus group. 

2.1.7 Topic 1 - Social inequalities and families

How unequal are European societies? How does this impact on families?

Participants agreed that social inequalities deriving from the unequal distribu-
tion of economic, social, educational, and cultural resources continue to impact 
strongly on family forms and dynamics, affecting families’ opportunities and 
economic wellbeing. It was recognised that there is a lack of studies connecting 
social inequalities and family life at the national and particularly the cross-na-
tional levels; in the major databases - the European Social Survey, the Interna-
tional Social Survey Programme (ISSP) - a large amount of data has been exam-
ined in terms of gender equality across European societies, but social inequality 
and the linkages between social inequality and families have not.

How is social inequality produced and reproduced in families? Are policy 
and research only looking at the effects of social inequality or are they also 
trying to deal with the origins of social inequality?

“Researchers have moved away from the issue of social inequality 
and family life during the last few decades, and the focus has been 
much more on paradigms highlighting the concepts of agency, in-
dividualisation, choice and individual diversity [...] class analysis 
seems to be not so useful anymore [...] in democratic and individu-
alised societies individuals and families have more options, they 
construct their families and their biographies with greater free-
dom and more opportunities; but social inequalities have been 
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increasing in European societies, and their impact on family life 
must be taken into account. In this context the concept of class 
is probably still useful, even if it implies rethinking theoretical ap-
proaches based on these concepts”.

The coexistence of old and new patterns of social inequalities in families. 
Research points in two different directions: 

“On the one hand, social inequalities in family life seem to fol-
low old and more traditional patterns of social inequality. On the 
other hand, these old patterns can coexist with the emergence 
of new patterns which need further research: for example: a) 
social inequalities linked to new types of conjugal homogamy; 
b) inequalities linked to differences between dual earner cou-
ples and male breadwinner couples; c) new forms of inequality 
which are emerging between upper and lower-class families: 
we are quite used to the trend according to which upper-class 
families spend more time helping their children with homework 
while lower-class families spend less time, but in fact what re-
cent research seems to show is that both lower-class and upper-
class parents spend the same amount of time helping their chil-
dren with homework. Nevertheless, upper-class families provide 
other types of support to children. This is not being properly re-
searched at present”.

Cumulative aspects of social inequalities

“There are signs that there are cumulative processes occurring in 
families and individual lives, e.g. disabled people are more likely 
to be victims of rape; migrants have a higher probability of be-
longing to a lower class; the fact of belonging to a disadvantaged 
group might in turn be related to the likelihood of being disadvan-
taged in other aspects of life later on”.

How to re-examine social inequality in Europe? Are there sufficient and effec-
tive indicators in international databases for measuring social inequalities? 

“International databases have focussed on classical indicators. 
We need to go beyond them. If we only have indicators showing 
that European societies are unequal from the point of view of in-
come (GDP), we do not really know how social inequality is being 
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produced, so we need to take various cultural, material and eco-
nomic indicators into account”.

The analysis of inequalities is still centred on certain types of families 

“A subject like this - social inequalities and diversity of families - 
should include a broader spectrum of families: for example, fam-
ily reunion is more difficult or even impossible for joint children 
of homosexual families. Same sex families are also discriminated 
against. The gender pay gap is higher in female-female families”.

Major gaps and challenges for research

There is very little research on new patterns of social inequality in fami-
lies and on new forms of producing inequality. Some family forms and 
dynamics are very strongly related to class and others are not. It is impor-
tant to carry out more national and cross-national research on social 
inequalities and how they impact on a variety of family indicators (e.g. 
living arrangements, interactions, division of labour, family formation and 
dissolution, patterns of fatherhood and motherhood, family networks, 
resource flows). It is also crucial to understand the process whereby fami-
lies produce and reproduce material/social/cultural advantage and disad-
vantage (e.g. the role of intergenerational resource flows); case studies 
are needed to analyse how families are transmitting and reproducing 
inequality and how they manage to improve their children’s life chances.
There is a need to know more about the cumulative aspects of social 
inequalities in order to understand the processes of cumulative disad-
vantage that affect specific categories of families and people (e.g. the 
disabled, immigrants, minorities). More comparable data is required on 
families outside the labour market, the unemployed, the retired, the 
sick; families affected by health problems, physical or mental disability 
or some kind of addiction; families whose children have been taken 
into institutional care, families labelled as “families at risk”. Very little is 
known in terms of cross-national studies on their configuration, age of 
family members, forms of interaction, organisation of paid work and 
unpaid work, support networks, children’s socialisation, the way they 
balance different spheres of life.
Research does not sufficiently cover the diversity of families with regard 
to lesbian and gay families’ experiences. More research is needed on the 
gender pay gap in lesbian families as well as on other aspects of family 
life usually studied for families in general.
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2.1.7  Topic 2 - Migration

Migration is a major challenge for European families, research, and 
policies: “Migrant flows to Europe (as well as inside Europe) continue to 
be significant, with dual opportunities in the labour market (skilled and 
unskilled) as well as more diversity in family migration. Feminisation of 
migration and new types of family migration are emerging (e.g. women 
first migration). The number of foreign-born and mixed-born children (of 
couples of different nationalities) will increase over the coming years, thus 
representing a major challenge for families (for example, the need for fami-
lies to negotiate cultural differences within schools and in local communi-
ties) as well for policies (e.g. the educational system) and for research. Not 
enough research has been carried out on how European societies are going 
to deal with this”.

Policies and attitudes to family reunion are becoming more restrictive: 
how is this going to affect immigrant families and their integration in the 
different European countries?

“In a context of restrictions on family reunion, and considering the 
emergence of new patterns of family migration (e.g. the femini-
sation of migration and mixed marriages): what happens if we 
have more and more couples who come to Europe and leave their 
children behind, in South America, in Africa? What does this mean 
from the point of view of parenting and from the point of view of 
integration in the host society?”

The increasing importance of the concept of ‘mobile families’ – the need to 
consider all types of mobility. Analysing mobility and how it impacts on the 
reconciliation between work and family life

“Mobile families are likely to experience social isolation from kin-
ship (as Jean Kellerhals said in his presentation in the plenary 
session); mobile families might have significant problems recon-
ciling work and family life: caring for young children in the host 
country while caring at distance for children and other older rel-
atives who were left behind in the sending country. How does 
this affect integration?” 
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Mobile families and transnational care

“An issue that has recently made its way onto the research agenda 
(and is related to the feminisation of migration for the care sector) 
is the complexity of caring relationships and the ‘transnationalisa-
tion’ of care – the difficulties of taking care of children and (for ex-
ample) other relatives who are left behind in the home country”. 

Mobility as a sense of Europe

“The concept of mobile families illustrates a kind of a European 
sense of family”. 

Mobility and the gender equality perspective

“The link between the concept of ‘mobile families’ and internal 
mobility within the European Union from a gender perspective: 
mobile families impact not only on working-class families but also 
on middle and upper-class families, particularly those who have 
highly skilled occupations, for example people involved in science 
careers. Women and men in highly skilled occupations have high 
expectations of mobility, but the ability to go abroad for a longer 
period is also largely related to men’s and women’s differing ability 
to cope with the demands of career progression”.

Mobility and the life-course perspective

“It would be interesting to include the life-course perspective when 
studying mobility, because mobility seems to occur in specific life 
stages and may have different consequences for individuals and 
families according to whether it happens before or after having 
children”.

What is the social destiny of children of immigrant families? Migrants from 
countries outside the EU face a greater risk of poverty, low integration and 
social mobility

“The importance of neighbour and family networks: this is a major 
challenge from the point of view of the integration of second and 
third generation immigrants”.
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“There is a need for more research on social mobility and the education-
al success of children of immigrant families who have attended crèches 
and pre-school […] are they doing better than previous generations?”

Major gaps and challenges for research

European case-studies of international family migration tend to assume 
traditional paradigms of family organisation - the nuclear family above 
all - and have not fully explored the variety of family and household types 
which derive from home-country settings. There is a need to rethink the 
concept of families (male breadwinner versus many different types and 
forms of migrant families).
It is also important to focus on changes within the family resulting from 
immigration: new types of family forms and organisation of gender roles 
(e.g. conflicts over women’s roles, possible changes in the construction 
of masculinity which may affect both immigrant and non-immigrant 
populations).
Further research on transnational families: the impact of national and 
cultural combinations on relationships, men’s, women’s and children’s 
lives, host countries’ attitudes; EU citizens travelling, studying and 
working abroad, etc.).
Studies on students’ migration are very recent and growing fast (exam-
ining social status, mobility and immigration policies).
Need for research on mobile families according to a broader view of 
several types of mobility (see discussion).
More research on the social mobility of children of migrant families. 
There is no data comparing cohorts of migrant children attending child-
care in order to evaluate their social mobility.
Little is known about undocumented immigrants or asylum seekers, 
those who are ‘below the radar’. There is a need to improve the ways of 
reaching out to this group, to obtain data on illegal immigration, and 
to conduct further studies on aspects of health and social insurance for 
these immigrants, as well as on the impact of illegal immigrants’ circum-
stances on their children’s life chances.
Studies on retirement migration of healthy north-western Europeans to 
southern Europe; but also within each European country, because more 
immigrant people will get older in the host countries, and there are no 
studies on this.
There is still little knowledge on how cultural differences are being negoti-
ated. How are host societies (and families in the host societies) responding 
to increased levels of immigration? What is going on in the schools?



Chapter 2: Critical Review of Research on Families and Family Policies in Europe

175

The effects of (limited) political participation on immigrants’ integration 
and a deeper analysis of the reasons why naturalisation and dual citi-
zenship are used (or not) by immigrants and their offspring.
It is crucial to explore the positive aspects of immigration for families and 
individuals. More research is needed on ‘success stories’: for example, a 
better understanding of immigrants’ entrepreneurship and related ethnic 
aspects of the economic benefit deriving from ethnic and social networks 
and transnational ties.
More research on immigrants’ fertility behaviour; very little is known 
about the differences between groups, or countries, if they are due to 
ethnic, cultural, socio-economic or political factors.

2.1.7  Topic 3 - Poverty

The persistence of poverty in European societies 

“How far in each country is there a persistence of poverty over the life-
course of individuals, of men and women? In 2007 17 per cent of Eu-
ropeans were considered to be at risk of poverty. The unemployed, im-
migrants from outside the EU, children in single parent households, 
those with low educational attainment levels, and elderly women 
are regarded as high risk in this context, as are the following types of 
household: single parents, large families, single persons”. 

Discussion on the narrow focus of the economic perspective of poverty 
which uses income as an indicator (Luxembourg Income Survey (LIS), Euro-
pean Community Household Panel (ECHP), European Union Statistics on 
Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC))

“Studies on poverty are based on low income, but indicators 
other than income should be used. Income is very rarely linked 
to other types of indicators, for example living conditions”.

Limitations of the statistical approach: how can we achieve comparability 
in statistics on poverty in different countries?

“Same statistics on poverty mean different things in different 
countries due to different definitions of concepts and their ‘oper-
ationalisation’. Hence the importance of looking at households 
and not only at categories of people, and of combining both 
quantitative and qualitative approaches.
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Poverty over the life-course

“The routes into poverty include accident, ill-health, unemploy-
ment, divorce, pregnancy, and lack of social and family networks. 
There is a need for more data on people who manage to get out of 
poverty, according to different life stages, and on social policy and 
its outcomes: the role of social policy as an incentive and as an  
opportunity for reducing the poverty gap. How are childcare facili-
ties related to the prevention of poverty?”

Major gaps and challenges for research

More research on the life trajectories of poor people and routes into 
poverty, but with an emphasis on how to escape poverty; 
There are very few broader studies (both quantitative and qualitative) 
on the experience of poverty as well on the social patterns of poverty: 
there is a need to move beyond income indicators;
Need for more data on the poverty of people who are caring or are 
cared for by family members;
More studies on poor people/households in different urban and rural 
contexts.

2.1.7  Topic 4 - Family violence

Domestic violence continues to be significant

Several types of family violence were identified: psychological, economic, 
physical, sexual. It is still largely gender-based (conjugal partners), but 
also occurs between parents and children, adults and elderly parents, 
boyfriend and girlfriend.

Domestic violence policies and legislation are still relatively new in many 
countries (1990s)

At present it is considered a public crime in several national legislations, on 
a par with other criminal offences.

Specific groups at risk

Low income households, those in which individuals have low educational attain-
ment levels, children in large families and in families with alcohol problems, women 
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with higher educational levels than their spouse, unemployed women with an 
employed partner, women in the process of separation, pregnant women, immi-
grant women of uncertain legal status, young women seeking abortion.

“Violence is not only about women. Most of the studies fail to take 
into account the fact that men are also victims of violence. Only 
20-50 per cent of all the different forms of intimate partner vio-
lence are reported to the police, fewer relate to violence against 
men. Men seem to be more reluctant to report this violence”.

The problem of violence against disabled persons and elderly persons

“About 10 -13 per cent of women with disabilities reported hav-
ing experienced abuse, a rate similar to that of women without 
disabilities. For all women, the abuser is often a partner or family 
member, but women with disabilities are more likely to be abused 
by health care providers or caretakers”.

Major gaps and challenges for research

Very recent and little research looking in depth at families and violence, 
particularly variables and situations that encourage violence; lack of 
analysis using specific target samples of social categories of families to 
understand other forms of domestic violence.
It is important to move beyond the gender unidirectional paradigm 
predominantly focussed on violence against women and to include 
violence against men.
There is practically no research on what factors help people to break out 
of the cycle of violence.

2.1.8  Existential Field 8 - Family, media, family education and 
participation

Organisation of the focus group and keynote speeches 

Sonia Livingston (London School of Economics) opened the focus group by 
presenting a brief overview of the main findings of the report on Existential 
Field 8 - Family, media, family and education, which is co-authored by herself and 
Ranjana Das (also London School of Economics). After this first presentation, 
the three keynote speakers provided their critical responses regarding the main 
research gaps and made some suggestions for the future Research Agenda.
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Ann Phoenix (Institute of Education, University of London), made a 
presentation mainly focussed on implications for the family. She began by 
emphasising the importance of objective (economic factors) and subjec-
tive indicators when speaking about and measuring families’ wellbeing: 
“how people feel about their lives and how they are doing is key [...] subjective 
wellbeing is the key to understanding social policy terms on wellbeing”. She 
continued by reinforcing her belief in the importance and pertinence of the 
major trends and findings of the report authored by Sonia Livingstone and 
Ranjana Das and went on to focus on the major gaps in existing research on 
this field (see Major gaps and challenges for research).

José A. Simões (New University of Lisbon) made a critical response 
focussed on youth cultures research, media and family. He raised some ques-
tions: are youth cultures a product of media or is it the other way around? 
Are youth cultures homogenised or are they diversified? One ambiguous 
and complex relationship which needs further research, he believes, is 
how media plays a part in the construction of youth itself, in the way youth 
sees itself and in the way young people identify with what emerges from 
the media. He also stressed that there is a tension between two tenden-
cies: individualisation (e.g. bedroom cultures, mobile phones) and mobility 
inside the home (media appropriation is in a complex relationship to space) 
on the one hand, and togetherness (family socialisation within the media) 
on the other. An important question for him is: what part does the family 
still play in media socialisation and socialisation in general?

Naureen Khan (Commission for Racial Equality, London) focused on stake-
holders’ perspectives on the future potential of this research, specifically 
regarding EU policy and legislation. Her focus was on the internet, mobile 
phones and associated technology as well as on the impact that the person-
alisation of media has on children and in the ‘bedroom culture’. She pointed 
to the need for more research on the positive side of children’s internet 
usage. Research usually focussed on the risks of children’s exposure. She felt 
it would be interesting to know more about what goes on in the bedroom 
not only in terms of risks but also in terms of empowering children and their 
rights to privacy. Based on the report’s findings, she stated that there is a 
significant children’s usage of the internet: it would be interesting to know 
more about patterns of internet, mobile phone and other technologies’ 
usage by children aged between six and eleven. She also mentioned the 
subject of parental mediation: there are various patterns in terms of media-
tion, but is parents’ mediation effective? Is that the right angle to focus on in 
terms of children’s usage? Shouldn’t we know more in terms of children? 

On the future Research Agenda she believes there are still gaps and chal-
lenges in understanding the importance of social networks. She gave the 
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example of Facebook (for example, having thousands of friends on Face-
book) and asked, “What does that mean for friendship and relationships? What 
does it mean for that generation? What impact does it have on the development 
of family?” Another interesting issue is the next generation parents who will 
be more confident and more aware of technology and how that will impact 
on their relationship with their children. She ended by emphasising that “it 
is important to move away from that risk perspective and to be more proactive 
in working towards a more positive agenda”. The EU Institutions’ approach to 
internet safety and media and technology is always “a look in terms of risk 
perspective and too reactive”. In addition, although there are several EU strat-
egies for media and use of technology, the impact of family research is very 
poorly covered in these strategies. Finally she pointed out that it is impor-
tant to persuade decision-makers to carry out more comparative research 
on all 27 Member States, and not just on a few countries.

Main topics discussed and contributions from stakeholders

The discussion around the themes of safe use of internet, children’s expo-
sure to risks, their internet usage and parents’ regulation of children’s media 
usage (particularly internet and TV) dominated the overall debate. The 
following points summarise the discussion within this focus group:

Risks of children’s exposure to the internet

“New technologies such as the internet, mobile phones and video 
games have enormous potential in a positive as well as negative 
sense, and therefore we face new risks and opportunities that need 
to be identified and studied, for example how can parents be helped 
to develop their educational role at home by knowing both how 
their children use technology and learning to share that use with 
them, without abdicating their role. Is there any research on the ef-
fectiveness of different kinds of education that children can receive 
at school about how to be safe, how to participate online, how chil-
dren connect their views and have a voice in participating?” “The 
challenge is to retain the notion of the child as an agent, but to rec-
ognise structure-constrained agency at the same time”.

Media and parenting

“How can we reach out to parents? How are parents reaching each 
other? What are parents saying to each other? Where are parents 
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going for advice when they need advice about parenting? They 
also use the internet (better-educated parents do so more fre-
quently). How much research is there on this? How can the inter-
net help parents’ networks and how are they using it for parent-
ing? Peer support, state support, online support – which works 
best? Social and economic differences do make a difference within 
families… we cannot have a general discourse”.

The importance of media in sustaining and shaping ethnic identities and 
transnational links - the example of global care chains - ‘emotional trans-
nationalism’

The example given referred to Philippine mothers who go to North America 
to work in households and cannot bring their children but still care for them 
at a distance using information and communication technologies as tools, 
like speaking and seeing through Skype and MSN (they see them every day, 
ask them for homework).

The impact of media on the subjective ideal of wellbeing

“There is a need for more research on the effects of media, not just 
the internet but also the effect that TV and the print media, includ-
ing advertising, can have on shaping adults’ values in consumer 
societies, the ideal family type, life-courses, ideal relations with 
children and within the family, ownership of property versus pov-
erty and inequality; leisure life-styles, homogenised cultures ver-
sus individualism itself. Adults are also affected by media, and this 
can have an influence on their children. What do we get from ICT 
in terms of projection of identities and desires?”

The media as a cause of all social ills versus the potential of media in very 
different areas of life

“Important that the media are seen as neither good nor bad, but 
rather as a space, or as a resource which shapes all else; shift away 
from media effects and moral panic towards understanding the 
ways in which the media shapes identity, how everyday lives are 
mediated. For example, how can the media shape societal change 
towards more sustainable consumption?”
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How can we use new technologies to support family relationships?

“A lot of research is oriented to the individual. It is difficult to find 
specific family-oriented impact research. What are the media do-
ing in terms of family relations? Are they supporting or harming 
family relationships? These questions are not yet being researched. 
The example of online family mediation, courses on parenting, 
marriage preparation courses, education within schools in order 
to enhance family relations [...] there are lots of ways communi-
cation technologies can impact positively on family life, e.g. inter-
generational interchanges and grandparenting through ICT”.

The impact information and communication technologies (ICT) technolo-
gies can have on reconciling work and family life

“Major impact on time management: the use of media to achieve har-
monised management of time and family relations – is this sufficiently 
researched? Are we doing enough proactive work and trying to find the 
best solutions to help families reconcile work and family life? Existing re-
search shows that technologies promise better adjustment of the work-
life balance, but in fact their use tends to be directed by the workplace”.

Major gaps and challenges for research

Focus on different types of families: there is a need to examine similari-
ties and differences within and between households. Households are 
the site of reproduction of differences in ICT use by age, but also other 
variables. More research is needed on specific groups of families such as 
those with either disabled or dependent persons.
More research on the process of how knowledge is transferred from the 
younger generations (who are better able to pick up new things) to the 
older generation in the household.
There is very little research on the way ICT is used in mediating transna-
tional family lives. Studies on mediated transnational, ‘glocal’ and hybrid 
identities need further development. In what ways are ICT the key to new 
modes of mothering and parenting for immigrant people, e.g. through 
‘global care chains’ and ‘emotional transnationalism’.
The impact of new technologies on health, access to health, information 
on health; the linkages between the media, ageing and health support 
services.
Research to support decision-making and monitoring of the amount 
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of information (multiple messages) people receive; on how the same 
message might be received differently by different members of the 
family.
It is important to research the impact of media-transmitted biased 
messages on behaviour economics, both within and between house-
holds, and between the generations (some types of bias influence chil-
dren more than the elderly).
More research on media evaluation programmes – the evaluation of the 
effectiveness of programmes aimed at improving media competence and 
media literacy (in childcare, pre-schools and schools in general).
Research is needed on how the media can shape families’ attitudes 
towards more sustainable consumption (how one member influences 
the whole behaviour of the family e.g. mothers’ purchasing decisions).
More research on the bedroom culture and social networks of chil-
dren, particularly internet usage among children aged between six and 
eleven.
Need to refocus research on individuals’ media use in terms of impli-
cations for family relationships, e.g. how ICT is used to mediate the 
making and breaking of relationships; the contribution of ICT to 
helping or hindering work-life balance e.g., via working from home – 
‘teleworking’.
More research on how media can be a tool to assist parenthood, on 
social networks for parents; how are parents using the internet and 
talking to each other? How are they using the internet to help them in 
parenting? How they do advise each other? Support advice for parents 
in educating their children, etc.; research on parents’ feelings that they 
have information needs: which parents, in which contexts, which infor-
mation needs?
Research on the impact of media in financial education, specially 
connected with the crisis, and the ability people actually have to 
manage the household budget.

Gaps in research and methodology. Three priorities for a future 
agenda

The media as content

More research is needed on how media content (on ‘old’ and ‘new’ plat-
forms) supports or undermines family life, childhood and identities, and this 
should be available to guide parents, based on recognition of the fact there 
is a huge information need among parents (the ‘sandwich generation’).
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The media as a tool

Diverse media platforms can be and are being used as tools to reach families 
and provide information, guidance and advice on various issues. Evaluation 
is needed to identify which approaches (messages, platforms, and contexts) 
are effective.

The media as infrastructure

Almost every aspect of family life - relationships, identities, health, educa-
tion, values, work-life balance - is dependent in some way on media and 
information technologies. These bring opportunities and risks, and demand 
new critical and digital skills. Recognising this ‘environmental’ or ‘infrastruc-
tural’ aspect of media requires that media be considered a vital part of 
research projects on diverse aspects of family life.

2.2  Workshops on key policy issues

2.2.1 Workshop 1 - Transitions to adulthood

Organisation of the workshop and keynote speeches 

The workshop began with an introductory report by Barbara Stauber 
(University of Tübingen) focusing on “Transitions into parenthood, lessons 
from the expertise for the Family Platform”. 

According to Barbara Stauber, young people’s entry into parenthood is tied 
in with other aspects of the complex process of transition, in particular the 
very important transition from school to work. After illustrating the concept of 
‘biographical transition’, she focussed on the new problems that this process 
might involve for young people, drawing attention to changes over the last 
few decades (transitions that are fragmented and de-standardised, reversible 
and subject to risk and, above all, individualised). Within this framework, the 
adoption of public policies in support of young parenthood takes on particular 
importance, together with the deployment of policies aimed at facilitating 
the entry of young people into adult life. From a more theoretical perspective, 
Barbara Stauber stressed the importance of two phenomena with reciprocal 
tensions: the agency of young people, and the concept of capabilities. 

The first term refers to “the socially contextualised and temporally 
embedded ability to decide upon and perform the practices of everyday 
life”; the second to “the availability of opportunities – it is not enough to 
formally remove inequalities in resources. It is also necessary to actively 
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facilitate access to them, creating real opportunities for (young) people 
to perceive their rights and transform them into claims”. In summary, 
the crucial question Barbara Stauber addressed is the importance of 
highlighting both the capacity of young people to act as protagonists 
in the processes of change that are taking place today as well as the 
constraints they have to cope with. From this perspective, the tensions 
between these two poles constitute the framework in which entry paths 
into adult life and parenthood unfold. Barbara Stauber concluded her 
presentation by identifying gaps that still persist in research (see “Major 
gaps and challenges for research”).

After Barbara Stauber’s presentation, the discussion was opened to all 
participants including stakeholders’ statements. The following paragraphs 
summarise the debate and discussion which took place.

Main topics discussed and contributions from stakeholders 

The debate was polarised. Some of the participants shared the sociological 
perspective that considers transition to adulthood (and to parenthood) as a 
social construction – and as such, a phenomenon subject to variations at the 
historical and social level, influenced by political regimes, welfare contexts 
and so forth. Others, by contrast, expressed an individual (in the sense of 
extra-social) vision of the transition, relating it in an exclusive manner to the 
will of the individual/young person to confront his/her entry into the adult 
world. This latter perspective was focussed more on the concept of respon-
sibility and “taking responsibilities” as an act on the part of individuals and 
the crucial marker of transition into adult life. In response to this position it 
was underlined that the way in which young people create their own cultures 
and give form to their own ways of life (and worlds) occurs within given social 
contexts and on the basis of specific (and unequal) economic, social, cultural 
and family resources: “transition to adulthood is a social process which means it 
does not depend on the individual as a kind of non-social human-being”.

There are many paths for entering adulthood

The first issue that was emphasised in connection with the transition to adult 
life was the pluralisation of its forms and the growing social vulnerability that 
characterises them. More generally, the social and economic climate today, 
marked by a high level of uncertainty, has a negative effect both on the tran-
sition to adult life and the transition to parenthood. Here, the family of origin 
and the welfare policies in place play major roles in supporting young people.
The role of the media in terms of recent available technologies was also 
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mentioned as an important tool young people have for building their own 
expression and autonomy.

At what age, in the 21st Century, should we consider a person to be an adult?

A second issue that was discussed was age. How should we view age? Should 
it be considered as an exclusively biological phenomenon or does the 
meaning of age change in accordance with historical and social contexts? 
The age at which women have their first child, for example - today in the 
whole of Europe women have their first child at an increasingly advanced 
age - constitutes a clear indicator of social factors overriding biological ones 
(also related to the lengthening of the educational process which affects 
both young people and women). In the course of the debate, attention was 
also drawn to the importance of gender norms tied to age.

A question was raised concerning the consequences of these prolonged 
processes of becoming an adult - the fact that having children, a permanent 
partner, and a permanent job, and moving out from the parents’ home are 
all taking place later in life - all contextual factors that are becoming more 
common in shaping the experience of being or not being an adult.

“Definition of adulthood is responsibility”, “Responsibility is also poten-
tially a political issue and a social issue”

A third important issue that emerged in the debate was that of respon-
sibility, and as mentioned above debate was polarised on this issue. A 
number of participants insisted that it was vitally important to consider the 
assumption of responsibility - conceived as an act on the part of individuals 
- as the essential marker of entry into adult life. From this point of view the 
social conditions under which the transition takes place would appear to 
be of limited importance: “becoming adult is becoming responsible for one’s 
choices; the choice people have to make independently of economic and social 
circumstances”.

In response there emerged another point of view, shared by other partic-
ipants, according to which the assumption of responsibility itself - the possi-
bility of conceiving of oneself as a responsible subject - possesses a social 
and political character. In other words, responsibility too has to be analysed 
in terms of a social framework and not as a simple act of individual liberty: 
“decisions are taken according to resources that people have in their daily life, 
there are constraints and opportunities”.
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What would be the appropriate policies for enabling these transitions 
into adulthood? Should the state intervene in the process of transitions to 
adulthood by giving support to personal choices? 

There were different views on the role of policies supporting personal 
choices aimed at achieving financial independence. A group of participants 
expressed doubts on the need to promote policies supporting transitions 
into adulthood. In their view public policies could even turn out to be 
counterproductive, acting in practice as a substitute for the free exercise of 
personal responsibility in the face of the tasks involved in transition.

Another group of participants agreed that facilitating transitions is a 
highly political issue and that all family policy is about these transitions. 
Two examples were given: one regarding a specific policy in Finland that 
promotes some autonomy of young people in terms of economic standards: 
“staying in the parents’ house until age 35 (as in Italy and some other countries) 
or at 22 (as in Finland) is related to policy decisions. In Finland every person who 
moves out of his/her parents home to study is given a housing allowance, which 
means they move out very early, at the age of 18; this gives them a sense of 
responsibility for being on their own”. 

The second example refers to the lack of autonomy women might have 
in relation to maternity benefits, which are still linked to and dependent on 
employment and salary: “policies support moving out from the parents’ home 
but do not support becoming a parent until the person has a permanent job and 
salary-related benefits [...] a person has to be employed in order to get maternity 
benefits”. In general all the participants in the working group were in agree-
ment in underlining the need for a strategic policy towards eligibility to 
maternity benefit regardless of the economic background of the mother.

Finally it was also underlined by many participants that while social poli-
cies “can support transitions (to adulthood), they cannot design them”.

Major gaps and challenges for research

There is a need for comparative studies at the European level regarding 
transitions into parenthood. In particular:

At the micro level: in what way do young people, women and men, nego-
tiate their roles as mothers and fathers and try to reconcile them with 
their experiences as young people engaged in the transition to adult life.
At the meso level: what social resources (institutional and informal) are 
available to support them in this trajectory, and what are the corre-
sponding constraints?
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At the macro level: it is necessary to take into consideration the different 
transition regimes at the European level and the different degrees of 
sensitivity towards the tasks associated with parenthood and, more 
generally, towards the gender differences involved in the experience 
of parenthood.
It is important to carry out further research on the strategies of young 
parents with reference to gender (gendering and de-gendering strate-
gies): for example, a return to the traditional gender-based division of 
labour in the couple or, instead, a restructuring of gender roles after 
becoming parents for the first time.
Expectations and young people’s needs - “subjective expectations and 
experiences of youth and adulthood - were considered a key question for 
research, since it was stressed that young people today expect different 
things from life/society compared to what their parents expected before 
them”.
Also important and needing further research are transitions towards 
parenthood on the part of young migrants (and, in general, under-
standing this process in terms of transnational labour markets and the 
demand for labour).
There is a need to explore the process of transition to parenthood in 
conditions of poverty and in the presence of housing problems.
It was also suggested that it is important to explore dependency inter-
actions between young and older generations as well as their impact on 
the autonomy of young people; research should also take into account 
cultural differences between and within countries.

2.2.2 Workshop 2 - Motherhood and fatherhood in Europe

Organisation of the workshop and keynote speeches 

Margaret O’Brien (University of East Anglia) opened the session of this focus 
group with a presentation on “Fathers in Europe: the negotiation of caring and 
earning?” According to Margaret O’Brien, although there is a long legacy of 
research on father’s work and family reconciliation in the European Union, 
fatherhood has not been a central issue in family policy developments in 
Europe. She addressed two questions: 1 - To what extent are European 
fathers becoming more involved in family life? 2 - How can we engage 
fathers in the work and care solutions of the future?

Starting with the first question, Margaret O’Brien presented some quanti-
tative longitudinal data and concluded that European fathers are becoming 
more involved in family life. In fact, not only they are doing more and sharing 
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more household tasks with their partners, but, and most noteworthy, they 
are increasingly involved in primary and active caring for small children, 
promoting (since the mid-1980s) the model of a ‘new father’ - in other words, 
a father who, besides being the main provider, is also a hands-on and loving 
one. However, there are considerable differences not only between Euro-
pean countries (with Nordic fathers spending more time in caring), but also 
within countries, when macro-social variables such as educational attain-
ment levels, working hours, or even full-time/part-time activity of mothers 
are taken into account.

She also stressed that there are significant and diverse family contexts for 
becoming a father in contemporary Europe. In fact, fewer men are having 
children (voluntarily or involuntarily) and when they do, they do it later in 
life, in a wide range of family formations and sharing the financial respon-
sibility with their partners. This leads us to the second question: how can 
fathers (as well mothers) work, care for their children and achieve personal 
wellbeing? According to Margaret O’Brien, the models of contemporary 
fathers, such as the active, the caring, or the nurturing father, which have 
corresponding images on television and advertising, seem to be in contra-
diction with the father of everyday life in terms of the availability of time to 
care and to involve oneself in family life: “this mismatch may be a problem [...] 
particularly now that we are living times of economic insecurity and instability 
[...] the active father might be contested, men may feel less security in arguing 
for more time with their children in their working environment”. As an example 
of these contradictions between father cultures and the conduct/behaviour 
of fatherhood she mentioned the fact that in the UK men who are employed 
for less than 26 weeks in the same workplace are not eligible to take the 
paternity leave of 15 days which has been available since 2003.

Given the fact that infant and child care is no longer a private ‘mother 
only’ family matter and that governments are becoming more involved 
in developing policies towards work and family reconciliation, Margaret 
O’Brien emphasised what she considers as a key policy issue: policies that 
promote choices and give parents freedom to choose between the avail-
able leave arrangements; if the parental leave is not well-paid or difficult to 
take, it does not become a real option.

In conclusion, Margaret O’Brien’s presentation emphasised that there 
should be a connection between policies, labour market perspectives 
(employers) and fathers’ and mothers’ wishes, in order to find creative ways 
that include fathers and not only mothers in the care of children.
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Main topics discussed and contributions from stakeholders

The discussion was very lively and focussed on the subject of politicising 
fatherhood and motherhood. Participants’ positions were polarised around 
two different perspectives of two major recent trends in the EU: the regula-
tion of early childhood through childcare services and leave policies directly 
tied to gender equality. In fact, inclusion in the political agenda of tools 
seeking to bring men more closely into childcare was seen by some partici-
pants as essential in order to accomplish gender equality in work life and 
family life; for others, it was regarded as dangerous social engineering which 
challenges the natural bonds and expertise within the family. However, it is 
important to note that both perspectives underlined the wellbeing of chil-
dren as the major reference point.

Gender inequalities in childcare persist

“As economic providers, mothers and fathers are becoming more 
equal; in childcare, inequality remains pronounced. How to ‘equ-
alise’ the social and economic rights of women and men as par-
ents (bearing in mind the interests of the child)?” This question is 
considered to be a challenge for welfare states: “fathers should be 
encouraged to do more housework and care and mothers should 
also be encouraged to let fathers do so”.

What are the political drivers (both at local or national level) that might 
have an influence on the changing roles of fathers and mothers?

Concerning the drivers for more engagement of fathers in childcare, major 
research trends reveal that there are several macro and micro variables that 
might promote more involvement of fathers in caring for their children, 
namely educational attainment levels (“highly educated men are more likely 
to spend more time with their kids”); employment patterns, for example, full-
time employment of mothers (“there is a link between mothers’ employment 
and men’s care time”) and men’s working hours (“the more paid work men 
do, the less time they spend with their children”; “although men’s working hours 
are declining in Europe, fathers work more hours in comparison to men without 
children”); level of payment when taking paternity and parental leave: “men 
take leave when there is a high level of replacement”.

However, the importance of getting to know more about men’s wishes 
regarding the reconciliation of work and family life was also mentioned: 
“we know about the amount of time men and women spend with their chil-
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dren (fathers’ involvement in unpaid work - childcare, core domestic and 
non-routine domestic work - has increased) but we know less about what 
they feel about that time, their satisfaction, and the negotiations that take 
place in the home”

How much ‘social engineering’ do we accept in order to achieve gender 
equality? Nature and biology versus polices of social engineering

Some participants expressed the view that policies may seek to implement 
a kind of ‘social engineering’ which aims to promote the same amount of 
equality for both men and women in connection with childcare. This was 
considered as ‘de-maternalising childhood’; it was considered that achieving 
complete gender equality might not always be in the best interest of the 
child. The example of breast-feeding was mentioned: “you cannot replace 
the mother by the father if you are breast-feeding your child”. It was also 
argued that there are natural bonds between mothers and their children, 
and fathers are not as needed in the first years of a child’s life as mothers are: 
“mothers feel the needs of a child better than fathers”.

Another example that was very much discussed was a proposal which 
seems to be currently under discussion in Sweden concerning the division 
of the 16 months of well-paid parental leave into equal and non-transfer-
able shares for each parent: “what is in question is the right of mothers to take 
a long leave or the right of fathers to share part of that leave”. 

Polarisation became evident once again, because for some partici-
pants to take away parents’ right to choose who uses the parental leave 
and to make fathers take half would be devastating for breast-feeding 
as well as for the child’s wellbeing; while for others fathers’ involvement 
in childcare is a precondition for a fair balance between work and family 
life in dual-earner families, as well as being extremely important from 
the perspective of the child who experiences parental involvement and 
not only the mother’s commitment. However, given the fact that time 
spent on unpaid work is significantly higher for women/mothers than for 
men/fathers, it was also suggested that a good model of gender equality 
should remunerate the unpaid childcare work which is mostly done by 
women/mothers.

Policy does not allow for free choice between genders

On the other hand, another group of participants stressed the fundamental 
role of policies in creating conditions for parents to choose. In this group it was 
considered that children benefit most when both parents are engaged in the 
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first years of a child’s life. It was stressed that it is neither the mother nor the 
father, it is ‘both’ mother and father. The example of Iceland was given, where 
high levels of breast-feeding seem to be combined with high take-up rates of 
parental leave by fathers. Several aspects were underlined in relation to the role 
of policies regarding men’s involvement in childcare and household tasks.

Policies to promote parenting – role of the media

There was also a concern regarding policies which promote parenting not only 
among men but also amongst women. Given divorce rates, the decline of fertility 
(fewer children) and new fertility patterns such as the postponement of child-
birth, some participants raised the question of promoting parenting as a benefit 
for people’s lives by emphasising “the joy versus the burden, a signal of commitment, 
family togetherness and personal identity for younger cohorts” in order to encourage 
them to become mothers and fathers. The important role the media may play in 
promoting the notion of parenting as an exciting and positive aspect of life was 
also mentioned, because role models are also supported by the media. 

Research and policies do not reflect diversity in families, with particular 
reference to same sex families

Another point raised in the debate was that both laws and research have 
been homophobic regarding same sex families, which are still invisible in 
the statistics. “For example, the gender pay gap affects women, but how does 
this affect lesbian couples? Are these women having a double pay gap? What 
impact does this have on the children? On the other hand, men earn more, but 
how is it in gay couples? What about gay or lesbian parenting?” The need for 
further research on these subjects was pointed out.

Another discussion relating to motherhood and fatherhood in same 
sex families focussed on the possibility of same sex families adopting a 
child. Some participants felt that there is a huge gap at policy level in rela-
tion to adoption and fertility treatments in lesbian or gay families. Even 
when national laws recognise marriage between same sex partners, they 
exclude fertility and adoption. Laws also do not recognise rights and ties 
between gay stepfathers and lesbian stepmothers towards their step-
children, for example when a biological father or mother dies. For some 
participants, representations of fatherhood and motherhood should have 
nothing to do with sexual orientation, and this independence should be 
carried over to the political level (“unlink sexual orientation from being 
a mother or a father”); however for others children’s rights come before 
parents’ rights.
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Do we need a unique parental system throughout the EU?

There was general agreement that some basic rights should be required for 
all Member States and regulated under EU Directives. As an example, it was 
mentioned that there is no regulation on entitlement to paternity leave at 
the European level, and that many countries still do not provide it. Partici-
pants agreed that a global European Directive is needed to regulate either 
father’s entitlements or the reconciliation of work and family life; breast 
feeding regulations were also mentioned but considered to be included in 
the Directive on Maternal Employment Protection.

The role of employers in promoting parenthood and family wellbeing

Finally, all participants agreed that employers must be brought into the 
discussion; there is a crucial need to engage employers in future conferences 
since they also have a fundamental role to play in promoting parenting and 
family wellbeing. “State family policy can regulate some part of family life, but 
it is very much the work life that influences families, we have to build bridges 
between companies and families in family policy”.

Promoting parental leave over the family life-course

There was a proposal to include parental leave into life-course policies 
so that it is not just centred on the short period after birth; the possibility 
of taking parental leave at other stages of the family life-course such as, 
for example, when children become adolescents. This proposal was also 
seen as an alternative to the father’s involvement in childcare: “paternal 
discussion is very important, but we have to develop a parental leave over 
the life-course in other stages of children’s life when they most value the 
presence of the father [...] how can we encourage fathers to take parental 
leave or time off when the children are much older, for example, when they 
are teenagers?”

It was suggested there might be a family leave focussed on family care 
and not just children’s care. For example, a family leave to care for other 
dependent relatives and not just centred on mothers or sisters as the main 
carers (as usually happens) but on other family members (such as fathers 
and brothers), who should be motivated to care during the family cycle of 
caring. 
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Major gaps and challenges for research

There was general agreement that research and policies have focussed on 
women as mothers and that fathering and fatherhood is mostly perceived 
from women’s and children’s points of view. Therefore research gaps 
are mostly related to the lack of reliable data on men’s attitudes towards 
becoming/being a father. The following summarises the major research 
suggestions from participants: 

Need for research on the drivers that can influence fathers to be more involved 
in family life, particularly childcare and unpaid work in general.
Further research on why men delay or miss out on fatherhood or want 
fewer children than their partners.
Data is also needed on (potential) parents/young adults’ feelings (of security 
or insecurity) about becoming a parent and raising and educating a child.
Further research on parenting in same sex families in order to make 
these groups visible and mainstreaming the research.

2.2.3 Workshop 3 - Ageing, families and social policy

Organisation of the workshop and keynote speeches 

In this workshop there were two keynote speakers: Claude Martin (CNRS/
EHESP University of Rennes), and Claudine Attias-Donfut (CNAV, France).

Claude Martin’s presentation focussed on the impact of ageing at the 
EU level in relation to how care needs are evolving, as well as future care 
arrangements. Long-term care policies and welfare regimes were also 
mentioned, as well as the impact of those care arrangements on the family, 
introducing the subjective dimension of pressure and also the necessity of 
thinking more in terms of reconciling work and care for elderly persons. 
According to Claude Martin, “ageing is one of the main challenges that most 
of our European countries are facing over coming decades”. He felt, however, 
that there had been (in some European countries) a kind of a split between 
family policy and social policy (particularly elderly care policies) as they 
are related to different interest groups, different research and decision-
making fields with different administrative organisations. Considering that 
“family does not stop with the ageing process”, there is a need to join together 
these two fields of research and policy - family and the vulnerable elderly 
- in care policies. Although the balance between state, market and family 
has changed dramatically since the eighties, with developments in welfare 
regimes as well as developments related to local authorities and collective 
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insurances, “the major part of caring responsibility and burden is still on the 
shoulders of family care-givers - spouses, daughters, daughters in law and of 
course some sons and male spouses, but this is a gender issue for all of our 
countries”. 

Claude Martin stressed three main challenges for coming decades: 
ageing and the decrease in the EU population; the financial equilibrium 
of pension schemes; and the care deficit hypothesis as expressed in the 
reduction of the availability of “free of charge services of women in the 
household”. According to him, the main future question for social care is 
not so much welfare state regimes and the differences between coun-
tries but how the reforms are to be carried out: “we are all confronted with 
the same challenges and solutions: the combination of paid and unpaid, 
formal and informal care solutions”. Among the main future trends and 
needs, he highlighted the need for more flexible solutions developed at 
the local level (the regulation of care management on a local basis); the 
challenge of combining health care and social care; and the reinforce-
ment of home-based care. He also stressed the importance of knowing 
more about care-givers’  feelings and the meanings of pressure. As we 
will be confronted in the future with increasing numbers of people in the 
labour market combining elderly care and work (we usually think of work 
and family reconciliation in terms of childcare and not so much in terms 
of elderly care), a key policy question is how to manage the constraints 
of time, on the one hand, and the way people are feeling pressure or not, 
on the other: “it is not only a question of the need for time, but also of the 
need to reduce pressure for these people”.

The second keynote address, by Claudine Attias-Donfut, focussed on 
family support, and outlined some results of the SHARE study (large Euro-
pean comparative longitudinal survey “Survey of Health, Ageing and Retire-
ment in Europe”9): how family support is influenced by numerous factors 
(from the financial situation to the health status of the care-givers) and how, 
even though there are differences between countries, this support is mainly 
occasional, activated and present in situations of emergency and crisis, with 
the family then playing an insurance role. In fact, as already mentioned for 
childcare, family informal support and formal support (professional help) 
are complementary rather than in competition.

Summarising the research results, she stressed the important contribution 
elderly people make to family life, family solidarity and the economy, with 
the elderly being one of the most consistent providers of support to several 
family members, including other elderly persons. There are also significant 
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inequalities among families: “the more social and financial resources, the more 
help is given”; as well as significant gender inequalities, because men (when 
they are the main care-givers) are more likely to rely on professional support.

Main topics discussed and contributions from stakeholders

The following paragraphs summarise some of the main points of discussion:

Elderly care is mainly provided by family

“About 80 per cent of hours of care are provided by unpaid carers, 
mostly family carers; these carers have important sets of relation-
ships, for example, the relationship between care and formal provid-
ers; their relationships with other family members; relationships with 
governments, but also increasingly relationships with policy areas”.

Implications of demographic trends for the future of care

The decrease in fertility rates also implies that in the future often a single 
child will have to care for his/her parents alone, and this means an increased 
burden. On the other hand, growing numbers of elderly persons imply 
(potentially) increasing caring needs. However, in the context of a parallel 
decrease in the number of young people, the question of a potential ‘care 
deficit’ arises – that is, a decline in the availability of unpaid/informal carers, 
at the same time as needs are increasing. 

Intergenerational solidarity as a key issue

In connection with elderly persons, it was stressed that they are not only 
care receivers, but also care-givers who provide care for their grandchildren 
and also make transfers of money. Similarly, elderly persons should not only 
be regarded as a potential burden, but also as a resource – for family and 
for society. The importance of active ageing was also mentioned, in rela-
tion to their role in society: “grandparents provide practical, emotional and 
financial support for their grandchildren [...] the birth of a first grandchild is 
often the moment when parents and grandparents find each other again [...] 
intergenerational solidarity can play a key role in developing fairer and more 
sustainable responses to the major economic and social challenges that the EU 
is facing today [...] public authorities should develop holistic and sustainable 
policies supporting all generations, and foster exchange of good practice and 
mutual learning between different generations”.
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How are elderly people represented within society?

“How are they represented in terms of institutions and non-gov-
ernmental organisations at national and European level? How can 
they let society know what their needs and their situation are?”

Family care is less and less considered as natural but rather as a choice

“There is increasing social demand for a full recognition of informal 
carers, women and men, who freely choose to dedicate themselves to 
their dependent family members [...] this will also have consequences 
for public support in the context of the links between formal and in-
formal care, the supply of which should be locally provided and flex-
ible, institutional but also home-based, and both affordable”.

Sustainability of family care

Another element mentioned was the question of the sustainability of 
family care. The risk of a burden on carers was also mentioned, as well as 
the consequences in terms of wellbeing (feelings of pressure); the need 
for various forms of support, and for respite care was stressed (with provi-
sion of services such as day-care centres that would take care of depen-
dent persons during the holiday season, so that carers may have a holiday 
as well).

A form of  ‘elderly sitting’ was mentioned (that is the possibility of asking 
somebody to come to the home and stay with the elderly person during the 
day or in the evening, while the carer goes out).

The linkages between two major demographic trends: ageing and migration

Several questions were raised in connection with this topic: “is migration 
slowing down the process of ageing? Is ageing changing the forms of migration, 
since the increasing needs of the elderly are attracting new types of care workers? 
Is there a new care sector mainly occupied by female migrants? Migrants them-
selves are getting old and have specific needs that have not yet been studied”.

The perverse effects of some of the most flexible care solutions (“Badanti” 
in Italy, almost exclusively Romanian women), which might be leading to the 
development of a black market in migrant care workers, should be under-
stood and researched.



Chapter 2: Critical Review of Research on Families and Family Policies in Europe

197

Major gaps and challenges for research

Lack of research on the subjective aspects of care arrangements (how is 
the caring arrangement experienced by carers?); the impact of this care 
on the carers’ wellbeing, namely on the subjective feeling of pressure; 
research on some obvious key causes of problems for carers: managing 
incontinence; managing and living with someone who combines 
dependency with mental illness or depression.
More information on sustainable family care: how and why people 
begin, maintain and decide to stop providing care (carer perspective). 
What works for carers in relation to training, respite, cash benefits, social 
security, and services support?
It is important to focus on the contribution of spouses, who often do 
not consider what they are doing to be the provision of care and might 
be underestimated in the statistics on carers and caring.
More information on what works in terms of building capacity – what 
kind of support really works for carers? When does information and 
training work best, how is it best provided, and who should provide 
it? Research should also look at good practices and how to provide a 
far better exchange of information on good practices in the domain of 
support to carers.
There is also a lack of information on the challenges involved in 
reconciling work and care from the perspective of elderly care; more 
research should be carried out on the policy measures developed for 
those carers.
More research is needed on the economic aspects of being a carer. What 
have the consequences of the current financial crisis been for carers? 
What happens to the carers who give up their jobs? What is going to 
happen to carers’ pensions in later life?
A lack of research on migrant care workers was also mentioned, 
including the effects of global distance caring chains for family members 
left behind in the country of origin; the specific needs of ageing and 
returning migrants.

2.2.4 Workshop 4 - Changes in conjugal life

Organisation of the workshop and keynote speeches 

There were two presentations in this policy workshop. The first, by Eric 
Widmer (University of Geneva) was on “The future of partnerships and family 
configurations”, and the second, by Brian Heaphy (University of Manchester), 
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was on “Developments in conjugal life: same sex partnerships and lesbian and 
gay families”.

It is very important to understand what happens within conjugal ties, 
and Eric Widmer’s presentation was focussed on how these conjugal ties 
are embedded in a larger set of relationships. What Eric Widmer empha-
sised was that family configurations (that is the larger structure of family 
ties, which might include grandparents, aunts, uncles, friends, colleagues, 
etc.) plays an important role in partnerships in late modernity, meaning that 
there is a variety of ties that can function as a backup to conjugal relation-
ships. According to this family configuration, it is impossible to understand 
the conjugal relationship without referring to these larger sets of ties that 
support couples: “no couple is an island; no couple can be understood in itself”.

In order to illustrate the importance of these ties beyond the husband 
and wife partnerships, Eric Widmer presented some results of the Inter-
national Social Survey Programme (ISSP)10  on the measurement of social 
networks, namely the persons relied upon when in need. Results revealed 
that partnerships are of major importance; the cohabiting partner is the 
first person called upon for support. However, there are a large number of 
alternative ties that play an important role in supporting partnership - the 
mother, the daughter, the sister, the brothers in law, etc., - “if you take the sum 
of them into account, it becomes clear that conjugal life is not the only form 
of support within families in late modernity, particularly when considering the 
second person to be called upon for emotional support. Mothers in particular, 
but daughters too, play a major role in providing support to individuals across 
all countries within Europe”. 

Accordingly, Eric Widmer suggested three patterns of relatedness: 1 - 
‘multiple ties-oriented’ (less emphasis on partnerships and more on mother, 
father, sister); 2 - ‘emphasis on conjugal relationships’; 3 - ‘children-oriented’ 
(more emphasis on son and daughter). He raised two questions: “do family 
configurations matter for partnerships?” and “can we establish a link between 
the way configurations are structured and the wellbeing of couples?”. He put 
forward two hypotheses: 1 - firstly, that “family matters beyond partnerships 
and nuclear families, there are ties between adults and parents and siblings 
that are really important for individual development and for conjugal life but 
also for the education of children”; 2 - secondly, that “configurations and part-
nerships are interrelated; couples with more support interdependencies with 
relatives and friends will report higher conjugal quality than those with less 
supportive interdependencies”. An important point highlighted by research 
is that family resources exist beyond partnerships and nuclear families and 
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that they can be used as social capital, “something that individuals can use in 
order to advance in their own life, both in their intimate life, professionally, and 
in the education of their children”.

For this reason, Eric Widmer concluded that policy-makers should not 
only focus on marriage and nuclear families, “because families are much 
richer than that”, but should take into account this diversity of ties beyond 
the nuclear family; “this will help us to promote partnerships without being 
entrenched in normative models of families which probably will be less and less 
present in the near future”.

Brian Heaphy’s presentation was entitled “Developments in conjugal life: 
same sex partnerships and lesbian and gay families”. He focussed on “what is 
exceptional in same sex relationships and what is very ordinary?” According to 
him, we are dealing with a population which is partially invisible in statistics 
and research: “same sex, lesbian and gay families are a hard to reach population, 
particularly if looking for formalised couples”. Research on same sex relation-
ships as well as on the changing legal contexts in which these families must 
be understood, tends to be based on small and ad hoc qualitative studies. 
Therefore, one of the main points stressed by Brian Heaphy is the absolute 
need for a more systematic review of the existing research on ‘legitimate’ and 
‘illegitimate’ (not yet legally formalised) same sex partner relationships, in 
order to give feedback to research as well as to law and policies. 

Implications of policy and legal developments regarding same sex 
couples were considered by Brian Heaphy as a key policy issue. According 
to him, talking about same sex families means talking about uneven devel-
opments: “on the one hand it seems we are moving towards a broader legal 
recognition of partnerships, but those legal developments are uneven, they 
range from what might be seen as more formal marriage to what some people 
call ‘marriage light’”. He also stated that there are not only uneven develop-
ments in terms of law and recognition of partnerships but there are also 
uneven developments in terms of the implications of those recognitions, for 
example, on the level of service provision: “social policy is often underpinned 
by gender assumptions, by gender care, and gender responsibilities that don’t 
fully account for same sex relationships [...] is it possible to conceive gender-
neutral policies?”

Another point stressed by Brian Heaphy was the challenges that same 
sex partners face in illegitimate contexts in terms of marginalisation and 
hostility, due to the way heterosexual norms are imposed or supported 
or actively pursued. Research suggests that the risks and threats that can 
emerge from this include violence, harassment, depleted social capital and 
social isolation. All these have implications in terms of a couple’s wellbeing 
and resilience. On the other hand, recent research also points to the fact that 
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same sex partners also feel unprepared to ask for family-supported services 
when things go wrong, for example in case of abusive relations and dissolu-
tion of the couple. In response to these illegitimate contexts (where same 
sex couples might experience highly stressful situations) ‘families of choice’ 
appear as creative responses to marginalisation. Families of choice include 
same sex relationships but tend not to be biological or legally formalised; it 
is not the biological relationship that matters, it is more the social relation-
ship: “Can policy capture these kinds of more dynamic relationships?” 

An interesting fact needing further research is that cultural guidelines, 
particularly on gender, are no longer applicable to same sex families, which 
tend to have highly negotiated relationships and also tend to be more 
equal because they are based on gender sameness; this area could benefit 
from further research. On the other hand, research should also focus on 
the gender pay gap that might be reinforced in same sex lesbian couples 
compared with same sex gay couples. 

Complexity increases with the presence of children. Although there are 
new choices to become parents in same sex families (access to technology, 
informal parents’ agreements, adoption, children from previous hetero-
sexual relationships, etc.), a general perception still persists that children are 
more exposed to risks when living in same sex families, that the wellbeing 
of a child might be compromised by the nature of the same sex relation-
ship. Brian Heaphy emphasises, however, that a key finding from research 
is that there is no discernible long-term impact on children’s wellbeing 
within same sex relations compared to heterosexual ones. He also refers to 
his recent work on relationships among young couples in civil partnerships 
(which became legally possible in the UK in 2005), where he found notable 
continuities and similarities to young heterosexual marriages such as the 
focus on love, commitment, security, a tendency towards monogamous 
couple commitments, connections with family and cultural traditions, and 
secure and stable environments for children. 

Main topics discussed and contributions from stakeholders

Wellbeing of families is associated with the existence of extended ties 
outside the nuclear family

“Women with bi-centric families feel much better curtailing their 
careers than women who do have not this kind of network; net-
works help to cope with the consequences of decreasing work par-
ticipation”.
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“Young adults who are in transition have a huge amount of friends 
cited as family members; the same happens with later-years fami-
lies with small children, especially in families where there is no di-
vorce; on the other hand, vulnerable individuals (those with psy-
chiatric problems and incapacities) seem to have a very small 
family configuration based on blood ties, but might also include 
professionals as their family members”.

What are the criteria for defining bi-centric families?

“Need to consider a series of indicators: frequency of interactions with 
friends, support provided by friends and family members, financial and 
emotional support, frequency of interactions with family members”.

Why are there differences between countries in international comparison?

“Conjugal ties-oriented countries are to be found in countries with 
strong welfare systems; and multiple ties-oriented countries are 
more to be found in liberal non-interventionist family policy; this 
is not very clear, however, and needs further research”.

Is there any relation between types of conjugal interactions and network 
configurations related to network ties?

“Types of conjugal interactions and configurations will be further 
researched. However, studies on recomposed families, step fam-
ilies and blended families reveal that there are very interesting 
signs that the two aspects - types of conjugal interaction and con-
figurations - are very much interconnected”.

Social policy and new forms of family

“Policies are addressing this issue mainly by recognising same 
sex marriages or same sex partnerships, but they are not dealing 
with other issues, namely social parenting in the context of same 
sex couples or blended families; there is a strong movement in 
Europe towards the recognition of same sex marriages, but there 
is little discussion of the real challenges for same sex families, 
which include how they are going to care and parent, including 
recognition of parental rights which are essential for the wellbe-
ing of children”.
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“There is a need for more research on the gaps in policies dealing 
with new family situations. For example, in post-divorce families, 
who receives family benefits? It is usually the mother, even where 
there is joint custody of children; some couples negotiate, but 
there is no regulation on it”.

Conflicting tendencies 

“If you are living in a same sex partnership and do not live in a con-
text of recognition there are implications for daily life and emotion-
al roles, and this can also have an impact on children’s wellbeing”.

“There are political assumptions in care, service provision and 
family support services that support gender inequalities”.

Children’s wellbeing in same sex couples

Recent research shows that children do not suffer from having same sex 
parents: “they suffer most from conflicting negotiations arising from their parents’ 
divorce; however, they can experience discrimination at school. A child’s wellbeing 
depends more on the environment than on the same sex nature of the couple”.

Major gaps and challenges for research

More cross-national research on the internal dynamics of families across 
European societies is required, together with further research on types 
of conjugal interaction and their linkages with family configurations.
Longitudinal studies on couples and conjugal life across the life-course: 
how do they build their relationship? When do they decide to get married 
and when do they decide to have children? Transitions to conjugal life 
and transitions into parenthood: how do couples manage transitions, and 
what are the factors that make some couples succeed and continue with 
their relationship? What factors influence couples to give up their rela-
tionship and divorce? More comparative work on routes into and out of 
partnerships; routes into parenting and post-dissolution arrangements.
Further research on definition of the family, looking at how the notion 
of family is being built up across Europe.
Look more at minority families such as immigrant, Roma families.
Increasing cohabitation and decrease of marriage: reasons why young 
people are choosing to cohabit rather than get married (common trend 
in people already married before, never married and new relationship 
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where never married).
Research possible linkages between marriage and participation in 
society (voluntary, political, etc.).
More systematic review of the existing research on same sex families: 
how same sex partnerships in lesbian and gay families are (re)config-
ured in different contexts of ‘legitimacy’ and marginalisation; in what 
ways are they and the challenges they face more or less ordinary and 
exceptional? Gender roles; parenting; child’s wellbeing; gender gap, 
etc.; how are these families structured through their practices and also 
what are their problems? Do same sex couples have new choices in 
becoming parents? Who is the biological parent? 

2.2.5 Workshop 5 - Family relationships and wellbeing

Organisation of the workshop and keynote speeches 

The workshop consisted of one keynote presentation and four statements, 
followed by a brief discussion on main research points and key policy issues.

As a developmental psychologist, the keynote speaker Gordon Neufeld 
(University of British Columbia) focussed on “Family relationships and the 
wellbeing of the children both as today’s children and as tomorrow’s adults”. 
According to Gordon Neufeld, when the literature on this subject is reviewed, 
one theme stands out from the others: the effect of separation on children. 
Often the conclusion is “that separation from parents - whether physical and 
emotional - adversely impacts a child more than any other single experience. 
The impact of separation can be far reaching: behaviour, development and 
personality”.

One major research question which therefore arises, in Gordon Neufeld’s 
view, is: “how do we take children from their families to care for them and 
educate them, yet provide sufficient connection so that they do not experience 
the deleterious effect of separation?” One central concept is attachment as 
well as maturation: “if deep attachment enables a child to preserve a sense of 
connection, then we should be looking at the conditions that are required to 
cultivate this kind of attachment [...] maturation, not schooling or socialising, 
is the primary process rendering children fit for adult society”. In other words: 
the more a child is attached, the more he will be able to adapt to society, 
be resilient and be emotionally fit for society. If parents and various institu-
tions are aware of and sensitive to this attachment, both will find solutions 
which minimise the impact of separation. The solution must be focussed on 
“the development of a child’s capacity for relationship and the resulting ability 
to preserve a sense of connection even when physically separated”. Therefore 
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a final message is that “the wellbeing of today’s children, tomorrow’s adults, 
and our future society, will depend upon our ability to support the family as the 
womb of psychological maturation”; “how can we support families to cultivate the 
kind of attachments that will give birth to the realisation of human potential?”

Main topics discussed and contributions from stakeholders

Among the stakeholders’ contributions was a statement outlining the 
conclusions of several recent international studies that agree on the nega-
tive effects that marital breakdown has on the happiness of children and 
parents involved, and on national economies as well. These conclusions 
have been summarised in the “2009 The Family Watch Annual Report – The 
Sustainable Family”. In the light of these findings, this statement reinforced 
the idea that some prerequisites exist that enable a family to be ‘sustainable’, 
according to the definition coined by the Brundtland Report11 in 1987. 

Another statement stressed the importance of positive parenting and 
empowering parents in their educational role. It was argued that the fight 
against child poverty in Europe has become a top political priority and that 
a strong focus has been placed on promoting the quality of life and the well-
being of children. A ‘strength-based approach’ should be taken: an approach 
which values parents’ empowerment. To create a good environment for chil-
dren, there is a need to support families in their parental role. Actions that 
remove barriers to positive parenting should be further promoted, raising 
awareness and increasing recognition of the social value of parental roles.

A recent survey among ethnic minority groups in Bulgaria was quoted 
in order to reinforce the idea of solidarity between generations as one very 
important aspect of family wellbeing in those groups.

In the general discussion there was some controversy about the attach-
ment theory presented by Gordon Neufeld. The main reactions highlighted 
the fact that there is a professional debate on this topic, in which there is 
disagreement with the model presented, and that existing empirical research 
shows there are other more important threats to the child’s wellbeing and 
future development as adults, such as violence and emotional threats. There 
are other possible alternatives in terms of attachment to parents: adoption 
was presented as an example of the possible re-attachment of children.

Quality of life and wellbeing of children 

“It is strongly determined by their family situation and the qual-
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ity and accessibility of services; more attention should be paid to 
ensure families’ access to appropriate material resources but also 
psychological and social support for parents’ empowerment” 

Reconciling employment and family life: links to child poverty and  
wellbeing

“A good work/life balance for parents is critical to the wellbeing 
of children and society, as both income poverty and time poverty 
can harm child development. Children whose parents are not in 
paid work are more likely to be poor, while mothers who have in-
terrupted their careers to care for their children are at higher risk 
of poverty in later life”.

Fathers’ involvement

“Solo caretaking by fathers is associated with their continued 
caretaking of older children and grandchildren. Research shows 
that early active involvement of fathers can lead to a range of pos-
itive outcomes for children and young people. These include better 
peer relationships, fewer behavioural problems, lower criminality 
and substance abuse, higher educational and occupational mo-
bility relative to their parents’ employment, and higher self-es-
teem. Conversely, low involvement of fathers is linked to negative 
outcomes for children, and the links tend to be stronger for vulner-
able children”.

Family structures and the psychological aspects of a family

“A bridge was established between family structures and the psy-
chological aspects of a family. The Lisbon Conference has focussed 
very much on family structures and on how to adapt society to new 
family structures from a sociological point of view. Of course this 
perspective is very important, but we think it would also be most 
interesting to establish bridges with a psychological perspective: 
to take into account the impact of structural changes on individu-
als, on their personal development and wellbeing”.

Family wellbeing, cohesion and care

“Since many of us work in the EU institutional environment, we 
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realise that most of the fundamental EU policy texts refer to so-
cial cohesion (alongside economic and territorial cohesion) as a 
way out of the crisis and as an instrument of dynamic growth (see 
for instance “Commission Work Paper 2010”). Family is the initial 
model of wellbeing. It is the first laboratory for social models, for 
social cohesion. We wonder how we can implement cohesion and 
wellbeing in society if citizens do not have that cultural model im-
planted in them by education and experience developed from a 
family context”.

Major gaps and challenges for research

Research that helps to understand what leads to stable families (soci-
ology in connection with the psychological perspective).
Research that helps to understand how better to educate and train 
parents on parenting and couple life.
Research that helps to understand what families (father, mother, chil-
dren) actually want.
Research on how policies can support families in cultivating the kind of 
attachments that ensure the development of human potential.
Research on the impact of joint custody (which is becoming more 
frequent after divorce) on fathers’ and mothers’ professional careers, for 
example in the case of qualified parents, the main obstacles which arise, 
and also negotiations within couples.
It is also important to research the impact of joint custody on children’s 
wellbeing in comparison to other forms of custody.

2.2.6  Workshop 6 - Gender equality and families

Organisation of the workshop and keynote speeches 

In this session there were two keynote speeches, one by Ilona Ostner (University 
of Göttingen) and the other by Shirley Dex (University of London). Both 
presented a number of important aspects to map the ‘state of the art’ on 
issues related to gender equality in contemporary Europe whilst pointing 
out major problems and gaps in both research and policy making. 

Monitoring gender equality (at the EU level) led to the production 
of statistics producing a high level of linkage between policies and the 
production of gender indicators that have enabled measurement of gender 
developments. In her presentation on “Gender equality and families”, Shirley 
Dex presented an overview of major trends on gender equality in a number 
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of key areas. For example, there has been increasing equality in employ-
ment, particularly among younger women. However, the same cannot be 
said for older women and women with small children. Departing from a 
cross-national perspective it is possible to track major trends in models of 
family and work balance, which show that Europe is not homogeneous and 
that policies at supra-national level have not led all Member States to the 
same gender policy solutions. According to Shirley Dex, it is crucial to estab-
lish a new framework for thinking about gender equality issues in families, 
in order to make comparisons between European countries. Clear differ-
ences emerge between countries when examining part-time labour, pay 
issues and part-time pay penalty, pay gaps between men and women, and 
women’s education. 

Major questions concerning gender equality and families relate to: “how 
to solve the simultaneous need for money/labour and caring time?” and “Are 
there conflicts between gender equality objectives and needs of families?” 
Shirley Dex concluded that there is a need to rethink the importance and 
role of flexibility, childcare services, division of labour between mother and 
father and unpaid work, as well as potential time off. Flexibility has been 
seen as a solution, but might also have ambivalent outcomes, since men 
and women have different problems dealing with new flexible forms of 
employment; on the other hand, although part-time work is increasing in EU 
countries, it is found in low-paid and gender-segregated jobs, while skilled 
jobs are not adaptable to part-time arrangements; this increases employ-
ment inequalities between men and women. Shirley Dex also stressed that 
childcare coverage rates are quite uneven across the EU. Public coverage 
for children below the age of three is still lacking, and this creates problems 
in reconciling work and family. Regarding the division of labour between 
mother and father and unpaid work, although the overall amount of hours 
of paid and unpaid work has become more equal between genders, the 
distribution of time is still unequal, women do more, and this must be taken 
into account. However, it is important to recognise that overall gender 
segregation has improved, which is an important conclusion when looking 
at key data on gender.

From a policy-making perspective, Ilona Ostner focussed on the degree 
of success attained at the EU level in terms of gender equality policies. The 
starting point for her presentation on “the success and surprise story of EU 
gender policies” was the following question: “why have gender policies been 
successful to a certain extent?” According to Ilona Ostner, if we start out from a 
historical perspective, the success of gender policies in the EU is not yet fully 
understood. In order to address this question we need to take into account 
the real ways in which gender equality policies are built up, so as to further 
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understand the complex causalities underlying the somewhat surprising 
pathways of gender equality policies in the EU. Therefore we need not only 
to map what policies exist today, but to be aware of the specific agenda that 
lies behind policy-making.

A main reason for focusing on these complex causalities, from a political 
standpoint, is related to what Ilona Ostner considers to be the element of 
surprise. Why have gender policies been so successful? The fact is that EU 
Member States had not anticipated gender policies and the inroads they 
made. The EU can be considered a weak state, its institutions are weak, but 
nonetheless influence policies undertaken at the national level. However, 
this process of ‘Europeanisation’ has often resulted in the forced or unwilling 
compliance with gender equality policies that were not priorities at the 
national level. There is, however, some ‘success’, which is partly due to the 
feminist debates which have marked the political agenda since the 1990s. 
Why is this happening? How do political analysts explain change? According 
to Ilona Ostner there are complex factors and causalities that rest on societal 
and political explanations. For instance, political analysts would emphasise 
political explanation and institutional constraints. In this perspective, gender 
policies are developed through the appearance of some windows of oppor-
tunity and then “you need actors who speak and act in terms that can be sold 
to those who make the public decisions” (in this sense the role of epistemic 
communities is of the utmost importance). 

Gender policies need a window of opportunity, e.g. the EU and OCDE 
building coalitions that bring together transnational and national actors (the top 
bureaucrats); and the selective inclusion of experts (in this case certain leading 
feminists, amongst other epistemic communities). In every single Member State 
the idea and the perception of what is important may be different. But these 
perceptions at the hands of leading epistemic communities open avenues for 
the rise of lobbying groups, who have a role in deciding how gender equality 
should be addressed. Nevertheless, any gender-related policies at the EU level 
must pass through two ‘eyes of the needle’ in order to be discussed, adopted, 
and implemented: first at the level of the Union, with its narrow conception of 
equal opportunities in terms of equal treatment and its stringent requirement 
for consensus in the Council; and secondly in the variable implementation of EU 
legislation in the ‘gender order’ of each individual Member State.

These processes can be viewed in two ways. Gender policies are a result 
of negative integration, starting from the problems that have arisen as a 
result of the need for the free movement of workers in Europe. It was not 
expected that these policies would also promote positive integration. The 
most important surprise factor is the success of gender policies at the 
supranational level, with a historical movement from concerns with “equal pay 
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and equal opportunities for men and women” to a more generalised focus on 
general anti-discrimination legislation (with a whole set of targets which were 
brought in with the Treaty of Amsterdam and other measures particularly related 
to mothers’ employability and child care targets), which led to enhancement of 
regulation on matters of gender equality. The process has, however, been one of 
vertical integration linked to supra-national forms of regulation. Some regulatory 
inconsistencies are unresolved, stemming from what appears to be a “ping-pong 
game” between the national and European levels of regulation.

For Ilona Ostner what is important is to see how the process of institution-
alisation of gender equality has evolved and resulted in positive integration. 
There is new ‘constitutionalised’ legislation that has extended the meaning 
of gender equality, as a key part of the whole process of developing anti-
discrimination targets and policy measures. However this important trend is 
also an ambivalent one, in spite of its success in regulating gender equality 
and constructing the whole debate around gender issues as an equivalent 
of gender equality: on the one hand, employment has been a very impor-
tant catalyst, but on the other, fertility policies are also of major importance 
for arguments in favour of gender equality policies.

Why and how has this happened? From the 1990s onwards new social 
risks have had to be dealt with. Declining fertility is important because we 
have labour shortages. It is not the number of children but the quality of 
children that matters (a functionalist argument). In conclusion, European 
gender policies are successful, yet:

Today they are not the most important, if considered per se.
Gender policies have never been an issue per se, but rather are linked 
to other issues (labour shortages, demographic ageing, for instance).
Gender policies have been highly dependent on the building up of 
coalitions. This is how politics actually works, and it is a problem that 
has to be further addressed and monitored in the future.

Main topics discussed and contributions from stakeholders

Reconciliation of work and family life

There was general agreement that one of the most important subjects for 
debate in terms of policies and policy-making was the problem of recon-
ciling work and family life.

Gender equality policies are not a neutral subject, as they presuppose 
ideological conceptions of the ideal family with a ‘gender contract’. The 
‘ideal arrangement’ generated heated debate and some disagreement.
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Private choice versus public regulation of gender and families

For some participants, gender models belong to the private sphere and 
must be freely chosen and not imposed by public regulation. The state 
should not impose the adult worker model upon women, but rather respect 
men’s, women’s and couples’ freedom of choice. This is an important debate, 
in which there are opposing views of gender relations, reflected in differing 
visions of what gender policies should be.

It was also stated that although the focus on individual choice must be 
taken into account when considering gender equality, it has to be addressed 
in different terms. As Shirley Dex noted, mothers and fathers do not have to 
work full-time. Part-time can be seen as a solution, but only if it is considered 
in equal terms for both men and women. There is, however, a pay differen-
tial that has to be taken into account. Gender equality targets do not recog-
nise the potential variability of choice, e.g. part-time work is undervalued, 
and the rights of part-time workers remain a problematic issue.

New solutions to reconcile family and work should be put forward. What 
is the financial value of housework and childcare? What role should the 
state have in transferring money to families in order to keep mothers/child-
rearers at home?

It was also argued that new solutions to reconcile family and work should be 
put forward (e.g. pension credits for homemakers, whether female or male). 
One suggested solution was women’s self-employment as baby-sitters for 
their own children. This leads to a key question: should care arrangements 
be paid for by the government? This was also considered an important gap 
in research.

Care

Another issue raised in the discussion was care. It was argued that the 
right to participate in care has to be implemented for men and for women, 
and that the model of the adult full-time worker has to be rethought from 
the point of view of gender equality and family life. However, two major 
problems arise here: 1 - How to pay for care and how to implement poli-
cies that support care arrangements? This was considered to be the main 
challenge for the future policy agenda. 2 - The problem of fertility as a 
backdrop for gender equality policies must be taken into consideration in 
this context.
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Labour market. How might the changing structure of the labour market 
affect gender equality policies and gender arrangements in family life?

It was recognised that people today face new risks (job insecurity) and that 
“we cannot recommend the breadwinner model because of the risks it involves”. 
New policies are needed to deal with new individualised risks (divorce, unem-
ployment, etc.). There is also an economic issue in connection with sustain-
ability: “without contributions, the state is unable to pay”; “as some researchers 
have shown, the more insecure jobs are, the more hours people work”.

Integrating gender and family policies

Another important issue discussed by participants is the need to integrate 
family and gender equality policies. Family policies are less advanced at the 
EU level than gender equality policies.

Major gaps and challenges for research

Rethinking the models for equality and linking them with the demands 
of the labour market.
More research on how to regulate care arrangements and gender 
equality.
More research on the consequences of different care arrangements for 
gender equality.
The need to research men and fatherhood (e.g. statement on paternity 
leave).
Lack of data on gender equality in couples and on parents as a couple 
and on family forms in general.

2.2.7 Workshop 7 - Reconciling work and care for young children: 
parental leaves

Organisation of the workshop and keynote speeches 

There were two keynote speeches in this session. The first keynote speech 
was by Fred Deven (Kenniscentrum WVG, Belgium) who made a presenta-
tion on parental leave policies across Europe. 

Parental leave across Europe is a kind of umbrella concept covering an 
increasingly complex reality of policies and practices. There are two critical 
factors related to parental leave. The first is replacement payment, which 
ranges from an earnings-related payment, up to a maximum of 100 per 
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cent (some countries put a ceiling on this), to a flat-rate payment or even no 
payment at all. There are many countries which can be very generous in the 
length of leave but do not provide replacement payment. The second factor 
is eligibility, which has been “disregarded a little bit”. What Fred Deven wanted 
to emphasise was that eligibility is not as widespread as some people might 
think it is, even in those countries which are known to be the most generous 
in terms of paid parental leave arrangements (like Sweden, for example).

Eligibility is employment-related in most countries (including Sweden). 
Therefore there are several categories of employed persons who are not 
eligible, for example those who are self-employed, those who have tempo-
rary contracts, or those who work in small companies. There are also 
significant differences between public sector organisations and private 
sector companies. On the other hand, if a person is eligible, the replace-
ment payment might be “very conditional on your prior working history, so if 
you have built up rights you may be eligible for the generous earnings-related 
payment, but if you have just started or entered the country you receive a flat-
rate payment”. Hence the importance of framing leave policies in the context 
of the issues of inequality and also democracy.

Among the main ideas presented by Fred Deven three proposals stand 
out. One is the need to contextualise research as well as policy leave arrange-
ments within a broader context in order to understand them properly. Leave 
policies are only one instrument for European public authorities to facilitate 
the reconciliation of work and care for young children. There are other tools 
such as early childhood and education services, cash benefits, and flexible 
working conditions. When trying to understand leave policies it is important 
to bear in mind the different perspectives of the diverse actors involved: 
families, public authorities, stakeholders (social partners, NGO), and the 
media (in terms of their images of what is good parenting, for example). It is 
also important to take into account that there might differences of opinion 
between family members because of potentially conflicting interests, for 
example over the length of the leave period from the child’s perspective, 
which may be different from the interest of the working parents.

Another idea stressed by Fred Deven is the importance of having a 
research approach to the collection of data on parental leave take-up rates. 
Data is still collected by the administrative departments responsible for the 
payment. He mentioned two sources of information on comparative data 
on leave policies in European countries: one is the data in the annual review 
of the International Network on Leave Policy and Research12 (which includes 
about 30 countries, most of them European and some transatlantic). The 
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other is the data collected through the recent Council of Europe question-
naire on family policies (of which a significant part was on leave policies) 
involving 40 countries, and which resulted in a database on European family 
policy13. Fred Deven made some final suggestions for further reflection: 
how to frame parental leave and leave policies within broader issues, and 
how to conceptualise and how to implement types of leave in terms of care 
for dependent persons in a broader perspective which looks at the family 
life-course. He emphasised the need to frame leave policies within broader 
issues such as the different stages of the life-course and gave the example 
of Belgium’s ‘time credit system’.

Daniel Erler (Familienservice GmbH) focussed on the German parental 
leave system and highlighted what he considers an important issue, 
“freedom of choice”, which has dominated (West) German family policy 
discourse for a long time. His presentation highlighted the impact of leave 
policies on childcare-related family behaviour and going back to work after 
leave, which also has an impact on the increased numbers of women in the 
labour market (as in the case of recent leave policy change in Germany).

In 1986, when parental leave was introduced in Germany, the whole 
political debate centred on enabling parents to “freely choose” to stay at 
home and care for their children, because the main concern was the well-
being of children and their emotional development. Between 1986 and 
1992 parental leave in Germany gradually increased to three years, two of 
which were paid (not very well), while at same time female employment 
decreased. The main point Daniel Erler wanted to stress is that talking about 
“free choice” means offering a number of alternatives, thus also including 
childcare facilities in the scenario of options for parents: “if you look at a leave 
scheme and it offers no childcare services, then there is no free choice”. In the 
case of Germany there was an incentive to leave the labour market but there 
was not really a choice for families because there were almost no childcare 
services for children between the ages of zero and three. Only recently, in 
the late nineties, was there a discussion on the relevance of such long leave 
periods for mothers (leave was also for fathers, but fathers’ take-up rates 
were very low, at around two to five per cent), because prolonged labour 
market absences were also seen as having negative repercussions on future 
career prospects for women. There was a political discussion on the need 
for adapting parental leave, giving parents greater freedom, and engaging 
fathers in childcare. A new law in 2007 represented a radical shift away from 
the previous basic idea that enabled parents to stay at home during the 

13 See http://www.coe.int/t/dg3/familypolicy/Source/Family_Policy_in_Council_of_Europe_member_
states_en.pdf.
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first three years after birth. The new law reduced the parental leave period, 
though it increased the payment with the introduction of 12 months’ 
parental leave paid at 66 per cent (33 per cent for 24 months) of prior income 
plus two months of ‘fathers only’ leave, not transferable to mothers. The new 
law is based on two principles: one is to increase women’s participation in 
the labour market (mothers’ returning to work after one year of well-paid 
parental leave); the other is to motivate fathers towards more participation 
in childcare. Overall the intention is to reduce parents’ absence from the 
labour market.

Daniel Erler also stressed the importance of involving fathers in parental 
leave time without penalising parental leave time for mothers. The principle 
of extending leave on the condition that leave is shared was conceived in 
order not to penalise parental leave time. Instead of reducing the 12 months’ 
leave to ten months’ leave if fathers did not take the two additional months, 
policy makers decided to keep the 12 months and give two months addi-
tional paid parental leave in the case of fathers/other spouse sharing. This 
policy led to an increase in fathers’ take-up of leave (20 per cent of fathers 
take the two months leave) and to a decrease in mothers’ period of leave. 
A group of highly skilled women increased their leave period, however, by 
taking the whole one-year paid leave (previously they would return to the 
labour market after a short period of leave). At the same time, childcare 
services are being developed. This will eventually give so-called freedom of 
choice to those parents who want to combine work and childcare services. 
Employers have been receptive to the fact that women tend to stay out of 
labour market for one year instead of three years.

Main topics discussed and contributions from stakeholders

Successful work-family reconciliation strategies (including father’s involve-
ment in parental leave) require an integrated approach/multi-dimension-
ality of reconciliation between work and family

From the workshop presentations and discussions it became clear that 
parental leave schemes are only one aspect of successful work-family 
reconciliation strategies, which require a multi-dimensional and integrated 
approach to the issues of time, care and money if they are effectively to 
enable mothers and fathers to combine their work and family life. What 
has been emerging quite clearly from research on parental leave schemes 
across Europe is that fathers will only start to use leave entitlements if they 
are well-paid and at least partly non-transferable. However, the effects of 
leave schemes are also strongly mediated by interactions with other social 
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policy aspects, e.g. childcare services, child allowances, and pension entitle-
ments. Hence a comprehensive understanding of leave policy effects needs 
to control for numerous intervening factors, necessitating a holistic research 
and policy approach: “parental leave is the end result of policy considerations 
in the following areas: maternal health, health of the fœtus, fertility policy, 
labour market policies, gender equality, children’s rights, family policies, etc.”.

Diversity and complexity of national leave schemes

“While European Union directives and regulations have led to 
some tentative convergence, leave schemes across Europe remain 
highly diverse, reflecting different historical policy legacies as well 
as cultural preferences. It is important to respect and allow for dif-
ferences because one cannot simply impose one system on coun-
tries with very different socio-economic contexts”.

“It is especially difficult to conduct comparative research, because 
there is very little comparable data available, and data is mostly 
collected directly by the institutions responsible for administering 
leave benefits. These institutions are not necessarily concerned 
with the collection of comparable data”.

Parental leave schemes and parents’ freedom of choice

All workshop participants seemed to agree that one of the crucial questions 
regarding parental leave schemes is parents’ freedom of choice, i.e. enabling 
parents to choose between staying at home to care for their children, for 
a longer or shorter period of time. However, it also emerged very clearly 
that parental leave schemes only foster true freedom of choice if they are 
complemented by a sufficient supply of external childcare solutions, offering 
affordable quality services. 

“Benefits need to be income-related. For if they are not, many par-
ents, but particularly fathers, who usually contribute more to the 
family income, will not be able to take up their entitlements, be-
cause the related income loss is unsustainable”.

“Yet real freedom of choice also necessitates flexible working op-
tions for parents as well as a family-friendly working culture with-
in companies. If working parents are not offered flexibility that 
suits the needs of their family, or if they fear that taking leave will 
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compromise their future earnings and career prospects, they are 
unlikely to use their entitlements”.

Parental leave and involvement of fathers

Current proposals to include fathers in parental leave by means of ‘father 
only’ (compulsory) leave (meaning that time it is not transferable to mothers) 
were also discussed: “Fathers’ involvement in parental leave, and the gender 
sharing of parental leave, is closely related to well-paid individual entitlement 
to parental leave. At present this entitlement exists in only a few European 
countries, which means that fathers’ involvement in parental leave is not being 
encouraged, and is not high on the political agenda”.

Parental leave and social inequalities

“Income has an impact on the take-up of parental leave. Earnings-
related parental benefits have advantages in relation to parental 
leave producing social inequalities; for example, in countries where 
salaries are very low, people still do not have the free option of stay-
ing at home or returning to work, so they must work. On the other 
hand, highly skilled and better paid persons are more likely to take 
parental leave, and this also applies to fathers’ take-up rates”.

Employers’ perspectives

Unsurprisingly, all workshop participants agreed that employers need to 
participate in the consultation processes on future family policy strategies, 
because they are crucial stakeholders, and without their collaboration all 
policy initiatives are likely to have only limited effects. 

As employer perspectives and attitudes appear to be crucial, it might be 
useful to gain some deeper cross-national insights into their positions. It may 
therefore be useful to commission a cross-national survey on employer atti-
tudes, for example, to the perceived costs and benefits of leave or care policies. 
Some insights in this respect can be gleaned from existing survey data, e.g. the 
European Working Conditions Survey14 or the European Company Survey15. 
However, none of these allow for an in-depth investigation of employer atti-
tudes to the very specific issues of work-family reconciliation policies.
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Parental leave policies and parental leave take-up in contexts of economic 
crisis 

“On the one hand it is known that the effects of leave entitlements 
are strongly influenced by the economic performance of a coun-
try, because in times of uncertainty people tend be more careful in 
taking leave. On the other hand it is known that various countries 
are reviewing the costs of leave schemes and are considering cut-
backs in this area. If benefit levels are reduced, this is likely to have 
repercussions on leave take-up patterns. There is an acute need for 
more cross-national, comparative research on the impact of leave 
policies, especially with regard to the labour market behaviour of 
mothers and fathers”.

Parental leave policies over the life-course

“A major question is how to conceptualise and how to implement 
types of leave in terms of care for dependent persons in a broader 
perspective over the family life-course”. 

A good example is the ‘career break system’/‘time credit system’ (Belgium) 
“which goes beyond the narrow part of the first three months or the first year. 
The idea is that over the life-course of all your professional career you can drop 
out for a time, to provide care, certainly, but you do not have to be specific about 
your reasons. You retain your rights to go back to your job”.

Major gaps and challenges for research

Grasping the complexity of leaves and options and also understanding 
this in the context of class, gender, companies for which people work, 
regional differences, and different cultures.
Improve research on mothers’ and fathers’ take-up rates (there is a lack 
of information not only on take-up rates but also on the educational 
and socio-economic backgrounds of parents who take leave). There is 
also a significant lack of information on total or partially unpaid leave 
arrangements. Statistics are driven by the administrative department 
responsible for the payment, which does not have a research approach 
to data collection).
More research on young women’s and men’s family planning, namely 
their prospects for the transition to parenthood and their expectations 
regarding available leave arrangements and childcare facilities and 
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labour market participation.
Further research on the impact of 20 weeks’ maternal entitlement to job 
protection, on longer breast-feeding periods, and children’s immunisa-
tion rates.
Further research on the connection between long-term parental leave 
at low rates of pay and the decline in female participation in the labour 
market, and some negative effects on female career prospects (also 
taking into account different levels of women’s education and qualifica-
tions).
Commission a cross-national survey on employer attitudes, for example 
to the perceived costs and benefits of leave or care policies. In-depth 
investigation of employer attitudes to the very specific issues of work-
family reconciliation policies.
It would be also important to explore how fathering and work are seen by 
society (what does it mean for a man who wants to care not just for one 
week or one month, but really wants to care in the long-term?).

2.2.8 Workshop 8 - Reaching out to families: the role of family 
associations and other institutions

Organisation of the workshop and keynote speeches 

This session consisted mainly of statements (both prepared and informal) 
made by family associations present at the FAMILYPLATFORM Conference. 
There was also a brief discussion on common points. However, there were 
unfortunately no representatives of research or policy stakeholder groups. 
Because most of the session was devoted to statements, this topic “Organi-
sation of the workshop and keynote speeches” provides a synopsis of the 
different kinds of family associations which took part in the workshop.

Gezinsbond (Flanders, Belgium)

The first statement was presented by Luk de Smet (Director General of the Gezins-
bond). Gezinsbond has one guiding principle: care for the material and imma-
terial quality of family life and the principle of solidarity and justice where the 
family and its members are concerned. It has three aims: 1) to promote solidarity 
between families; 2) to protect the interests of all families, with special concern for 
large families; 3) to work towards a family and child-friendly climate. 

Gezinsbond was formed in 1921 as the League of Large Families of 
Belgium shortly after the First World War. At that time it was not unusual for 
families to have ten or more children. It did not originate from previously 
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existing family associations but instead was formed by a small group of 
people who launched the idea of a family association which would call upon 
local people to recruit families as members. It went on to be a co-founder 
of the International Union of Family Associations (the IUFO – now the World 
Family Organisation) in 1948. Following adoption of the Treaty of Rome 
(1958), the European Region IUFO entered into a dialogue with the newly-
founded European institutions and, as a result of this discussion and the 
new treaty, helped to form COFACE. Today, Gezinsbond is a large non-profit 
making association with 280,000 members in Flanders and Brussels, all 
of whom are individual families. Members are primarily middle-class, but 
Gezinsbond is reaching out to families with ‘an ethnic or culturally diverse 
background’, and to those in poverty. 

Eric de Wasch (Member of the Administrative Council of Gezinsbond) 
added a short statement on a number of additional areas. The first was 
the ‘Family Impact Report’, which examines the impact of all policies on 
different aspects of family life: these reports, Gezinsbond argues, should be 
entrusted to the person(s) in charge of family policy and monitor all policy 
formation. The second was family modulation, which is direct government 
support to families. The third was good practice in consultation between 
employees and employers so as to tackle the challenge of reconciling work 
and family life.

Associations Familiales Catholiques (France)

The National Confederation of Catholic Family Associations (CNAFC) was 
founded in 1905 and currently has 35,000 member families throughout 
France. They have been a member of COFACE since 1958, and they founded 
the Federation of Catholic Family Associations in Europe (FAFCE) together 
with Familienbund der Katholiken 20 years ago. 

Their representative at the Conference, Françoise Meauze, argued that 
family associations are only effective when they are representative and 
when their members are volunteers. Family associations should put forward 
ideas that correspond to families’ needs, and react to legal and political 
developments that have an impact on families. They are also important 
for their political lobbying work, and in promoting family mainstreaming. 
We were reminded that Article 16 of the Lisbon Treaty enhances dialogue 
with civil society, and that family associations should search for increased 
recognition. Mention was made of COFACE, FAFCE, and the World Move-
ment of Mothers as organisations promoting families, as well as the Family 
Intergroup within the European Parliament, and the Commission on Social 
Issues, Health and Family of the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of 



220

Wellbeing of Families in Future Europe - Challenges for Research and Policy 

Europe. These actors rely on instruments such as the Universal Declaration 
on Human Rights (Articles 3 and 16), the European Social Charter, and the 
European Treaties. In conclusion, Françoise Meauze stated that family asso-
ciations should be afforded legal recognition in all European countries, so 
as to enhance family mainstreaming. An emphasis was put on subsidiarity 
and also on the difference between family policy (which is preventive) and 
social policy (which is reparatory).

UNAF (Union Nationale des Associations Familiales, France)

In France, the government has created a state body for family asso-
ciations, UNAF. UNAF receives funding from the state and consists of 
around 8,000 associations, representing 800,000 family members. It has 
four missions: 1) to provide public authorities with opinions on family-
related issues and put forward measures in all aspects of family policy; 
2) to be the official representative of all families in dealings with public 
authorities; 3) to deliver family services entrusted to it by the State; 4) to 
uphold the material and moral interests of families in accordance with 
the law.

Forum Europeén des Femmes (Brussels, Belgium)

A much younger organisation, though no less active, is the Forum Europeén 
des Femmes. It has been in existence for six years and is based in Brussels. 
Most of its members are expatriate professionals in Brussels. It is active 
in reconciling work, family and private life and aims to promote a more 
healthy work-life balance, in the belief that strong families are the begin-
ning of a cohesive society and that wellbeing and families start with care in 
the family. They say it is impossible to work for a cohesive society without 
the presence of strong families.

Cana Movement (Malta)

Cana Movement developed in a strongly Catholic country, providing 
services to members. In a country of only 400,000 people, it has 1,000 volun-
teers who help organise activities and sustain the movement. They organise 
marriage preparation courses and counselling services that the Maltese 
Government now relies on Cana Movement to provide.
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The Ombudsman for Parents’ Rights (Poland)

In Poland, one of the main institutions mentioned in the constitution is the 
family, but there is almost no family policy. Government’s experience of 
the family is predominantly negative, its only form of contact with families 
being through social services (who may face problems such as alcoholism 
or domestic violence). The Ombudsman for Parents Rights’ in Poland, only 
recently established, is looking to change this perception and to call for 
parents to be involved in dialogue with government on family issues. Run 
with minimal resources and 100 active volunteers, it is nevertheless able to 
organise street demonstrations of more than 30,000 people on the internet.

Main topics discussed and contributions from stakeholders

Family organisations in the new Member States are facing particularly harsh 
times. Families were previously supported by the communist regimes, 
but have since had such support withdrawn. Families in the new Member 
States have only had a few years to build up family associations to repre-
sent them, and the current crisis and the relatively undeveloped civil society 
places them in additional need of support. In Latvia, for example, the Family 
Ministry was closed and family support was cut.

Leonids Mucenieks, of the Union of Latvian Large Family Associations, 
called for the following kinds of support: a) financial support from national 
governments and the EU to provide stronger support to families during this 
time of crisis; b) to see greater progress at the EU level in the field of practical 
consolidation of family rights and family-friendly policies; c) development 
of European grant programmes, which could help family associations to 
organise activities without co-payments.

Family organisations from the older Member States are well placed to 
offer some support to younger family organisations in terms of informa-
tion sharing and capacity building, but increased support may be needed 
at an EU level. The point was also made in discussion and during the plenary 
session that family organisations can exert pressure on national, regional, 
or local governments by taking concerted action at an EU level. This can 
push national governments to take action. The European Alliance of Fami-
lies helps promote EU level co-operation and should be strengthened.

Major gaps and challenges for research

Evaluation of effective practices for reaching out to different families 
(development and interchange of good practices).
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Research on the constituencies of family associations: which groups are 
represented in family associations (by age, ethnicity, religion, geograph-
ical region, etc.) and which groups are not.
The role of family organisations in influencing policy.
More research on the role of local government in monitoring quality of 
education and teaching, and on connections between schools, family, 
local government and neighbourhood.
The introduction of a family impact report/assessment. With this family 
impact report it might be possible to assess the impact of certain policy 
measures on opportunities for families.
Analysis of consultation processes with family organisations. Under-
standing consultation processes between employees and manage-
ment may be the key to addressing the challenges of reconciling work 
and family.

2.3  Methodological issues identified in focus groups and 
workshop sessions 

With respect to the main methodological gaps and challenges which were 
common to all 16 working groups, participants debated and identified the 
following issues:

The perspective of national statistical offices and most of the data collec-
tion approaches as well as the interpretations of existing data were 
regarded as highly problematic, emphasising the need for valid and synchro-
nised definitions and concepts used in research (concepts and sources differ 
widely between Member States). There was particular concern over the need to 
harmonise at a comparative level variables and categories describing family life, 
providing valid information on all kinds of family forms (e.g. patchwork families, 
same sex couples, percentages of separated couples, civil partnerships, number 
of consecutive marriages), including the (biological and social) status of children. 
It was also mentioned that official statistics of the European Member States still 
take the nuclear family as their reference model. Hence, they no longer reflect 
the variety of family life and relationships today, as family life is understood and 
lived differentially (e.g. family of choice, family as a network, etc.). Thus, data 
addressing relationships and kinship in more detail are needed. It was also 
mentioned that national statistics should include data on the number of men 
and women caring for their dependent family members at home.

The importance of including under-researched countries, especially 
the new Member States, covering all 27 members and/or those which do 
not belong to the OECD, was also mentioned by participants. The need for 
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current data on regional and local levels was also emphasised, because 
differences within countries are also significant.

The comparability of European family databases with other impor-
tant topical areas such as national labour markets and educational systems 
was also seen as an important methodological approach.

There was a particular concern with the harmonisation of concepts 
and indicators defining and measuring several fields of family research. 
Some examples refer to domestic violence, childcare, housework, parental 
leave entitlements and take-up, ‘substantial childcare’ (when measuring 
father’s involvement in childcare). Participants also underlined the need 
for more and new comparable indicators (both qualitative and quan-
titative) in connection with the study of social inequality and poverty, in 
particular indicators which go beyond income. The dominant focus on 
income poverty provides a very specific outlook centred on the notion of 
“poor people” rather than on the experience of poverty and how this affects 
family life and individuals within families. Few (both quantitative and quali-
tative) studies, at least with a comparative focus, highlight the experience 
and social patterns of poverty and families in poverty. These include loss 
of dignity, choice, and control, limited access to social capital and to assets of 
other kinds, poor health, few opportunities and an uncertain future. Social 
analysis of families and poverty would also benefit from a reinforcement of 
the household/family as a significant unit of analysis.

The need for new and more comparable indicators (both qualitative and 
quantitative) also applies to further research on family wellbeing, satisfac-
tion with living environments, involvement of fathers in family life, quality 
of childcare and elderly care, and the daily and biographical processes of 
doing family. Vital information on ethnicity was mentioned as still not being 
available in European-level studies. The harmonisation of migration statis-
tics was also considered to be of great importance.

There was general agreement on the lack of cross-national compara-
tive research, both quantitative and qualitative, as well on the impor-
tance of the life-course approach and the longitudinal survey design 
as well as panel research in order to get a deeper insight into the devel-
opment of family forms, structures and development over time. There is a 
need to study family management and decision-making processes, taking 
into account the life-course perspective, which examines different periods 
of transition in the family life-course (early childcare, child entering school, 
adolescence, children leaving home, elderly care, divorce, remarriage); best 
arrangements in terms of work and family life balance and the needs of 
fathers and mothers to have more time to spend with their children; family 
values and ideals, their behaviour and attitudes; gaps between the theory 
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and practice of gender roles; development of family policy in order to assess 
the impact of policy changes on overall support for families and on the 
outcomes of family-oriented policies. It was mentioned that there is a need 
to evaluate longitudinal data sets and designs across the EU, namely 
existing data sets and their design and content, in order to draw conclusions 
on their suitability/usefulness for current research questions as well as on 
their potential for future cross-national research.

Most studies and research projects are based on aggregate national 
data instead of setting the focus on variations between the different social, 
cultural and regional backgrounds of families within the different states. 
Cross-national comparisons would provide a better understanding 
of the differences and similarities between families with different social, 
cultural and regional backgrounds. 

More qualitative insights are required on men’s attitudes to having 
children (for example their reproductive behaviour, with information on the 
number of children they fathered or expect to father), on men’s experiences 
as fathers, on partners’ attitudes and interactions, and on their feelings and 
wishes in relation to their role in reconciliation. There is also a need for more 
qualitative research on care arrangements, in particular on the time 
devoted to care tasks and the constraints on them, but also on what carers 
feel about the time they spend on caring, their feelings of pressure, and the 
meaning of pressure.

The lack of data on specific cohorts of people was also underlined, 
for example, the importance of special data sets for the study of migrant 
populations and their spatial concentration as well as comparative data 
on migration across Europe which would provide a European perspective; 
there is a lack of in-depth analysis using specific targeted samples of social 
categories/families in order to understand diverse forms of domestic violence; 
new family forms (same sex families, LAT, patchwork families); and designing 
research for specific groups of families: some groups of families are unlikely to 
get into sampling frames and/or are by nature more fluctuating.

The importance of a family/family member perspective: ensuring 
that several and not only one representative of the family answers the ques-
tionnaire and speaks on behalf of the whole family.

In discussion on the importance of focusing on impact analysis 
studies, it was stressed that there should be more cross-national (qualita-
tive and quantitative) comparative research on the impact of family poli-
cies within countries (regional differences, for example) as well as between 
countries. Participants emphasised the need for more in-depth, qualita-
tive comparisons to understand and explain family policy reforms across 
countries, with a need for a better and up-to-date typology of “family policy 
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systems” which takes into account national variety, developments in institu-
tional forms, changes over time and available financial resources.

The importance of developing a multi-method approach by supple-
menting quantitative and statistical approaches with qualitative approaches 
and case studies. It would be important to have greater financial investment 
in methodological advances linking qualitative and quantitative studies.

Finally, it was considered important to ensure that sociological research 
establishes bridges with a psychological approach, in order to take into 
account the impact of structural changes on individuals’ personal develop-
ment and wellbeing. The lack of integration between different fields (inter-
sectionality) was also mentioned.

2.4 Final comments: selected elements on the research and policy 
agenda

Drawing on the discussions, statements, keynote speeches, and other 
written documents and notes produced or reviewed during the Conference, 
our aim in this final section is to pinpoint some of the main research topics/
themes and issues which were suggested or argued for by participants in 
the three-day Conference in Lisbon. Given the wide range and number 
of suggestions, the main objective here is to record and summarise these 
proposals, with a view to future debate, rather than to set out overall recom-
mendations. The selected elements are based on the overlaps and broad 
emphases which emerge from the Conference and the previous sections of 
this chapter. 

Selected topics and issues for the European Research Agenda

Topics and issues identified as important for the future Research Agenda 
include the following:

Contemporary parenthood, motherhood and fatherhood1. . The 
need for a deeper understanding of parenthood and parenting is a 
topic which emerges repeatedly as a key issue for future research. The 
future of parenthood among young people in Europe and across the new 
plurality of families is seen as a major interest for both research and policy. 
This implies focusing on a wide range of themes and issues, such as: 
examining the new models of motherhood and fatherhood (including 
legal aspects and their implications as well as the values and practices of 
parenting types); understanding how young people plan and envisage 
parenthood; seeing how the new models relate to gender and social 
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inequalities, as well as to different family forms and conjugal divisions of 
paid and unpaid work; analysing the social processes that promote or 
hinder fathers’ involvement in parenting practices; understanding how 
parents deal with illness and disability in children; seeing how media 
can be a tool to help parents in parenthood and how they incorporate 
media into their daily lives; analysing dissemination of these models 
across Europe and capturing the roles played by different family polices 
in promoting these changes/models.

Suggestions for Project Topics:

Negotiating parenthood: understanding the decision-making 
processes of the transition to parenthood (first or second child). 
Example of study design: in depth interviews with 20-30 couples 
with young children, covering different social and economic back-
grounds. Case comparisons across EU countries.
Fathers taking leave and working flexibility: understanding 
family experiences of fathers on leave and their use of flexible work. 
Example of study design: qualitative household level study; 20-30 
dual earner couples with young children, with fathers in a variety 
of leave and employment situations; in-depth interviews to under-
stand how fathers (and/or mothers) manage tension between time, 
money, services and care. Case comparisons across EU countries.

Strongly connected to the topic of contemporary childhood and family well-
being, the necessary research on contemporary parenthood is also closely 
intertwined with the need for a greater understanding of how children’s 
lives and outcomes are currently affected by both motherhood and father-
hood forms and how these have changed (see Topic 2).

Children’s experiences, trajectories and outcomes2. . Another 
major trend in the discussion on the gaps and challenges for future 
research focussed on children in families, in particular on the need 
for a better understanding of the experiences of children and of how 
their lives and outcomes are affected by different elements of their 
family lives (e.g. the effects on children of living in different family 
structures or within diverse parental and educational models); the 
effects on children living with parents who either both work full-
time, or where one works full-time and one part-time, or only one 
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works; or with parents with atypical timetables; the experiences of 
parent’s partnership breakdown; the experience of living in poverty 
for short or long periods in institutional settings and in families with 
different educational, financial and social resources; the effects of 
experiencing different types of childcare – at different ages and with 
different amounts or hours of care; understanding how media, in 
particular internet usage (but also other kinds of media, such as tele-
vision, advertising, etc.) are shaping children’s lives.
 Moreover, the broad issue of children’s lives and outcomes came 
across frequently as a cross-cutting pathway into research on family 
life, in particular since it could encourage: 

research projects tying together different fields and aspects of a. 
family life: parenthood, working couples/mothers, schooling, 
child development and outcomes, social inequality and poverty, 
the impact of new technologies and changing living environ-
ments or communities; 
research projects focusing simultaneously on various family b. 
issues which may be seen as tensions or dilemmas of contempo-
rary families with children (e.g. how to combine the interests of 
children, working parents and the labour market; finding quality 
care solutions for young children below the age of three; time use 
and quality time with children; the meaning of choice in family 
life; family management of media, schooling and parenting; posi-
tive or negative effects of different types of childcare).

Suggestions for Project Topics:

Children and maternal employment: how different types of 
maternal employment and care (working full-time, part-time; using 
different types of care) influence children’s lives and development, in 
the context of diverse welfare and gender equality regimes. Example 
of study design: cross-national survey of mothers with young chil-
dren in a variety of employment situations, in different EU countries 
or birth cohort study.
Children’s experiences and outcomes in families outside the 
labour market (unemployed, retired, sick) and/or “at risk” families 
(suffering physical, mental disability or some kind of addiction).
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Other proposals for cross-cutting research programmes stressed the need 
for studying the effects of organisational change in the world of work and 
daily life (hours of work, workload, geographical mobility, multilocality in 
daily life, etc.) on the life rhythms of children according to age groups (pre-
school, 6-12 years, adolescents). 

In summary, more knowledge on the evaluation and impact/effects of 
different forms of child care, as well as their linkages to maternal and paternal 
employment, labour market constraints, parental leave systems and changing 
gender equalities/inequalities within the family, was generally considered as 
an important challenge for both research and policy-making.

Changing family composition, structures and networks3. . A better 
understanding of old and new family forms and their development over 
time, of why differences in family composition and structures occur and 
why their extent differs across EU countries was identified as an impor-
tant issue for research and policy. Discussions on research gaps in 
this field pointed repeatedly to the following methodological prob-
lems: the lack of longitudinal and cohort data; difficulties in dealing 
with the concepts and indicators of family living arrangements, 
particularly those addressing the existing plurality of family life and 
relationships; an overly strong focus on the nuclear family model 
and the household unit and on aggregate national data rather than 
variations between different social and regional groups; problems 
regarding the comparability of European family databases with 
other databases in order to understand the influence, at the cross-
national level, of welfare, labour market and educational systems. 
 Four interrelated research topics within this fundamental field 
of research on family composition over time and across social groups 
and national contexts may be underlined:

The need for further and improved data on 1. family composi-
tion and structures, their plurality within national contexts and 
across Europe and the main factors shaping variation and diver-
sity. Deeper understanding of new family and conjugal living 
arrangements (e.g. blended families, same sex unions, families 
separated by migration, lone fathers, joint custody families) and 
of the differences between social, cultural and regional groups 
are seen as major challenges for future research on this topic.
Moving beyond the focus on the household unit and the standard 2. 
nuclear family model, the need for research to grasp the diverse 
meanings and new notions of family and family relationships in 



Chapter 2: Critical Review of Research on Families and Family Policies in Europe

229

late modernity, in particular the sets or configurations of close rela-
tionships, which may include a variety of important alternative ties 
providing support and resources (e.g. friends, relatives beyond the 
household unit or from other generations, colleagues).
Drawing on a life-course perspective, greater 3. understanding of 
family formation, transitions and trajectories, including decision-
making processes and reasons underlying or delaying family 
transitions (such as the transition to parenthood, to conjugal life 
or to divorce), as well as the linkages between different types of 
life trajectories, in particular between career and family trajecto-
ries; family transitions and decision-making processes must be 
understood in the context of specific historical, social, norma-
tive, institutional and generational contrasts.
Understanding the 4. differential effects of major demographic trends 
(e.g. rising life expectancy, low fertility, increasing geographical 
mobility and immigration) on family forms, intergenerational 
relations and networks over the life-course.

Suggestions for Project Topics:

Family forms across Europe: obtaining further and improved data 
on family composition and structures.
Families as networks: mapping the resources that exist beyond 
the nuclear family, their effects on family relationships (gender and 
intergenerational) and care.
Changing meanings of “family”: grasping the diverse meanings and 
new notions of family and family bonds (including a variety of relatives 
and non-relatives providing attachment, support and resources).

Post-divorce family forms and relationships5. . Analysis of post-di-
vorce situations is another major issue for future research and policy-
making pinpointed by discussions, presentations and documents. 
After divorce, ‘joint custody’ is becoming more and more frequent due 
to changes in legislation in most European countries. There is a need 
for research on the diverse patterns of these post-divorce family forms 
and how couples negotiate and decide on the new living arrange-
ments. But there is also need to further the analysis of their impact on 
mothers’ and fathers’ professional life/careers, on child care arrange-
ments, and on children’s experiences and outcomes.
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Suggestions for Project Topics:

Post-divorce living arrangements: how parents structure daily life 
and negotiate parenting within shared residence arrangements (“joint 
custody”) and consequences of this on children. Example of study 
design: in-depth interviews with divorced couples (each member 
separately) with children under 16. EU countries with “joint custody”.
Family legislation after divorce: comparative research on how 
policies across Europe are dealing with new post-divorce family 
situations such as “joint custody”, tax deductions, and who receives 
family benefits.

Families, social inequalities and living environments6. . Families and 
social inequalities also emerge as a cross-cutting issue, mainly due to 
the fact that research on families during the past few decades has 
tended to neglect analysis of social, cultural, spatial, environmental 
and regional differentiation and its consequences on family life and 
experiences. Four interrelated research topics within this fundamental 
field of research were highlighted: 

The need for a deeper understanding of social inequalities between fami-
lies: for example, how long families/different types of families spend in 
disadvantage or poverty; how and why some types of families accumu-
late advantages (e.g. well-paid dual career couples) or disadvantages; 
what the experiences and effects on family members of living in disad-
vantaged families or environments (or in difficult housing situations) 
are; how and why the extent of social inequality between families and 
its effects on family outcomes differs across European countries.
The need to understand more about the role of families in reproducing 
social inequality across the generations, thus affecting children’s life 
chances. Transmission of social advantage and disadvantage via the 
family may take place both at material and socio-cultural levels: for 
example, how do unequal endowments of ‘cultural capital’ in families 
influence children’s acquisition of social and educational skills, and 
how do differences in income levels or social capital affect the living 
conditions of children and the inheritance of economic capital and 
material advantage over the life-course.
The need for greater understanding of the linkages between poli-
cies and inequalities between and within families, by examining not 
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only how policies help to check the worst inequalities produced by 
differential access to resources and living environments, but also in 
what ways policies are likely to challenge the entrenched advan-
tages some families have and pass on to their children. Research on 
the causes and consequences of social inequalities and how policies 
tackle them is key to understanding the relative position of disad-
vantaged families and families at risk of failing.
The need for research on specific types of families which may be more 
vulnerable to disadvantage, poverty or difficult living or housing condi-
tions. Given the increase in immigration, as well as increased mobility 
in general within the EU, research on immigrant families and on families 
from minority ethnic groups was considered by participants a major and 
urgent challenge for research and policy-making. Research is still scarce 
on immigrant families and on the positive or negative changes resulting 
from migration. Relevant issues for research which deserve more atten-
tion include: the role of families in promoting the integration of their 
members; types of spatial concentration or dispersion and the way 
this affects how immigrant families settle and how the host city copes; 
immigration and care (how immigrant families manage work and care, 
the effects of transnational care practices on family life, and the crucial 
role that immigrants play today as care workers for dependent people 
in Europe); developments in immigration policies, in particular restric-
tions on family reunion, and their impact on family life; understanding 
how subsequent generations are coping, who succeeds and who fails to 
thrive in different local, national and cross-national contexts.

Suggestions for Project Topics:

The complex connections between social inequality and family 
life: how are families transmitting and reproducing inequalities and 
how does this affect children’s and young people’s life chances. 
Spatial concentration and immigrant families: how is spatial concen-
tration affecting access to resources (education, health, and integra-
tion)? And how do host cities and families cope with migrant groups?
Social inequalities and school underachievement and drop-out: 
the family and social trajectories of children with low achievement 
and how it affects their life experiences.
Sustainability and family dynamics: what is the impact of family 
dynamics on the environment? Examining the role of families (mother, 
fathers, children) in daily purchasing, use of energy, use of transport, etc.
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Doing family: family interactions and processes over the life-course7. . 
Another major trend of the discussion on gaps in research stressed the 
importance of focusing on the interactions between people within the 
family and on their practices in everyday life and over the life-course. 
From this perspective families are seen to be constructed through 
multiple forms of interaction (from physical and emotional interac-
tions to cognitive, social, spatial and media-related interactions; from 
interactions involving cohesion and solidarity as well as conflicts, 
demands, stress, and even violence). A major challenge for research 
within this approach is therefore to understand the daily and 
biographical shaping of common life as a family, built upon the inter-
actions and daily life of the different members of the family (of conjugal 
partners, children, fathers and mothers, siblings) and of the couple/
family in relation to significant others and wider societal contexts. 
 This approach to family studies points to a variety of potential, 
interrelated themes which are important for both research and policy-
making. For example: examining family practices and negotiations of 
paid and unpaid work and the existing gap between attitudes and prac-
tices regarding gender roles; understanding the diverse procedures 
and models of negotiating and practicing parenthood and partnership, 
and also of specific events or family transitions (illness, death, leaving 
home, birth of a child, etc.); understanding the interactional dimensions 
(emotional, physical, cognitive, social) of motherhood and fatherhood; 
understanding support practices and mutual care between family 
members and different generations; studying the effects of different 
interactional factors on the wellbeing of families and couples (for 
example, the extent to which a rich relational environment, implying 
support practices and ties beyond the nuclear family, are important 
factors for conjugal and family wellbeing, even beyond divorce); under-
standing how families, but also in particular children, deal with high-
conflict situations; comparing practices and daily life over the life-course 
in diverse types of families, such as blended families, large families, lone 
parent families, migrant families or same sex couples.

Suggestions for Project Topics:

Family interactions and wellbeing: the effect of different types 
of interaction on the wellbeing of families and couples (e.g. to 
what extent is a rich relational environment outside the family an  
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important factor in conjugal and family wellbeing?)
The life rhythms of children: how does organisational change in the 
world of work, schooling and daily life (hours of work, workload, geograph-
ical mobility, multilocality in daily life, media, etc.) affect the life rhythms of 
children according to age group (pre-school, 6-12 years, adolescents)?
Media as a tool for parenthood: how are parents using the internet 
to help them in parenting? 
Family practices and negotiation of unpaid work: “opening the 
black box” of the gender gap between discourse and practice.
Transitions to adulthood in European societies: mapping the 
extent of de-standardisation. 

Ageing, families and social policies8. . Ageing was recognised as one of 
the main challenges that European societies and families will be facing 
over coming decades. Research issues discussed and suggested during 
the Conference cut across a variety of questions and topics. Understanding 
changes in the life trajectories and transitions of people aged fifty and 
over (e.g. transition to new partnerships, to postponed or antici-
pated retirement, to grandparenthood, to dependency on others 
in daily life), in the context of different labour market and welfare 
contexts, was emphasised as a first important topic for research.  
 Other key issues for research included the following: under-
standing intergenerational support and solidarity, from the perspec-
tive of elderly persons both as care receivers and as care-givers; under-
standing how active ageing is impacting on support for dependent 
persons; identifying the values, practices and important contri-
butions of grandparenthood; understanding the connections 
between ageing and migration (immigration as a factor which slows 
down the process of ageing; the relationship between the growing 
needs of elderly care in ageing societies and the immigration of 
female care workers); examining the sustainability of different care 
arrangements (e.g. carer’s needs for training, respite, cash benefits, 
services, support for reconciling work and family life, use of new 
technologies); understanding the subjective dimensions of care (how 
care and the problems of caring are experienced by care-givers 
and by care receivers); a deeper understanding of the new trends in 
social care for the elderly, whereby flexibility and complementarity 
(between state, market and family, between paid and unpaid care, 
and between solutions developed at local or national levels,) are 
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being highlighted and developed in most European societies.

Suggestions for Project Topics:

The transition to elderly life: examining family and work trajectories 
of ageing men and women and their effects on personal wellbeing.
Socially innovative forms of care: mapping best practices 
(including community and neighbourhood networks, information 
and communication technology in health support services, elderly 
care-friendly companies).
Welfare states, migration and care: the politics of care and the role 
of immigrant women in formal/informal care services across different 
European countries.
The experience of caring and being cared for: incorporating the 
views of the people in need of care/care-givers – subjective aspects 
and financial implications of being a carer and a care receiver.

Family policies8. . Analysis of family policies and of the intersections 
between family policy and other policies (e.g. gender equality, 
labour market, educational, social security, immigration), both at 
local, national and cross-national levels, is a cross-cutting issue which 
was raised in all the sessions of the Conference. Many proposals 
and thoughts on the challenges and research gaps may therefore 
be found in the summaries of the focus groups and workshops 
presented in the earlier sections of this chapter. Overall, more anal-
ysis and comparison of family policy trends in Europe were recom-
mended. The following selected elements seek to highlight some of 
the more specific topics, aspects or gaps in policy research which 
were identified as important:

A deeper understanding of how family policy is culturally, institution-
ally, politically and historically embedded in each country; in partic-
ular, the need for more research on how the development of national 
policy measures is being shaped by differences in socio-political 
pathways, regulatory frameworks and financing possibilities
Understanding changes in family policy measures and priorities 
as a response to contemporary societal challenges and difficul-
ties, in particular the economic crisis.
The need to improve and renew existing typologies of family 
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policies in general, as well as the typologies related to specific 
fields of family policy, such as institutional frameworks, parental 
leave systems, social care patterns, cash and tax benefit systems. 
In this field, the need to move beyond dichotomic concepts such 
as familialisation/defamilialisation, formal/informal, choice/no 
choice, north/south divide, etc., towards a better understanding 
of the on-going complexities of family policy developments (for 
example, the complex ways in which policies are currently mixing 
and balancing formal care, informal care and immigrant worker 
care in order to provide care for older persons more effectively).
A better understanding of the rationales and consequences of 
some of the more recent and sometimes controversial develop-
ments in policies, such as: cash for home care versus day-care for 
children under three; increases in maternity leave versus increases 
in paternity leave and measures to promote gender sharing of 
parental leave; universal versus selective family allowances.
Greater understanding of the linkages between policy measures/
entitlements and family ideals and practices. For example, the need 
for further data on the practices and consequences of parental 
leaves (coverage rates and uses of different leaves, decision-making 
processes and strategies underlying use, parents’ and other actors’ 
perspectives on different types and consequences of leave).
Compensating for long-standing gaps in research on family poli-
cies. There is less research on care services for the elderly and 
the reconciliation of work and caring for elderly persons than on 
child care; not enough attention given to the importance of a life-
course perspective for the framing of policies; inadequate data on 
tax benefits; less attention given to the quality (and the quality 
standards) of services than to the quantity; less attention given to 
the perspectives and measures implemented at local or regional 
levels and by employers; not enough attention given to the evalu-
ation of existing policy measures and the need for developments 
in the tools (new types of services, leaves, etc.) of family policies; 
little attention given to the perspectives of policy makers and to 
how and why evidence-based policies are being developed; there 
are countries which are systematically under-researched.
The need for greater understanding of the role and contributions 
that different types of NGO and family associations are making 
today and could make in the future (in the context of different 
national and cross-national frameworks) to the building up of 
support for families and policy-making.
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Suggestions for Project Topics:

The politics of family policies: understanding how national policy 
measures are being shaped by differences in socio-political path-
ways, regulatory frameworks and financing possibilities.
Evaluating recent changes in policies for parents in Europe and 
how they affect families: for example, cash for care, leave for fathers, 
developments in care services, family benefits (e.g. cross-national 
comparison of the politics, uses and consequences of extended 
home-care leave in different European countries, such as Norway, 
Finland, Austria, etc.).
The impact of EU policies on family reunion: cases of recent 
restrictions on family reunion of non-EU immigrants and their conse-
quences on family life.

 
In summary, in this chapter we have given a general overview of the dynamics 
and outcomes of the critical review process, a key event of FAMILYPLATFORM, 
which took place during a three-day Conference in Lisbon in May 2010. 

Various conclusions may be drawn from this process, two of which are 
of particular importance. The first is that there are some major concerns 
regarding the future research and policy agenda. Against a backdrop of 
growing inequalities, the economic crisis, and new dilemmas and risks facing 
families, in particular young families and children, key concerns are the chal-
lenges of parenthood and parental negotiation, care for young children and 
elderly persons, difficult life transitions and work-family balance, and the 
changing forms, meanings and practices of contemporary families in Europe.

Family research is also of vital concern in the policy context, with a demand 
for in-depth analysis of policy processes and effects, both at national and cross-
national levels, in order to generate evidence-based awareness and policy devel-
opments. The second conclusion is related to the impact of a Conference which 
involved a plurality of perspectives by bringing together around 140 participants 
from various sectors of society. The discussions and controversies which emerged 
from the Conference took the debate to a higher level of mutual understanding 
and recognition, as well as helping to contribute to a clearer awareness of the 
diversity of family actors and agendas at national and European levels. This aware-
ness may be seen as an essential driver of dialogue and democracy in Europe.
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Chapter 3: Facets and Preconditions of Wellbeing of Families - 
Results of Future Scenarios

Olaf Kapella, Anne-Claire de Liedekerke & Julie de Bergeyck

3.1 Introduction

What living arrangements and family forms will people choose in the future? 
Will families remain the central place where individuals’ needs are fulfilled? 
Who will care for our children and elderly relatives and how will they do 
so? What are the uncertainties which could affect the wellbeing of families? 
What factors or policies improve the wellbeing of families, and how can they 
be implemented or encouraged?

If we think about the future of the family, these questions and many more 
spring to mind. One of FAMILYPLATFORM’s key activities was to examine 
future societal challenges, factors and policies which will have a strong 
impact on families. To fulfil this goal, “Future Scenarios” were outlined to 
describe possible futures of families in Europe in 2035 as well as key policy 
and research issues.

From the outset it should be made clear that in developing these Future 
Scenarios and key policy issues, a very creative technique has been used – 
known as the Foresight Approach. This method does not claim to be a scien-
tific simulation, nor does it claim to foresee the true future and challenges 
of families. It is, however, a unique and creative method of bringing to life 
possible futures for families. Our aim was to describe possible scenarios and 
families in the form of narratives and research issues, as well as key policy 
issues and social innovations for researchers, policy makers, NGOs and all 
those others involved in work for and with families. 

Even though this exercise was very creative, its results are firmly grounded 
on the findings of the work in the FAMILYPLATFORM. It was one of several 
steps leading up to the Research Agenda on Families and Family Policy – 
which is of course, FAMILYPLATFORM’s ultimate goal.

The Future Scenarios are the result of wide-ranging discussions between 
the members of the Consortium and the Advisory Board of the FAMILY-
PLATFORM. Credit is due to each member for their creativity, ideas and 
willingness to maintain the process of discussion for close to a year. The 
Consortium encompassed different scientific disciplines as well as different 
organisations, such as universities, NGOs and policy makers. To acknowl-
edge the valuable work of each one, we present the names of all those who 
contributed to the work.
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3.1.1 Scientific background for the work

In our view, it was important to construct Future Scenarios and the key policy 
and research issues for the wellbeing of families in the year 2035 on a firm 
scientific foundation. It should be borne in mind that FAMILYPLATFORM and 
its different working stages are part of a process and not just isolated steps. 
FAMILYPLATFORM’s first step was to describe the state of the art and major 
trends in family research (Kuronen, 2010). Work on the Future Scenarios was 
therefore constructed on this firm scientific foundation.

To give an impression of the foundation on which work on the Future 
Scenarios was built, a summary of the major trends described in the first 
stage of the project are presented first, followed by a summary of the results 
of a structured brainstorming exercise to identify the key aspects and facets 
of the term “wellbeing of families”.

3.1.2 Major trends in the Existential Fields

Demographic topics and trends such as declining fertility rates and post-
ponement of first childbirth, or the influence of economic crises on individual 
living arrangements and family forms, have a long tradition of in-depth and 
detailed study across Europe. In the work of FAMILYPLATFORM, the various 
research areas in family studies and family policy were divided into eight 
Existential Fields. Each Existential Field produced a report1 on its topic. The 
report covers the state of the art of scientific studies across Europe as well 
as describing major trends in each field of research. The construction of the 
Future Scenarios for the wellbeing of families in 2035 was based on and 
rooted in this work. Future trends that are visible today were central to the 
construction of the Future Scenarios. 

A brief summary of the major trends from the Existential Fields will be 
given as an introduction, because family life in the future will be influenced 
by these trends.

Ageing populations across Europe

The proportion of people over the age of 60 in Western Europe will rise dramati-
cally, from 21 per cent in 2008 to 33 per cent in 2035. In Eastern Europe the increase 
is virtually identical: from 19 per cent in 2008 to 32 per cent in 2035 (Table 1).

1 For details see Working Reports: Beier, L.; Hofäcker, D., Marchese, E.; Rupp, M. (2010). Belletti, F.; 
Rebuzzini, L. (2010). Blaskó, Z.; Herche, V. (2010). Blum, S.; Rille-Pfeiffer, C. (2010). Kuronen, M.; 
Jokinen, K.; Kröger, T. (2010). Leccardi, C.; Perego, M. (2010). Livingstone, S.; Das, R. (2010). Reiska, 
E.; Saar, E.; Viilmann, K. (2010). Wall, K.; Leitão, M.; Ramos, V. (2010).
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Table 1. Demographic changes between 2008 and 2035

2008 2035
Western 
Europe

Eastern 
Europe

Western 
Europe

Eastern 
Europe

Life  
Expectancy

Female 81.49 77.87 86.75 83.42

Male 75.26 70.00 80.55 75.55

Total Fertility 
Rate

1,51 1,31 1,56 1,48

Proportion 
below age 20

23% 22% 18 % 16%

Proportion 
above age 60

21% 19% 33% 32%

Proportion 
above age 80

4% 3% 7% 6%

Source:  Lutz/Sanderson/Scherbov (2008). 

Postponement of marriage and first childbirth, and generally decreasing 
number of children. Decline in the number of children per women, even 
though fertility aspirations are still at a comparatively high level

This trend is found all over Europe, but differs between regions: the age at 
first marriage in the Scandinavian countries is the highest in Europe, with 
the average in Sweden at 31.1 years, and lowest in southern Europe, for 
example, in Portugal at 26.4 years. The average age of women at first birth is 
currently lowest in eastern Europe, for example in Bulgaria (24.9 years) and 
in Hungary (26.9 years). In contrast, the average age of women at first birth is 
highest in Switzerland (29.5 years) and in the United Kingdom (29.8 years).

Increasing number of out-of-wedlock births

Later marriages are also reflected in an increase in out-of-wedlock births. Being 
married has lost its central role as a precondition for family formation. However, 
cohabiting relationships are often a transition phase to a later marriage.

Decreasing marriage rates, increasing divorce rates and increasing rates of 
re-marriage
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Increasing diversity of living arrangements/increase in new types of family life

The “nuclear” family, often also referred to as the “classical” family, remains 
the dominant family type across Europe, but its numbers are decreasing, 
while the number of families of other forms is increasing. In particular, 
growth has been observed in the number of lone parents, stepfamilies and 
cohabiting couples, but also in “new” or “rare” forms such as foster and adop-
tive families, rainbow families, multi-generation households, and families 
with more than one common household, such as “living apart together” and 
commuter families.

The prolonged presence of young people within the family of origin

All across Europe it can be observed that young men and women stay 
longer in their family of origin. The highest rates are found in central and 
southern Europe. For example, young people leave home after the age of 
28 in Belgium, Slovakia, Italy and Malta and between the ages of 22 and 23 
in Finland.

The new role of grandparents

Increasing life expectancy and better health across the whole of the life-
course have led to grandparents playing a more important role in families. On 
the one hand, they are becoming an important resource for their children and 
their children’s families (e.g. care work) and, on the other hand, grandparents 
themselves are choosing more frequently to become active subjects in their 
own lives e.g. deciding autonomously how to spend free time and money.

The field of family policy has gained in importance and expanded

After decades of insignificance and low prestige, the field of family policy 
has expanded and gained in importance. In general, it can be said that the 
Nordic and Anglo-American countries have less explicit family policies than 
the conservative, Mediterranean and post-socialist ones, and they do not 
protect the family as a social unit in their constitutions.

In recent years, defamilialisation has been more pronounced in national 
family policies than re-familialisation

There are ongoing trends of re-familialisation (where the family is respon-
sible for the welfare of its members) and defamilialisation (where social 
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policy takes over welfare and care responsibilities) in Europe, which may be 
positive (e.g. increases in parental leave benefits), or negative (e.g. reduc-
tion of family allowances). This leads to a greater mixing of re-familialising 
and defamilialising measures, such as Nordic countries introducing re-famil-
ialising childcare expansion.

The most important family policy issue has been reform of childcare services

Childcare for children over the age of three (up until school entry) is well 
developed across Europe, with care rates of at least 90 per cent. Childcare for 
children aged under three is particularly well developed in the Nordic coun-
tries, the Netherlands and Belgium. In Austria, the Czech Republic, Hungary, 
Lithuania, Malta, Poland and Slovakia the care rates are less than 10 per cent 
of all children under three. In several countries the last pre-school year has 
been made compulsory. 

Polarisation between families with very low and very high incomes

The risk of poverty increases in line with the number of dependent children 
in the household, but also for lone-parent and single-adult households. In 
Mediterranean countries and in most of central and eastern Europe, the risk 
of poverty in families with two children is higher than if the family had only 
one child. For example, in Greece, Italy, Portugal, Spain, Latvia, Lithuania, 
Poland and Hungary at least one-third of households with three or more 
children have an income below the poverty line.

Growing diversity and instability of work

Employment patterns are shifting away from full-time, non-temporary 
employment for men and women. This is not just due to employee choice, 
but also to employers’ preferences and the deregulation of labour markets.

Differentiation in education levels along the urban/rural dimension

Differences between European countries in terms of educational attainment 
levels are not as clear cut as the differences between urban and rural popu-
lations within the vast majority of European countries. Since educational 
facilities are harder to reach in rural areas, and parents’ educational levels as 
well as the family’s financial situation are related to school performance and 
the future educational level attained by their children, children in rural areas 
face multiple obstacles to achieving their full potential in education.
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Mismatch between diversification of the life-course and housing market 
developments

Europe is on the whole characterised by a reduction in the rental housing 
stock. There is a wide variation in housing ownership status across Europe: 
home ownership rates are generally higher in the new EU Member States 
(e.g. Estonia, Hungary, Lithuania, and Slovenia) but also in Spain, Greece and 
Italy. There is a tendency for lower levels of ownership in Germany, Austria, 
the Netherlands and Poland. The number of people per household tends to 
be lower in northern Europe and higher in Mediterranean countries and the 
new Member States. In a comparison of living space and number of rooms 
per dweller, homes in central and eastern Europe are smaller and more often 
overcrowded. 

Growing responsibilities of local governments

Local authorities (such as regions and municipalities) are taking on more 
and more independent responsibility for political issues, such as schooling, 
childcare services and taxes. Global solutions have to be appropriate 
to local realities for families and individuals. This trend is also known as 
“glocalisation”. 

Different actors are working together at the local level to reshape realities 
for families

To adapt global solutions and challenges to local realities and family life 
there is increased networking at the local and regional level between 
different actors such as NGOs, the public sector, private companies, trade 
unions, and family associations. The intercultural dimension is also gaining 
in importance at a local level as well.

Gendered division of paid and unpaid work

Even if the level of female employment has increased (from the 1960s onwards), 
men still spend more time in paid work and women in unpaid work (such as 
domestic tasks and childrearing). Women spend less time in the labour market 
and are more likely to take part-time jobs and have more career breaks than men 
– on average women spend twice as many hours a week in unpaid work. But statis-
tics show that the gender gap in the level of labour market activity is decreasing 
– the difference between men and women in the level of labour market activity 
fell from 18.6 per cent in 1997 to 13.7 per cent in 2008 in the EU27 countries.
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There are significant differences in the gendered division of time spent 
caring for children. In general, women do the majority of childcare. In the 
Netherlands and Nordic countries the division of time spent on childcare 
between men and women tends to be most equal – women do twice as 
much childcare (around 16 hours per week) as men (seven to eight hours per 
week). In all other countries, men spend on average only four to five hours per 
week caring for their children. The largest gap is noted in Anglo-Saxon coun-
tries, where women spend 14.2 hours per week and men just 4.1.

Social care is going public

The trend towards the institutionalisation and professionalisation of care 
work and services for families will continue. This does not mean that social 
care is provided as a public service, but rather that it will be provided as 
a blend of public and private market-based services. Most researchers 
agree that the main differences in social care arrangements are to be found 
between southern and northern Europe.

Social care still remains a combination of formal and informal care. In 
particular, the role of women in providing care for children, the elderly and 
other dependent family members is remarkable.

Childcare remains the main focus of social care policy at the national 
and international level. This is not only related to the needs of the economy, 
the labour market and gender equality policy, but also expressed through 
authorities paying more attention to the quality of childcare services and 
the educational aims and content of formal services.

The globalisation and internationalisation of care and care work will 
increase. The further development of cross-national care relations, global 
care chains and transnational care will lead to an international market for 
care services. Furthermore, the number of migrant care workers in formal 
and informal care work will increase. 

Extreme vulnerability of migrant families and their children, particularly 
of non-EU immigrant families in comparison with other families and EU 
migrant families

There are continued and significant migration flows into Europe, and an 
increasing feminisation of migration. The vulnerability of migrant families is 
apparent in several areas of everyday life: they work in lower-paid and lower-
skilled jobs, they have atypical working hours, are more frequently exposed 
to poverty and unemployment, they often have weak family networks and 
consequently major problems in reconciling work and family life with young 
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children, and they mainly live in segregated urban areas. Consequently, the 
integration and wellbeing of second and third generation migrants is a major 
challenge. Immigration policies tend to be restrictive or ambiguous with regard 
to family reunion and the legalisation of immigrants and their children.

Higher risk of exposure to poverty of some social groups and types of 
households

The average risk of exposure to poverty for households in the EU27 is 17%. 
The following groups have a higher risk of exposure to poverty: unemployed 
households (43%), immigrants from outside the EU (30-45%), children in 
lone-parent households (34%), people with low educational attainment 
levels (23%), elderly women (22%), young adults aged 16-24 (20%), children 
(20%), lone-parent families (34%), large families (25%), and single person 
households (25%).

More and more areas of our social life rely on new information and 
communication technology

New, interactive, individualised and personalised media technologies are 
rapidly contributing to a diverse media environment in Europe. For example, 
educational systems across Europe, from school through to university, 
increasingly rely on classrooms enhanced with technologies. Health, ageing 
support and other care and support services also rely increasingly on new 
technologies, especially within the home.

3.1.3 Key aspects of the wellbeing of the family

Before starting work on the possible Future Scenarios for family wellbeing 
in 2035, the different facets and preconditions of “wellbeing of the family” 
had to be defined. The aim was not to establish criteria for a definition of 
wellbeing of families in general (that would have been a project on its own), 
but to identify the key facets and preconditions of wellbeing for families 
that could then be used for constructing the Future Scenarios.

To ensure that the points of view of all the different members and 
dialogue groups of the Consortium and Advisory Board of FAMILYPLATFORM 
(researcher, stakeholder, policy maker, NGO) were taken into account, a 
systematic method of brainstorming was used. The participants were divided 
into small groups and asked to suggest key aspects/issues to define wellbeing 
of the family. After sharing the results of the group work and refining them 
over several rounds of feedback, ten key aspects were identified. 
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Security for individual members of the family and for the family 1. 
itself. On the one hand, security applies to general and material condi-
tions, such as social and economic support for the family. On the other 
hand, when using security as an indicator of the wellbeing of the family 
we are also talking about emotional (immaterial) security for individual 
family members, such as a child’s right to be raised without violence, or 
to feel secure. Indeed, a part of wellbeing is feeling secure in personal 
and family life today, and maintaining that feeling in the future by 
seeing opportunities and knowing that there will be a place in society 
for families with different living arrangements in the future.
Individual self-fulfilment2. . Self-fulfilment is an issue that cuts across 
different areas of life for every human being, including work-life balance, 
partnership, and involvement in society. It is strongly related to freedom 
of choice at an individual level but also at the level of living arrange-
ments and family forms. It encompasses being able to plan and realise 
the choice of a specific family form or living arrangement at a specific 
time. Self-fulfilment can be achieved through individual resources, but 
also through support by family members and society.
Health3. . Health is a multi-dimensional precondition for wellbeing 
encompassing, for example, the way the health-care system is organised, 
access to different health-care services, and the range of health-care 
services on offer. Additional aspects include the environment and how 
it helps the individual to be and stay healthy, as well as information and 
communication technologies. The issue of health has to be differen-
tiated by gender and social group or status, since access can be very 
variable. There is not just an objective dimension to health, but also an 
individual, personal one: “How healthy do I personally feel? What options 
do I have to influence my own health and the environment I live in?”
Involvement in society (citizenship/participation)4. . In general, 
involvement in society can be described along lines of inclusion or exclu-
sion. This may be different for women and men, for individuals and for 
families, as well as for different social groups. It should be understood 
not only in terms of active personal engagement in society, but also 
in terms of how a person is integrated into or excluded from society, 
which can lead to poverty or exclusion for that person or family or living 
form. Involvement in society may also be visible in different ways, such 
as engagement in NGOs, social associations and voluntary work.
Love, respect and tolerance5. . Basic human needs are a central aspect 
of the wellbeing of families and individuals. Needs such as love, respect 
and tolerance have an impact on the emotional and physical health of 
each family member and can prevent crises or problems within families 



Chapter 3: Facets and Preconditions of Wellbeing of Families - Results of Future Scenarios

247

and between their members. On the other hand, we have to be aware 
that if these needs are not present or cannot be satisfied by the family, 
then family may be a harmful or even violent environment. Further-
more, the intergenerational aspect of fulfilling these basic needs within 
the family should also be stressed.
Balance6. . With wellbeing in mind, it is important to point out the indi-
vidual and the societal dimensions of balance. At the individual level, 
we are talking about the personal balance one finds in life, the ability to 
manage ambivalent situations, and being able to negotiate in order to 
establish or maintain balance. Over the life-course this personal balance 
is likely to change and may have to be re-established. At the societal 
level, it refers to work-life balance and opportunities in society.
Time7. . Modern society is composed of many different ‘worlds’, each with 
its own time structure, and this makes negotiation and co-ordination 
necessary. In today’s society, time is not only of central importance for 
individuals but also for living arrangements and family forms which are 
becoming increasingly difficult to co-ordinate. Families and individuals 
should be empowered to spend time together as a family and as a 
couple, to maintain family relations and to be able to manage family 
and personal tasks.
Equality8. . Equality is the central aim of modern society in Europe and 
intersects with virtually all other issues. It can be understood in a very 
general sense as each person having the same opportunities to partici-
pate in society, in every possible way, and at every possible level. Equality 
refers to many aspects, such as gender, sexual orientation, social posi-
tion, religious or ethical beliefs and cultural heritage and traditions.
Support for families9. . Support for the family comes from both inside 
and outside the family. It can be provided by the state, or more locally 
by municipalities or regions through policies, regulations and services. 
“Family mainstreaming” should be introduced as a term meaning the 
attempt to integrate the family perspective into existing and new poli-
cies, even if those policies are not explicitly designed to affect families. 
A central aspect and starting point in support for families is the recogni-
tion of the work families and their members are doing for society and 
its individual members. That fact should be visible and acknowledged 
throughout the different fields of society.
Living and environmental conditions10. . Living and environmental 
conditions have a broad range of aspects that affect the wellbeing of 
families and individuals, for example educational opportunities and 
expectations, housing and urban development, intergenerational soli-
darity, the role of information and communication technologies and the 
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media, and the economic situation. Living and environmental condi-
tions should be understood as the basic foundation for achieving the 
other preconditions for wellbeing mentioned here.

3.2 Methodological approach

3.2.1 The Foresight Approach

In order to debate the future wellbeing of the family in 2035, a partici-
pative approach involving the different groups of experts in FAMILYPLAT-
FORM was required. With the Foresight Approach, a popular approach to 
describing the future was chosen. By using this approach, possible futures 
for families and living arrangements can be identified, and desirable and 
undesirable Future Scenarios imagined. This provides a basis for devel-
oping future strategies.

Foresight is a creative and systematic attempt to look into the longer-
term future of society as a means of policy consultation, and therefore this 
method fits perfectly with the project design of FAMILYPLATFORM.

The “Foresight Approach is becoming increasingly attractive for govern-
ments, national research agencies and businesses in their efforts at coping 
with the increasing complexity of new technologies and decision environ-
ments, in an increased techno-economic competition world-wide… Since 
the 1990s quite a number of major foresight exercises have been launched 
in many European countries” (Kuhlmann, 2002).

Foresight is neither a prognosis or simulation, nor a plan for the future, 
but does require participants to take an active role throughout the entire 
process. In FAMILYPLATFORM it was used as a tool for creating narratives in 
order to bring to life possible family forms and living arrangements in the 
future, and to make these intelligible to policy makers, scientists and other 
stakeholders. Furthermore, it was used as a creative means of building a 
bridge between the knowledge of the individual experts who prepared 
the Existential Field reports, and the future agenda for family research and 
family policy.

“The majority of experts consider foresight essentially as a collec-
tive and consultative process, with the process itself being equally 
or even more important than the outcome. Foresight exercises are 
ways of obtaining options, conflicting or otherwise, about future 
developments, most of which are already established. Foresight in 
this sense is an essential contributor to the creation, either collec-
tively or individually, of models of the future. Such models are im-
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portant because they are capable of creating synthesis, they are 
disruptive and interfere with current modes of thought, thus form-
ing and shifting values” (Kuhlmann, 2002).

The Foresight Approach is especially useful for policy consulting. Turoff et 
al. (2002) describe the effect of a structured approach such as Foresight in 
generating the strongest possible opposing views on potential solutions 
for a major policy topic. Kuhlmann (2002) describes just some of the major 
purposes of Foresight in the context of policy making as being to discover 
what new demands and new possibilities will emerge, as well as new ideas, 
and to discuss desirable and undesirable futures, identify a choice of oppor-
tunities, and assess potential impacts and opportunities.

A central technique in the Foresight Approach is the Delphi method. This was 
developed in the USA by Gordon and Helmer in the 1960s (see Gordon/Helmer, 
1964). FAMILYPLATFORM also used the Delphi method for its Foresight 
exercise. Delphi can be pictured as a systematic, interactive approach for 
looking into the future. It is based on a structured group discussion by a 
panel of experts. It makes use of the implicit and explicit knowledge of the 
experts as well as their experience. In FAMILYPLATFORM the expert panel 
was comprised of scientists from different disciplines, and stakeholders and 
policy makers from across Europe. The experts have to answer questions 
in different rounds. These questions have to be discussed, and a common 
result has to be found in the group. After the first round, feedback is given 
to the panel and new groups are formed to further discuss the subject and to 
comment on the results of the first groups. There can be several rounds of discus-
sion, feedback being given to the panel after each round (see Turoff, 2002).

3.2.2 Methodological to constructing Future Scenarios

Delphi was put into practice at the very first meeting of FAMILYPLATFORM, 
when Consortium and Advisory Board members started discussing Future 
Scenarios for families and living arrangements in the year 2035. Work on 
constructing the Future Scenarios was shaped by three key questions:

What challenges for the wellbeing of families and living arrange-
ments might arise in the future?
What are the key drivers2 in these changes?
What scenarios will be defined and how will the drivers work together 
– how to construct the scenarios?

2 “Driver” is defined as something that will impact in a certain way (positively or negatively) on an 
aspect of the future wellbeing of the family. It may already be present today.
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Figure 1. Cornerstones of the Future Scenarios

The future scenario narratives were based on the results of discussion of these 
three questions. As required in the Delphi method, work on the questions was 
structured and interactive, and involved several ‘feedback loops’. Discussions 
between FAMILYPLATFORM experts took place at several meetings:

The ‘kick-off’ meeting in Brussels, 26-28 October 2009
Major trend meeting in Jyväskylä, Finland, 23-27 February 2010
1st Future Scenario meeting in Witten, Germany, 28-30 April 2010
Critical Review meeting in Lisbon, Portugal, 25-27 May 2010
2nd Future Scenario meeting in Witten, Germany, 9-11 June 2010

The discussion continued between meetings through feedback loops via 
e-mail (participants were asked several times to give constant feedback 
on the results). In addition to discussion between the FAMILYPLATFORM 
Consortium and Advisory Board, all members of FAMILYPLATFORM were 
invited to participate and give their feedback on the Future Scenarios at the 
Lisbon conference and on the FAMILYPLATFORM website.

In the first step, the panel of experts discussed the question of the key 
challenges facing the family in the future. Small groups had brainstorming 
sessions to come to a consensus on identifying challenges and prioritising 
four of them. After the first round, the groups were mixed up, and new 
groups with one new member were formed. Each new expert presented the 
results from their first group which were further discussed in the new group. 
Then the new group agreed on and prioritised four key challenges. 
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Several of these feedback rounds were conducted, leading to prioritisa-
tion of the following challenges:

Work-life balance and time management
Changes in behaviour (family break-up, changing sexual morality, 
reduction in parenting skills, balancing individual fulfilment within 
families, individualism/selfishness)
Ageing/demographic change
Uncertainty
Gender roles of father/mother, cultural representations of gender 
roles, gender responsibilities, denial of gender identity
Diversity (of family models, gender, father/mother, cultural, etc.)
Lack of mainstreaming, families not valued by society, public respect 
for parents and family values
Economic crisis
Immigration

On the basis of these challenges, the second step for constructing the 
Future Scenarios was to define the “key drivers”. A similarly structured 
and interactive brainstorming process was employed. The plenum was 
again divided into small groups and was asked to collect the trends 
(drivers) from all Existential Fields that will have an impact on family 
in the future. The drivers had to be agreed upon and prioritised by the 
group. In further rounds, the individual members of the plenum were 
again involved in several new groups, which discussed the drivers, 
generating alternatives which were further discussed. After several 
feedback loops, each group identified and ranked the following drivers 
(1 being the most important):

Table 2. Drivers ranked by importance by working groups

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 Group 4

1
Demographic 
changes

Care Services Migration
Demographic 
Change

2
Education/
Values

Demographic 
Change

Care 
Systems

Migration

3 Gender
New Technolo-
gies

Education/
Values

Inequalities

4 Inequalities Gender Roles Inequalities
Education/
Values
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Out of this collection of different drivers across all the Existential Fields, the plenum 
agreed on four drivers that will have a major impact of family life in the future:

Inequalities (social, cultural, economic, gender, ethical, etc.)
Migration
Education and Values in Society
Care Systems

Once the key drivers had been defined, it was possible to move on to the final 
step in the creative process: constructing the scenarios. It was agreed that 
four different possible Future Scenarios for the family and living arrange-
ments would be described in a narrative fashion. This entailed, on the one 
hand, describing the outline of society on the basis of the drivers identi-
fied and, on the other, giving examples of different family forms and how 
they would live in the future society described in each scenario. As a starting 
point for the core of the Future Scenarios - the narrative descriptions - the 
following outlines of each scenario were agreed upon:

Scenario 1: equal opportunities – open migration – diverse educa-
tion and values – mix of private and public care systems
Scenario 2: increasing inequalities – no migration (very select) – private 
education and extreme positions in values – privatisation of care systems
Scenario 3: increasing inequalities – open limited migration – private 
education – accepted diverse values – privatisation of care systems
Scenario 4: equal opportunities at a low level – restricted migra-
tion – rigid public education with very specific curricula – accepted 
diverse values – public care systems

3.3 Possible family and living forms in 2035

This chapter describes in detail the societal context for the four different 
scenarios chosen. For each of the scenarios, the group created four narra-
tives of one or more pages, thus a total of 16 narratives (which are detailed 
in the Annex to this chapter).

3.3.1 Scenario 1: equal opportunities, open migration, diverse 
education and values, mix of private and public care systems

Basic societal context

A positive cultural attitude prevails in society. Integration and multicultur-
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alism seem to be working. This is a confident society with few social and 
economic fears, a strong welfare system and high levels of social solidarity. 
There is full employment, and this scenario’s vitality depends on continued 
economic growth. 

Equal opportunities 

Governments are responsible for the careful management of gender and 
social equalities. The state seeks to reduce gender inequality, which is an 
explicit common goal in Europe, not only by means of family policy, but 
through policies in other sectors as well. Choices are not linked to the 
gender or social status of an individual. There is a more equal sharing of 
child rearing and unpaid work. The parenting role is valued, both for father-
hood as well as for motherhood. Equality in gender roles ensures that men 
have the right to choose to stay at home, while women have the right to 
self-fulfilment in their professional careers. More flexible time schedules are 
possible, and families can choose the family model that suits them best.

There is a strong redistribution of resources. Equal opportunities exist in 
terms of education and employment. All children have equal life chances, 
and there is a high degree of social cohesion. Equality exists across the life 
span, from the pensioned and the elderly through to parents and young 
children. Lifelong learning ensures adult access to education throughout 
the course of the adult life.

In terms of culture, universal access to information and communica-
tion technologies ensures that there is no digital exclusion. Digital inclu-
sion to help fight social exclusion is a policy priority. There is linguistic and 
religious diversity, with shared commonalities. There is a gradual assimila-
tion of migrants into society without forced regulations on learning specific 
languages. The curriculum handles cultural diversity by incorporating these 
into the teaching itself. 

Open migration

Europe is one big nation. People want to migrate within, to and from Europe 
but also to other parts of the world. There is no discrimination against 
migrants. They work on a legal basis and are able to obtain social security 
benefits. There is virtually no black market for labour and unauthorised 
work. Diversity in migrant family lives is seen to enrich the diversity of Euro-
pean societies.

Even in a society with open migration, migration rates may still be low and 
accompanied by some degree of regulation of open migration. An impor-
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tant aspect of migration is linked to a person’s current position in the life-
course. For instance, for educational reasons young people are a dynamic 
and mobile group. There are different forms of migration: for reasons of 
employment (more relevant for those coming into Europe from outside) or 
for educational reasons (more relevant for young people).

Another interesting point is that there is a cultural willingness to migrate 
amongst certain social groups. Well educated people with good jobs might 
wish to migrate; however, one notices less of this type of migration due to 
new technologies connecting employment opportunities and organisa-
tions across borders. New technologies allow people to stay in their own 
countries. There is also a rise in female migrants entering the continent as 
a result of job opportunities arising in the care and social services sector. 
Consequently, there is a feminisation of migration, with young women 
coming alone, often initially as lone mothers.

We observe an increasing diversity in Europe, creating specific challenges 
(potential reinforcement of traditional gender roles, for instance) as well as 
opportunities (changing attitudes to older people). New family forms emerge, 
for example cross-national families. If migrants leave their families behind, 
negative effects may arise because of the separation, but on the other hand, 
they are able to support their families financially in their home country.

Diverse education

Educational systems are grounded on a general scheme of public education 
supplemented by private and non-profit education. Basic standards of high-
quality education are assured by common certification of the quality of insti-
tutions. The system affords equal opportunities and access to education for 
all. There is some freedom of choice, but a greater amount of public regula-
tion. Education systems are well resourced and reflect individual abilities.

There is a rise in e-learning, and lifelong learning is accessible to all. It was 
a European policy decision to invest in education and make it a priority. The 
universal availability of e-learning is a move towards this goal. There is invest-
ment in digitally enhanced classrooms, and traditional learning skills (e.g. going 
to a library) are being replaced by new digital skills and literacy (greater peer 
collaboration, just-in-time learning, new media literacy). Lifelong learning is 
available for adults throughout their lives and helps combat social exclusion.

There is a move towards greater diversity in education, and every child 
has the opportunity for “open education” regardless of parents’ decisions, 
because children’s rights to make educational decisions or to spend time 
at home are respected. The high costs of education are no longer relevant, 
since public funding schemes for public, private and non-profit educa-
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tion ensure that costs are covered. The education system is flexible and 
can accommodate and support every individual child’s abilities. There is a 
high degree of parental involvement in educational decisions and a linkage 
between educational institutions and communities. Schools are inclusive 
and provide for more than just learning, leading to the sharing of common 
experiences and the creation of shared reference points for culture, litera-
ture, art, sports, etc. Linguistic diversity is present in many schools, an impor-
tant factor in the integration of children from other cultures. This scenario 
also sees a greater investment in more resources for education, smaller 
classes, the promotion of linguistic skills, more teacher training and higher 
degrees of parental involvement in school work.

Diverse values

This is a tolerant society founded on human rights that respects diversity 
and encompasses shared values. A variety of different life styles, gender roles 
and family models are widely accepted. There is an emphasis on equality 
and wellbeing, and education is a priority in society.

Mix of private and public care systems

Care systems are primarily organised by local government, and a pluralistic 
welfare system has developed. Local authorities provide money directly to 
families, and families can choose how they wish to use it (either directly 
for care, or to be paid to others for care services). Care is more sensitive to 
demands and is de-commodified.

In this mix of private and public systems, there is freedom to choose between 
familial care and outsourced care. In this context, it is necessary to differen-
tiate between care for children and for elderly people. For children, the basic 
emphasis is on early childhood education, while for the elderly, public regula-
tion and state initiatives promote care solutions. Co-operatives build up care 
services, and there is a diversity and flexibility of care systems funded by public 
money, with common quality standards. New communication technologies 
help support ageing and sheltered housing, which allows the elderly to enjoy 
the independence and comfort of their own homes. The priority is preventive 
care, which also recognises the rights of the elderly to stay at home.

How is life experienced at the individual level?

Families in this scenario have choices, but they need to be flexible and able 
to negotiate, which generates potential for stress. Individual choices are 
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possible in this society, which leads to the question of what this means for 
children, and for whom and by whom decisions are made.

Individual orientations take the focus away from occasions for ‘family 
togetherness’. This leads to uncertainties with regard to the creation, trans-
mission and sustenance of common cultures, within and across families and 
generations.

The quality of life, measured by material standards, is fairly high, and 
there are hardly any pressing material needs. Hence other factors emerge 
as important – the quality of intra-generational and inter-generational rela-
tionships, which are increasingly complicated, and the question of contin-
uous negotiation between individuals.

Individual choices imply additional responsibilities, for instance deciding to 
give more time to the family. Since material needs are taken care of with rela-
tive ease, the need to stick together (for example, to make sacrifices for mutual 
goals) is eliminated. These circumstances might do away with interdependence 
and might encourage a drifting apart of family members; there are emerging 
emotional needs for greater family solidarity and support as a result. 

Family reunions and get-togethers may help in terms of conflict manage-
ment and planning, and help the family to function as a unit. Housing 
arrangements will be an important topic – communal ways for generations 
to live together will be needed.

3.3.2 Scenario 2: increasing inequalities, no migration (or very 
select), private education and extreme values, privatisation of 
care systems

Basic societal context

Due to the vast debts built up in almost all European Member States during 
the 2010s, public provision of welfare (including care, health and education) 
has been sold off and privatised. In effect, the government has withdrawn 
from the provision of welfare, with the result that the state’s power to shape 
society has been greatly reduced; partly because of this, the nation-state’s 
legitimacy is increasingly questioned. To fill the gap in public support, two 
competing models of welfare provision have developed, each centred on a 
different ideal of who provides the necessary services:

Community-based support1. 
Market-based support2. 

Each family positions itself in relating to these sectors, although it may 
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draw on one or the other for certain services. This positioning is a source of 
tension in some families.

In this scenario, society is deregulated, with practically no government 
intervention. Deregulation means that everybody is ultimately respon-
sible for choosing how to maintain his or her own wellbeing. Inequalities 
between different social groups are high and have increasingly polarised 
society. Furthermore, rapid technological developments have taken place, 
which also have an effect on daily family life.

All social services (education, care, health, etc.,) are available either through 
the market (for paying customers) or within a community (for recognised 
members). As national governments were rolled back, they only retained 
responsibility for a limited range of policy areas (e.g. criminal law and enforce-
ment, trade agreements, providing physical infrastructure). Geographically, 
boundaries between societies may be based more on self-defined, semi-au-
tonomous regions than on currently existing national borders. These devel-
opments are supported by transnational corporations relocating their staff, 
but also cut across ethnic, religious and life-style lines. The EU’s right to exist 
is questioned and continuously scrutinised. But there are still some regula-
tions handled at the EU or national level, as well as international regulations 
by international institutions such as the UN and the WHO.

In this society there is hardly any mobility between social groups, and 
only limited freedom of choice. 

Increasing Inequalities

Inequalities between social groups are continually increasing – and these inequal-
ities are increasingly apparent not only in economic terms, but also in terms of 
values. The retreat to more extreme positions in values and the high degree of 
social segregation has led to marked inequalities between different social, ethnic, 
cultural and religious groups. Depending on their social, cultural and financial 
background, families participate differently in the education and care systems. 

Gender equality or inequality varies according to social position. Whereas 
the market and some communities do not differentiate on the basis of 
gender at all, other communities enforce a rigid gendered division of labour 
and attempt to reproduce these gender hierarchies. Many communities are 
positioned between these two extremes.

Migration is severely restricted

Borders within Europe have closed. Mobility between countries is restricted 
to tourism (and therefore dependent on individuals’ financial position), and 
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there are exceptions only for wealthy people and those with higher levels 
of education. 

Low-paid work is carried out increasingly by people born in Europe, rather 
than those who migrated from abroad when borders were more open, leading 
to shifts in the gaps between different social classes. A number of ex-migrants 
still live in Europe, and they still constitute a majority of the caring professions 
(e.g. nurses, care workers, social workers), but this number has decreased 
since Europe’s borders began to close. 

In spite of the closed borders, illegal migration from inside and outside of 
Europe still exists. Illegal immigrants do not receive any social support and 
have no officially recognised citizenship. They are organised into informal 
ethnic networks (often community-based), where support is provided, and 
this represents a third dimension of inequality. An increasing number of 
people are choosing to migrate from Europe to areas of the world which are 
more favourable to live in, though this trend is still at an early stage.

There is great potential for conflict between social and ethnic groups. A hier-
archy of communities is developing, depending either on their proximity to the 
market-orientated section of society or along ethnic, religious or cultural lines. 
Different migrant and cultural groups try to maintain and defend their own 
traditions and values, which they seek to transfer to the next generation. 

Due to the lack of social contact between groups, cultural segregation 
and inequalities are increasing. Further inequalities arise between those 
who can move within Europe and those who cannot, and those who are 
forced to move within Europe (e.g. illegal migrants). Social mobility within 
the community or the market-oriented sector of society is still possible, but 
due to social pressures to belong and identify with a certain set of values of 
a given community, this occurs infrequently.

National and regional states are also trying to cultivate a sense of 
‘belonging’, with a number of competing nationalisms and regionalisms 
found within Europe, some harking back to various shared pasts (e.g. the 
nineteenth or twentieth centuries) and others attempting to create a narra-
tive encompassing all the different communities as they exist in 2035. These 
attempts have met with some success, but overall the power of the state 
to shape identity has been reduced, and competing sets of identities are 
becoming increasingly entrenched – some of which are deeply antagonistic 
to the state itself, for ideological, practical, or ethnic or regionalist reasons.

Education is completely privatised

The state no longer has any responsibility for the education system, and 
parents decide where their children are educated. Due to technological 
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advances and the relatively low number of children, virtual schooling has 
become standard. Children in different towns, regions and countries can 
all be present in the same virtual classroom. For this reason, every social 
or cultural group can offer schooling in accordance with their beliefs and 
values. Access is either for community members only or, for the commer-
cially operated schools, regulated by fees. Very expensive face-to-face 
private schooling (e.g. Eton, Harrow, Salem, etc.) is still available and serves 
the purpose of creating international elite networks. Consequently, social, 
ethnic or cultural groups ensure that their children are educated and raised the 
way they choose, and this has led to high diversity and de-standardisation of 
educational systems and increasing social segregation. The social and financial 
background of families therefore affects the educational development of their 
children, and educational inequality between social groups is increasing. 

Rapid advances in new technologies and media have had far-reaching 
effects on the way families organise their everyday life: the self-cleaning 
home is a reality, and a revolution in information technology has made it 
possible for much more paid work to be done at home. The result in some 
families is a spatial concentration in the private home. The way children use 
the internet and educational computer programs depends on their family’s 
social, educational and financial status. Additionally, the way that children 
individually learn depends on their environment (noise, space, time, guided 
internet use, etc.). Alternative media and different types of internets (some 
free, others commercial) cater to some of the social needs of families with 
different abilities to pay. Families with greater financial resources can chose 
whether they want to use the newest technologies. For sections of the less 
well-off, virtual communities have become more important, and the rele-
vance of direct face-to-face communication and personal relationships has 
decreased, leading to increased social isolation.

Values vary and extreme positions prevail

Values vary between different social groups, depending on their economic 
and cultural backgrounds. On the one hand, radical groups with very rigid 
values have arisen (e.g. various perceived forms of traditionalism vs. different 
kinds of anarchical or libertarian values). Less interaction between social 
groups and families means less exposure to alternative belief structures and 
different everyday life practices, resulting in less reflection and consideration 
of values. The segregated education system supports this trend and encour-
ages the emergence of extremely varied value systems. On the other hand, 
in different sections of society, a new process of re-familialisation is taking 
place, which sees new forms of living arrangements, such as common child-
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care within the community, support by the community, or neighbourhoods 
providing care facilities, becoming more widely accepted. In these commu-
nities, intergenerational help is widely available and valued.

Care systems have been privatised

The state no longer provides any care whatsoever, and private insurance 
and market solutions for care have increased rapidly as a result. In addition, 
communities began early on to step in and provide care services them-
selves. In both cases, responsibility within families and intergenerational 
help are increasing.

The privatisation of childcare has resulted in the emergence of different 
care markets catering to different financial and cultural needs. Quality and 
price are directly correlated, resulting in a polarisation between highly-qual-
ified and well-paid carers on the one hand, and poorly educated and badly 
paid carers on the other. Poor families and families with more than one child 
do not have access to high quality childcare on the market. Many families 
in this situation, who cannot draw on the support of a community, deliber-
ately have only one child. 

Each community organises childcare in its own way. In more tradi-
tionally focused communities, care is delegated to older women; in more 
egalitarian communities, everyone takes turns. Those living in communi-
ties with non-market values experience greater numbers of people being 
active and volunteering within the community, until they are forced to stop 
due to ill health. In many communities, volunteers are well-respected and 
play an important part in society. Care for the elderly is often provided by 
the “young-old” (mid-50s to mid-70s), supported by technical innovations. 
Robots, for example, play an important role in care for the elderly as do alarm 
and monitoring systems, which mean that older people can live longer on 
their own in their own homes. 

With respect to pension systems, the market-oriented section of society 
invests more in private and company pensions. Many communities have 
developed their own community pension schemes that people can pay into, 
and pensioners are generally either looked after in their families or commu-
nities, or through a market-based solution. Many people work until they die, 
and early retirement is increasingly rare and generally confined to market-
oriented families and communities. Some community insurance schemes 
are facing the problem of how to ration their funds, that is, deciding who 
receives which form of medical care and who does not. 
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How is life at the individual level?

There are pressures on families and their individual members to conform to 
the norms and values of their communities because being ostracised means 
losing access to care and other welfare services. This lack of freedom of 
choice is a source of tension between generations and within couples, and 
prompts discussions about the family’s present and future location within 
the community or the market. 

Intergenerational tension also exists because more generations have 
to live together. This is quite a new development, to which people have 
not yet become adjusted. Furthermore, tensions between neighbouring 
communities also exist, if one feels that the other is trying to attract 
members or create divisions: rumours and hostilities frequently arise. 
Many communities are responding to this by creating structures and 
projects which work to promote inter-community understanding and 
co-operation.

There is an emergence of “pragmatic parents” who juggle work and 
family obligations and duties and have hardly any leisure time or just plain 
fun. Their relationship with each other is often based on practical consid-
erations rather than on love and affection, which affects their wellbeing. 
Tensions within the family are further increased by having to take in and 
care for older family members, especially when this situation is unexpected. 
In this scenario, employers’ policies for supporting families are a decisive 
factor in reconciling work and family life.

Community leaders, or indeed the varied forms of community decision-
making processes (authoritarian, inclusive, nepotistic, ecological, demo-
cratic, authoritarian, etc.,) play an increased role in ensuring individual 
personal development and personal freedom in order to allow communi-
ties to grow and change. The outcomes of these different styles of commu-
nity governance are varied.

The complexity of this society and the different family forms and back-
grounds may, on the one hand, be a challenge for children and, on the 
other hand, be enriching. The high degree of responsibility for care in 
the communities and the demographic structure (including more elderly 
people) mean that care is delivered by dedicated community members 
and that intergenerational living offers support to many families at many 
different levels. 
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3.3.3 Scenario 3: increasing inequality, open limited migration, 
private education, accepted diverse values, privatisation of care 
systems

Basic societal context

This society is a “contract society”, in which individuals cannot rely on a universal 
welfare state and so enter into contracts for the provision and remuneration of 
these services. Civil society has a very important role – everybody is an active 
member of society, and associations and religious groups are very active. A 
“tribal society” has arisen, based strongly on affiliation to one or another group. 
In some areas, gated communities have emerged. Integration of individuals is 
dependent on being a member of a specific association or group (e.g. migrant, 
job-seekers, etc.). On the one hand, this has led to the segregation of young 
people into two groups, those who are integrated into communities and 
extended families, and those who are excluded, and this produces conflicts. On 
the other hand, it can help young people to be integrated into a community, 
and enables local authorities to help manage conflict.

Increasing inequalities

Inequalities exist in all areas (gender, economic, social, and ethnic) due to 
social segregation, which also produces social unrest. Knowledge gaps due 
to differential access to communication technologies also produce conflict.

Gender roles are not generally defined by society, they are negotiated. 
Negotiation plays an important role in society. Different gender roles are 
present in different social groups.

Open limited migration

There is limited open migration. People have different legal statuses and 
different citizenship rights, and migration has been privatised. It is possible 
to buy national citizenship by paying taxes and there is also European citi-
zenship. For EU nationals, it is very easy to change citizenship to that of 
another Member State. The public services offered by Member States to 
their citizens differ significantly, as does taxation. As a result, people are 
free to choose a bundle of services (education, health-care, public pension, 
etc.,) based on the income taxes they are prepared to pay. Market mecha-
nisms provide sufficient employment opportunities, and Europe is one big 
marketplace – something that the European Union is mostly concerned 
with regulating. Black markets for labour and segmentation of the labour 
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market have developed. Migration is influenced much more by family ties 
than by economic factors.

Private education

There is only limited public education and no public kindergartens. Private 
schools are much better than public schools. The European Union guaran-
tees a minimum educational standard, and there is basic schooling only up 
to the age of 14. All universities are private and frequently supported by 
foundations, such as the Nokia University or the Mercedes-Benz Univer-
sity. Communities have their own schools. E-learning and digital learning 
have been privatised, and knowledge gaps in society are growing. Trans-
national television (diasporic media) is widespread and brings migrant 
communities in different locations together in front of the TV.

Accepted diverse values

Values are very diverse. Social equality is not a priority and the most impor-
tant value in society is freedom. Associations and firms (the market) play an 
important role in defining values. Social control and cohesion is provided 
by associations and extended families. Religious organisations also play a 
leading role. Values are shaped by the groups to which individuals belong, 
or else they choose to be members of a group that shares their set of values. 
Consequently, ways of life, attitudes and values vary between groups, but 
not greatly within them.

Privatisation of care systems

Care systems are private and provided by charities or financed by private 
insurance. There are minimum standards, but the private sector does achieve 
higher quality. There is a minimal level of health-care provided by the public 
sector, but there is no public childcare at all. The lack of public care is to 
some degree compensated for by strong and active neighbourhood ties 
and the growing voluntary sector. Different kinds of associations, religious 
movements and volunteer organisations step in to redress the lack of state 
welfare, sometimes with funding from private companies. There are strong 
obligations on families to provide for themselves. Childcare provision, for 
example, is a mix of company and association-funded (private interests) and 
informal care systems. 
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How will life be at the individual level?

In this society, people are increasingly insecure in their living conditions and 
relationships. The future is unclear. People demand more public responsi-
bility and clamour for a more secure future for families.

There is a high degree of freedom of choice in this scenario, and this 
has its own consequences. There is greater ambivalence about freedom of 
choice and choices in general. There is more social inequality and conse-
quent social unrest.

Social organisations and voluntary groups have increased in importance, 
and there is a growing dependence on these organisations. Consequently, 
there is potential for more neighbourhood support networks. Parental 
choices in connection with maintaining a work-life balance are crucial, as 
the state does not play a big role. This is especially important for children, 
their rights and their best interests. 

3.3.4 Scenario 4: equal opportunities at a low level, restricted 
migration, rigid public education with very specific curricula, 
accepted diverse values, public care systems

Basic societal context

In this scenario Europe is very strong, yet isolated from the rest of the world. 
The climate has changed considerably over the last twenty years, leaving 
Europe more hospitable than many other parts of the world, though in many 
parts of Europe it is much less habitable than it was in the past. Because 
of resulting migratory movements, Europe has closed its borders, and now 
aims to radically control them.

The European Union has attained the status of an autonomous “mega-
state”. National borders within the EU no longer exist, even though there are 
still elections for a European Government and elections at national levels. 
Identification with “Europe” is very widespread among the population. 
Every European still speaks their native language, but there is one central 
language in Europe which is spoken by every European. Due to these low 
barriers, mobility across Europe is high and travel is frequent.

Natural resources within Europe have become scarce. Minimal-impact and 
resource-light technologies have therefore become more important. Some 
of these are labour-intensive, which has helped alleviate the unemployment 
problems which plagued Europe in the first 25 years of the century. 

European policies focus on the individual, and everybody is responsible 
for him or herself, regardless of the family constellation they live in. The state 
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provides only basic support and services. There is no family-oriented policy, 
but the state supports special groups, for example children or older people, 
as individuals.

Major changes have occurred in reproductive technology. In addition to 
natural conception and childbirth, declining male fertility rates encouraged 
the development of alternative methods. These include:

Surrogate motherhood
In vitro fertilisation
“Growing” babies outside the womb

One consequence is an increase in women/couples who produce large 
numbers of children, either to have a large family themselves or on behalf 
of other couples. A second consequence is the uncoupling of women’s 
employment performance and achievements from their reproduc-
tive potential. Employers can no longer (implicitly) discriminate against 
women on the basis of their childbearing potential. Therefore, women 
are able to fully capitalise on their better performance in the education 
system (which began towards the end of the twentieth century) and they 
have taken over far more positions of power in all sectors of society and 
the economy. 

The value of children is very high, because they are considered the foun-
dation of the European population and economy. The state is pro-natalist 
and encourages the “natural” production of children by targeting benefits at 
children, supplemented by its own measures to “grow” children outside of 
the womb. The pro-natalist policy is a reaction to demographic change.

As a consequence of pro-natalist policies and advances in reproduc-
tive technologies there is currently a fierce debate on genetic engineering. 
Issues include:

“Should the state control which genes are more frequently reproduced 
(e.g. best suited to the changed climate, appearance, intelligence, 
etc.)?”
“Should parents be able to choose the phenotypes (observable charac-
teristics) of their in vitro baby?”

Wild Card Scenario3: the state can “order” the production of more citizens, 
according to specific needs (such as military needs or a need for highly qualified 
people; genetic pooling facilitates the selection of specific characteristics). 

3  Wild Card means that an unexpected and not very likely event occurs.



266

Wellbeing of Families in Future Europe - Challenges for Research and Policy 

Energy costs are very high, so public transport is supported by the state, 
but private transport (cars) is very expensive and barely exists any longer. 
The world is divided into different blocks (e.g. South America, China, ASEAN, 
Indian subcontinent) that do still trade with each other (by sea), but only in 
high quality, high priced goods. Transport costs are very high (no more oil) 
and there is more re-use and recycling than in the past.

Due to the policy of supporting children directly and targeting benefits 
at them, the state empowers children from an early age. Vouchers are given 
for many of the things that children need (e.g. nappies, school books, etc.) 
and children learn very early to spend their vouchers themselves. Child 
benefits are not dependent on the family situation.

Equal opportunities at a low level

Since the European state provides basic public care services and education 
with equal access for all citizens from birth onwards, social mobility is in 
principle possible for all social or cultural groups. In fact, however, it is still 
dependent on the family of origin’s social and financial resources. Due to 
the state’s orientation towards the individual, it is up to each individual to 
take advantage of the facilities offered. Since these public services satisfy 
minimal needs, there is a baseline to inequality that no-one drops below. 
Inequalities nevertheless arise because some individuals start off at a higher 
level and strive to maintain a higher standard of living.

Due to climate change, the different regions of Europe are more or less 
attractive to live in. The state provides basic quality public housing, but often 
in unattractive regions. Nice homes in attractive regions are expensive. Young 
people may stay at home longer, until they can afford to move to their own 
place. On the other hand, the state may provide the individual with housing.

The state has little or no control over the labour market. There is a 
minimum wage, but no guaranteed job. The public sector is very large 
(childcare, education, health-care, etc.) and is regulated by the state. In the 
private sector, there is significant competition for jobs, and good education 
gives potential employees a competitive advantage.

Support during times of unemployment is no longer linked to the bene-
ficiary’s family constellation. Factors which today are taken into account 
for calculating welfare benefits, such as number of children or partner’s 
income, no longer play a role. However, the state provides basic support in 
case of unemployment (“Nobody has to live on the street”) and children in 
the households of the unemployed receive direct support. 

In terms of gender inequalities, women’s higher educational achieve-
ments and female networking have brought women into leading and 
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powerful positions in society. Gender inequalities have changed, and there 
is now a kind of female dominance of society, which makes reconciliation of 
work and family life possible for women. In this female-dominated society, 
motherhood is not a handicap. Since active fatherhood has been encour-
aged over recent decades, men are much more active in the household and 
in childcare. In this respect at least, there is gender equality.

Regarding social inequalities, the state’s involvement guarantees low-
level equality by meeting the needs of the individual. In the wild card 
scenario, sex and reproduction are no longer linked.

At the level of beliefs and culture, there are hardly any inequalities any 
longer. Different ethic and religious backgrounds are accepted equally 
throughout Europe. However, this does not include tolerance of foreigners 
from outside Europe. Therefore, illegal immigrants suffer from social and 
cultural inequalities, and racism towards non-Europeans has increased.

Migration is almost impossible

Europe’s external borders are now closed for most purposes, and interna-
tional trade has decreased. There are fewer opportunities to work outside 
Europe, though tourism is still possible. Due to the high level of border 
protection, militarism is on the rise in the EU, and Europe spends large sums 
on defence.

Within Europe, people can move and work freely. Inter-European trade 
is free, since there are no frontiers left. Because of the high level of iden-
tification with the ‘mega-state EU’ and separation from the outside world, 
people have developed a strong common identity, a kind of nationalism 
which makes them suspicious of everything outside their EU.

Public education is provided at a basic level

A rigid educational system is provided universally up to the age of 16. 
Schools teach a common basic curriculum, which is identical across Europe, 
promoting mobility (e.g. same language education, etc.). In each country, 
children learn components of national history and culture, including 
national anthems and national languages. Being tri-lingual is increasingly 
becoming the norm. This educational framework facilitates social mobility 
because everybody has the same opportunities right from the start. On 
the other hand, there are additional school programmes available on the 
market without public support, which only rich parents are able to afford 
for their children. These high-cost, supplementary, premium educational 
programmes reinforce social inequalities. 



268

Wellbeing of Families in Future Europe - Challenges for Research and Policy 

After the age of 16, young people either start an apprenticeship or continue 
their education at a privately managed school or college. In addition to the 
professional armed forces, all 18 year-olds (male and female) can serve for a 
year as a European Border Guard on a voluntary basis. As a “reward”, partici-
pants can study at university for two years for free.

Diverse values are accepted

The “mega-state” Europe encompasses a high diversity of former country-
specific values, identities and backgrounds. These differences within the 
European population are accepted, true to the motto “We are different and 
we love it”, but only if you are European. Europeans are very suspicious 
of foreigners or migrants who moved to Europe before the frontiers were 
closed (because they could be here illegally or, in the worst case, terrorists 
or secret agents from outside Europe). Such fears are frequently whipped 
up in the popular press.

Because of general acceptance of different European values, the accep-
tance of different family forms is also very widespread. This acceptance is 
also favoured by the orientation of the state philosophy towards the indi-
vidual: the family form is not relevant for public care or health and social 
services. The individual is responsible for his or her own life.

Care systems are public and cover basic needs

The entire care and social support system is targeted at the individual. The 
state offers basic facilities and people can choose to what degree they 
utilise this available public support. They have to decide individually how 
and if they manage to supplement basic quality care for children and/or 
older family members. As far as these services are concerned, the state guar-
antees basic care for everyone. These policies are not directed at families 
or designed to support families as an institution, but to support special 
groups (e.g. children, people with disabilities, older people, etc.). Since there 
is comprehensive care service coverage for very young children, parental 
leave is very short.

Alongside the basic public social support system a relatively good and func-
tional market has developed, which provides additional services at higher cost.

How will life be at the individual level?

Relationships, kinship and networks are an important part of society 
and are highly valued. The energy crisis and closing of the borders have 
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brought people together. Long-term and committed relationships are 
valued and easier to achieve with greater gender equality and greater 
personal freedom. But since men tend to be less well educated than 
women, it can be difficult for well educated women to find a partner. 
The past has shown clearly that in the selection of a partner, the choice 
is driven by a homogametic focus, which means that most people form 
relationships with someone of the same educational level as themselves. 
Greater acceptance of different family forms and living arrangements can 
lead to more same sex relationships (not necessarily sexual relations) and 
a greater variety of care and living relationships. However, high mobility 
may negatively impact wellbeing and the work-life balance as well as rela-
tionships.

There is more freedom and less pressure in personal relationships, since 
the state takes care of individuals’ basic needs. The pressures and stresses 
of insecure jobs can, to a certain extent, be cushioned by the state, which 
provides childcare, schooling, housing, etc. This reduces pressure on mothers 
and fathers, as long as they are not employed in a high-pressure private sector 
job. With the minimum wage or welfare benefits in case of unemployment, a 
minimum standard of living is possible, so there is more time for family and 
personal interests.

The individual is empowered in this society. But masculinity has to be rede-
fined, and a new lobby for men’s advancement has arisen to work towards 
gender equality in pay and to campaign against the causes of the inequalities 
faced by boys in education.

Due the pressures on children (being responsible from an early age, 
constant observation by CCTV, limited leisure time activities because of the 
high cost of visiting friends, and a climate of fear), depression among chil-
dren is more common. Within the family, relationships tend to be happy: 
it is the external structures of society and the growing fear in society that 
induce the stress.

3.4 Key policy issues and research questions

One of the main objectives of these “Future Scenarios” has been to outline 
key policy questions and research issues relating to the wellbeing of the 
family – as derived directly from the narratives. 

The four scenarios and the 16 family narratives constitute the “possible futures” 
that were the basis of this discussion. We used them to identify the following:

“What are the uncertainties which could affect the wellbeing of the 
family?”
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“What research questions directly relate to the future wellbeing of the 
family? Therefore, what are the relevant research issues?”
“What factors or policies improve the wellbeing of the family?”
“How can they be implemented or encouraged?”
“What are the ‘dead-ends’ or ‘bottle-necks’ that could lead to a break-
down in families’ wellbeing, and what are the instruments to prevent it?” 
Therefore, identification of key policy issues and social innovations.

Discussion of the narratives and scenarios led to the following specific 
issues being identified: the importance of intergenerational solidarity 
and communities, the importance of sufficient time for families, the 
issues of unpaid work and care arrangements, children’s perspectives 
(rights, best interests, and impact on wellbeing), periods of family tran-
sition, family mainstreaming and individualisation, and the impact of 
technological advances on families. These are described in more detail 
below.

3.4.1 Importance of intergenerational solidarity and communities

A striking element emerging from the scenarios was the importance of 
intergenerational and community solidarity. Family and community soli-
darity remain important for families’ wellbeing in all scenarios, and in some 
scenarios increase in importance. Indeed, in scenarios with a weak welfare 
system, they become crucial. 

The scenarios showed that families as well as community networks provided 
care services for their members, thus freeing the state and the taxpayer from 
the costs. In a situation of financial crisis or depression, family and community 
resources proved vital.

In the vast majority of the narratives, families relied on support and help 
from grandparents, siblings, cousins, friends, and neighbours, as well as from 
local communities (based on ethnic, religious, social, and cultural cleavages). 
These offer alternative and reliable solutions for the provision of care. 

In certain scenarios (especially 2 and 3), governments have almost 
completely withdrawn from providing welfare in the widest sense (care, 
health, education). Societies in these narratives have become deregu-
lated, with practically no government intervention. To fill the gap in public 
support, strong community-based support has emerged. Societies without 
public welfare are greatly affected by social inequalities and tend to consist 
of segregated local communities focused around common ethnic, religious, 
class and income-related socio-cultural groups. As integration in these 
so-called “tribal societies” (Scenario 2) is only possible for members of a 
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specific association or group, there is strong segregation in society between 
those people integrated into communities and extended families, and 
those who are excluded, a situation which is likely to produce a great deal of 
(possibly violent) conflict.

Quoting scenarios:

“Each community organises childcare in its own way. In more tra-
ditionally focused communities, care is delegated to older wom-
en; in more egalitarian communities, everyone takes turns. Those 
living in communities with non-market values experience greater 
numbers of people being active and volunteering within the com-
munity, until they are forced to stop due to ill health. In many com-
munities, volunteers are well-respected and play an important 
part in society. Care for the elderly is often provided by the “young-
old” (mid-50s to mid-70s), supported by technical innovations. Ro-
bots, for example, play an important role in care for the elderly as 
do alarm and monitoring systems, which mean that older people 
can live longer on their own in their own homes” (S2)4.

“Childcare is largely organised in the family (siblings and cousins 
rather than grandparents) and the community. A rotation system 
was set up, in which a group of parents take turns to look after 
each other’s children, one day a week for each family” (S2.1). It is 
there not only to provide care support, but also for the purposes 
of education, health, social control and cohesion: “community
 school[s]… [where] well educated community members teach for 
some hours a week as part of their contribution to the commu-
nity” (S2.1). “Every social or cultural group can offer schooling in 
accordance with their beliefs and values. Access is either for com-
munity members only or, for the commercially-operated schools, 
regulated by fees” (S2).

Some of the results found in the scenarios and narratives include “There is a 
great deal of pressure within the community… to conform” (S2.1). Or, “Because 
of the lack of public care systems, having children is very important for parents to 
ensure that they are cared for in old age” (S2.2). Or, “A ‘tribal society’ has arisen,  

4 Please note the meaning of the following abbreviations: S2 means Scenario 2, S2.1 means Narra-
tive 1 of Scenario 2, and so on.
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based strongly on affiliation to one or another group. In some areas, gated 
communities have emerged. Integration of individuals is dependent on being 
a member of a specific association or group (e.g. migrant, job-seekers, etc.). On 
the one hand, this has led to the segregation of young people into two groups, 
those who are integrated into communities and extended families, and those 
who are excluded, and this produces conflicts” (S3). Or, “[Anna] lives in a co-op-
erative community, which provides some social cohesion. She is happy that her 
“work” not only brings in money, but also produces some kind of commonality 
and brings people together” (S3.2). Or, “Relationships, kinship and networks are 
an important part of society and are highly valued. The energy crisis and closing 
of the borders have brought people together. Long-term and committed relation-
ships are valued and easier to achieve with greater gender equality and greater 
personal freedom” (S4). Or, “Many communities have developed their own 
community pension schemes that people can pay into, and pensioners are gener-
ally either looked after in their families or communities, or through a market-based 
solution. Many people work until they die, and early retirement is increasingly rare 
and generally confined to market-oriented families and communities” (S2).

It seems that intergenerational solidarity and community support have 
become the backbone of support for families in the narratives. But a society 
in which care and education are based on community support alone was 
also seen as being particularly prone to falling apart. Therefore one impor-
tant challenge for future research and policy in Europe is to study the conse-
quences of different welfare mixes and to balance community solidarity 
with social welfare services.

Empty neighbourhoods versus lively neighbourhoods during working 
hours were discussed, putting an emphasis on the difference it makes in 
terms of security, care, social cohesion and neighbourhood relationships.

     
     This leads to:

Intergenerational policies and community support imple-
mented at an EU level: Family should be considered as an inter-
generational unit. Networks of extended family solidarity should 
be encouraged. 
Housing, environment and community development: Given the 
increase of the costs of housing, there may be a need for thor-
ough and comprehensive urban planning that includes:

Analysis of how close families live, work and go to school. -
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Housing and neighbourhood planning. -
Public spaces (such as playgrounds). -
Public and private transportation. -
Neighbourhood networks. -
Proximity of care institutions, etc.  -

One could also look into new housing opportunities and spaces to 
accommodate several generations that address the needs of families in 
their daily lives (for example, houses for three generations of the same 
family). This could help augment social cohesion in neighbourhoods. 

Family associations: In the scenarios, we witnessed increased 
participation of local, public/private, paid/volunteer, organised/
informal communities. Policy should further encourage family-
related associations and organisations that can help families.
Ageing and social cohesion: The idea of a “skills market” as a 
social innovation came out of the intergenerational and commu-
nity discussion. The group imagined local offices that match job 
offers with job seekers and their qualifications. This skill market 
might be based on paid as well as unpaid work. Besides fulfilling 
the need for recognition of the elderly after retirement, this 
could help foster diversity in urban areas, help create a climate of 
trust, and help share community and family support in a variety 
of different ways:

Increased recognition of volunteering.  -
Care receivers become care-givers. -
Be supplemental to a professional care job rather than  -
replacing it.
Enable creation and re-establishment of community  -
connections, thereby preventing isolation.

 

3.4.2 Importance of sufficient time for families

Another strong commonality across the 16 narratives of family life in 2035 is the 
aspect of time. The wellbeing of the families appeared to be related to how much 
time they spent together as a family. Lack of time often generated stress, tensions, 
more difficult family relationships, endless negotiations, health troubles, etc.
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The narratives showed that in similar environments, the personal choices 
of parents to allow themselves more or less time for their family played 
an important role in the wellbeing of each family member, in providing 
stability for the family, and in the number of children that families had. It 
was observed that both parents working full-time often made it difficult to 
find enough time for family matters, regardless of the family form and the 
economic status of the family. 

This 2035 society still shows that it is made up of different time “zones”. 
One might describe these as “institutional” time (school education and 
work) versus “family time”. There seemed to be great difficulty co-ordinating 
and synchronising these times. Families and individuals demonstrated that 
they wanted to be empowered to spend time together as a family and as a 
couple and to maintain family relations, and to have time to care and to be 
able to manage family and personal tasks. 

Quoting the scenarios:

“Klara works very successfully in a private company. Her job some-
times requires her to work late and to take trips abroad. Both of 
them are socially and politically active outside their work and 
family life. In the afternoons, the grandparents usually take care 
of the children. Since the grandparents are often away on holiday, 
other forms of day-care for the children are necessary. The main 
challenge they have to face is prioritising between their career and 
parental responsibilities, as well as working on the quality of their 
relationship. This creates a fair amount of stress within the family 
and is starting to endanger its wellbeing” (S1.1).

“[Although their housing and financial circumstances are not 
very good], they do not want stressful jobs and are quite satisfied 
with their lifestyle – they have time for themselves and their good 
friends who support them” (S3.1).

“Emily and Phillip are confronted with the challenge of combining 
two careers with childrearing. They spend a lot of their free time with 
their children… but the children are still on their own a lot” (S2.3).

“Lasse devotes a lot of time to his family and enjoys it. He had to 
give up many leisure activities, but he does not feel bad about it, 
because he is happy with his situation. His colleagues are in the 
same situation. They value their family time” (S2.4).
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“There is more freedom and less pressure in personal relationships, 
since the state takes care of individuals’ basic needs. The pressures 
and stresses of insecure jobs can, to a certain extent, be cushioned 
by the state, which provides childcare, schooling, housing, etc. 
This reduces pressure on mothers and fathers, as long as they are 
not employed in a high-pressure private sector job. With the mini-
mum wage or welfare benefits in case of unemployment, a mini-
mum standard of living is possible, so there is more time for family 
and personal interests” (S4).

“Kristel is also pleased with this arrangement, because somebody 
is now there for her at home, and she does not have to be alone so 
much” (S4.3). 

The same immigrant couple was pictured in two different sce-
narios. When they can spend more time together they have 
another child and integrate better in Scenario 1 (S1.3), than 
in Scenario 3, where “They need to work extra hours in order 
to save and be able to pay for medical services during pregnan-
cy, including giving birth. They have very little time together. Af-
ter the child is born Roza is allowed only one month off work, 
her employers being generous and paying her salary as usual. 
As they do not want to change the carer, Roza brings the baby 
with her to work… The Muslim community provides childcare 
at moderate cost, but in the new situation they cannot afford to 
move out from a shared apartment with two other couples, as 
they had hoped to. In these circumstances they decide not have 
a second baby” (S3.3). 

This leads to suggestions for policies to ease the “rush hours” in the life 
cycle of families:

Policy makers should consider strategies to ease or slow down 
the “rush hours” over the course of life, and help synchronise insti-
tutional and family times. Based on the needs and objectives of 
the families, time management policies and choices are needed, 
as well as incentives for the employers to help employees better 
reconcile work and family life. Obviously, the main stakeholders 
- the employers - have a major part to play in this, and need to be 
involved in the drafting and decision process. 
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One could question whether European policies encouraging the 
dual-earner full-time household model during the whole life-
course are sustainable for families in the long term.
Scenarios often highlight the importance of new technologies 
that can help ease these “rush hours” or “time bottlenecks”.
A possible social innovation coming out of the scenarios that 
might ease the “rush hours” in the life cycle of families is “time 
care insurance” or a “time credit” account of several years’ dura-
tion, designed for individuals to take care of other people (young 
and old), to be invested over the course of family life.

3.4.3 Unpaid work and care arrangements

Care arrangements are another important issue in all of the scenarios and 
narratives. Unpaid work is closely linked to this issue (“time for work/family”), 
and was very often addressed during the Future Scenarios brainstorming 
sessions. There is a clear need for recognition of the unpaid work (largely 
care work) generated within families and communities. 

In all scenarios, care work had to be done by the state with public money, 
by the market with private money, or by families and communities for “no 
money” (therefore “unpaid work”). In Scenario 2, when the state withdrew 
and did not provide any institutional care, “the state no longer provides any 
care whatsoever, and private insurance and market solutions for care have 
increased rapidly as a result. In addition, communities began early on to step 
in and provide care services themselves. In both cases, responsibility within the 
families and intergenerational help is increasing” (S2).

Whether or not the state is involved in promoting institutional care or 
parental responsibility, social and gender equality was shown to have had a 
certain impact on each of the different 2035 scenarios. 

Where the state withdrew completely from financing institutional 1. 
care, inequalities between different social groups were higher and 
society was more polarised, as in Scenario 2: “The privatisation of 
childcare…has resulted in the emergence of different care markets 
catering to different financial and cultural needs. Quality and price are 
directly correlated, resulting in a polarisation between highly-qualified 
and well-paid carers on the one hand, and poorly educated and badly 
paid carers on the other. Poor families and families with more than one 
child do not have access to high quality childcare on the market. Many 
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families in this situation, who cannot draw on the support of a commu-
nity, deliberately have only one child” (S2).
Where the state was very strongly involved, there were lower levels of 2. 
societal inequality, and society was less polarised. In these scenarios, 
some parental tasks could be taken over by the state-paid care 
institutions, which intruded to some extent on privacy and parents’ 
rights: “... state takes the next step in trying to bring the relationship to 
an end: they want to take Konstantin under Public State Care services, 
because administrators and social assistants are afraid of the negative 
effect the father could have on his son” (S4.3).
In Scenario 1 “3. Care systems are primarily organised by local govern-
ment, and a pluralistic welfare system has developed. Local authorities 
provide money directly to families, and families can choose how they 
wish to use it (either directly for care, or to be paid to others for care 
services). Care is more sensitive to demands and is de-commodified. 
In this mix of private and public systems, there is freedom to choose 
between familial care and outsourced care” (S1).

In several scenarios, parents struggled particularly with sick and handi-
capped family members (young and old).

The link between gender and unpaid work/domestic tasks is changing, 
and this is generating a need for negotiation: “Family life and the relation-
ship between Klara and Joseph will change as they and their children get older. 
Permanent negotiations take place to ensure an equal share between the two 
of them, since gender roles have changed into equality and their roles as mother 
and father have to be redefined” (S1.1).

      
     This leads to:

Recognition of unpaid care work, closely linked to the above-
mentioned topic of sufficient family time.
A policy framework which enables families and communities 
to carry out care work in an environment of equality, ensuring 
the right balance between state involvement and parents’ and 
communities’ care responsibilities in public care policies.
Monitoring the impact of gender equality policies for effective-
ness and unintended consequences.
Policy which considers alternative care arrangements, espe-
cially those linked to intergenerational (mainly grandparents)  
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and local communities: are they viable and possible? Are they  
desired by both the care-givers and care receivers? 
A societal challenge is how quality of public care can be assured, 
and how the optimal balance between public and private care 
can be provided by regional, national and European policy.

 
 
3.4.4  Children’s perspectives: rights, best interests, and impact on 
wellbeing 

The majority of the narratives address issues concerning those receiving care 
and how it is provided, but they do not necessarily take into account the point 
of view of the children involved. When given a voice in Scenario 1, we see the 
following dialogue: “Mum, I want you at home tomorrow!... I want you mum, or 
daddy at least” (S1.1). The wellbeing and mental health of some of the children 
in the scenarios is affected, as it is today, by the pressure they face from lack of 
time for themselves and with their families due to labour market expectations, 
a performance-driven society, family environments, and lack of affection.

We also see situations where parents’ wellbeing does not match their 
children’s wellbeing. The rights and interests of the parties involved are very 
different – they usually complement each other but can also conflict, for 
example in a divorce custody situation or in distributed family life situations. 
See Narrative 3.1, where the complicated family situation results in a finan-
cial strain for the parents and psychological problems for the children.

         
       This leads to the following policy questions: 

Policymaking and research should look at what is important for 
the healthy development of the children and what is in their best 
interest, and not just children’s rights or the parents’ best interests.

More psychological research on children’s wellbeing is  -
necessary with regard to the variety of family forms that 
children live in and different care arrangements.
Policies need to take into account the balance between chil- -
dren’s interests and those of their parents.

Policies should encourage social services to empower and 
support families.
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3.4.5 Family transitions

The families pictured in our scenarios are not static, just as today they are 
not static. They go through transitions and their needs and choices vary. 
Being able to adjust to the changes is an essential part of family wellbeing. 

     This leads to the need for:

Policies that consider the life-course, including the many tran-
sitions and phases in the life of a family, taking into account the 
dynamic developmental processes of families (where families face 
both selected and unexpected events which have consequences). 
Families must not be considered static entities. 
Policies that favour building environments where parents are able 
to create and select conditions that sustain parental and child well-
being over their life-course, and at different stages of transition.
Policies that support actions helping couples prepare for the transi-
tion to parenthood. Policies can also support actions that acquaint 
potential parents with their parental responsibilities and raise 
awareness of the child’s development and needs. 

 
The scenarios reveal dynamic changes taking place within families as 
they cope with changing external conditions and the dynamic chal-
lenges faced by family members. Research focusing on families often 
concludes that specific family forms are disadvantaged, that different 
family configurations should cope with differing hardships. Many of 
these discussions do not assume explicitly that the family is a dynamic 
entity, but indirectly assume that family forms are static. Research 
should be focused more strongly on the causes and consequences of 
family dynamics. 

Regarding the causes: 

Structural and ideational factors should be considered. 
Among structural factors, institutional arrangement, family- -
related policies, labour market, housing, the unequal distri-
bution of resources need to be considered.
Regarding the ideational factors, value orientations and  -
attitudes, happiness could be considered.
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Considering consequences: both the material and immaterial 
aspects should be understood. These are: material situation, time 
pressures, satisfaction, mental health, stable family relationships, 
etc. 
When considering the dynamics of families, several kinds of dyadic 
relationships in the family reality should be stressed. Namely, 
research should focus not only on the dynamic character of part-
nerships (partnering, marriage, separation or divorce, re-partnering, 
the quality of partnerships) but also on the dynamics of childhood, 
parenthood, grandparenthood, network-dyads, and their changing 
meanings. 
The well-known life-course transitions (leaving home, leaving 
education, getting a first job, partnership formation, the birth of 
a child, divorce, unemployment and employment, retirement, 
becoming widowed, etc.) should be also integrated into family 
dynamics. 
Other possible social innovations are mediation and counselling 
centres, which support families and their needs during certain 
intended and unexpected family transitions. Policies could 
encourage development of such centres.
Implement pilot programmes to evaluate the specific needs of 
families, employers and economic stakeholders. Family transitions 
call for adaptive rather than lifelong employment policies.
Research should seek to understand the above-mentioned transi-
tions, and the vulnerability of the individuals and families involved 
in these transitions. It is also important to understand if these transi-
tions are intended or unintended, and in which cases communities 
or/and governments could and should help families. 
Research should also investigate how to reach families with special 
needs. What are new concepts to support families and prevent and 
resolve conflict? 
Comparative research, using quantitative and qualitative methods, 
may reveal the causes and consequences of family dynamics. 

 
3.4.6 Family mainstreaming and individualisation

The central question in Europe’s family strategy is the impact on families of all 
European policies. Moreover, whether a proposed policy is local, national or 
European, the effect of any policy on families should be studied. 
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The level and the form of social security rights provided in a society are 
seen to have an impact on family forms and the family cohesion. In scenarios 
where the current trend towards individualisation of social security rights 
has continued, and basic social security is provided by the state as an indi-
vidual right of every family member, we are seeing more societal individu-
alisation and less family cohesion. As there are more possible life choices for 
the individual in such societies, people could loosen the bonds they have 
with their families, or their local, religious or ethnic communities, and find 
independent paths to personal self-fulfilment – but they could also focus on 
strong family bonds as being relevant for their individual life.

Where there is little or no social security, family bonds and local, ethnic 
or religious solidarity are crucial for ‘staying alive’. Hence, family and local 
bonds were strong in those situations, but often not a matter of choice 
which might influence the quality of these relationships.

Individualisation of social rights was thus seen to have ambiguous conse-
quences. On the one hand, individualised social rights fostered social mobility, 
life choices and possibilities, and may have improved the wellbeing of family 
members. On the other hand, there was the risk that policies aiming only 
at the individual endangered family bonds and solidarity. There is an argu-
ment, therefore, that the family should be considered as a unit and not only 
as the sum of several individuals, as illustrated in Scenario 4. “European policies 
focus on the individual… There is no family-oriented policy… These policies are 
not directed at families or designed to support families as an institution, but to 
support special groups (e.g. children, people with disabilities, older people, etc.)”.

Below is another example of the impact of the individualisation of social 
security rights. Whether or not such rights are tied to employment status 
makes a difference to the wellbeing of the family. The second narrative of 
Scenario 1 compares two family situations, in which two types of benefits 
are described: benefits attached to the individuals of the family regardless 
of employment status versus benefits attached to employment status of the 
parent. The outcomes for the families are drastically different:

Lily: “Public funding is attached to the child, so whether Andrea 
works full-time or part-time does not affect what is available for 
her children”.

Cecilia: “…benefits are all publicly funded, but tied to her working 
full-time… She is waiting for test results for a serious illness and is 
worried about what might happen to her benefits when she stops 
working. In the event of a serious illness, she would need to switch to 
private care, which might cause financial problems. She has worked 
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all her life and while she has not had to spend money on care, which 
was publicly funded, she has had to pay high taxes. She does not 
have significant savings, a situation which might become difficult 
if she has to give up work. She worries about her children and her 
mother, who may need to switch to welfare day-care”.

This leads to the need for:

Research on the consequences on the family, as a unit, of possible 
choices made within the family for care arrangements, and on 
consequences for all family forms.
A study of “How family support should be provided?” 

Should support be means-tested or universal?  -
What about tax policy? Taxation policy, considering the family  -
as a unit and taking into account family size (number of depen-
dents).

This leads to family mainstreaming as the framework of all policies:

Covers all different types of policies that may impact families: 1. 
employment, law, education, migration, etc. 
Addresses the family group, addresses individuals as people 2. 
living in a family. Policies for special groups or targeted policies 
for family members as individuals are not enough.
Includes elderly members of the family.3. 
Considers all family forms. 4. 
Looks at families as agents and assets and not as problems.5. 
Engages them in all aspects, asking what families really want: a 6. 
bottom-up process in policy-making.
Clarifies the true objectives of policy.7. 
Includes on-going measurement of family wellbeing (i.e. 8. 
included in GDP). 

 
3.4.7 Impact of technological advance on families 

As part of our 16 narratives, the emergence of new technologies plays an 
undeniable role in shaping the wellbeing of family members, even if it is 
not the leading factor. Although technological advances have not been a 
specific focus in working out these scenarios, the authors involved in the 
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exercises remain convinced that technologies yet to be invented will have 
an impact on the wellbeing of families. The following is an outline of a few 
of the technological advances discussed.

Surveillance techniques: in Scenario 4, there are many mentions of non-
stop surveillance systems and techniques (for example, chips implanted in 
children under the age of 14 with medical and other identifying information 
that allow for constant surveillance). Some of the types of impact: “Parents 
who do not constantly know the whereabouts of their children are considered 
negligent” (S4.1) and “childhood depression [is] diagnosed in a large number 
of children…There are a substantial number of children at school with such 
illnesses, which are thought to arise from the constant surveillance and general 
lack of privacy” (S4.1). On the other hand, surveillance techniques also 
support families in their care task, for example with television control or 
“assisted living technologies” for elder people (S1 and S3.2).

Virtual schooling is brought to the fore in several narratives: “virtual 
schooling has become standard. Children in different towns, regions and coun-
tries can all be present in the same virtual classroom. For this reason, every social 
or cultural group can offer schooling in accordance with their beliefs and values. 
Access is either for community members only or, for the commercially-operated 
schools, regulated by fees. Very expensive face-to-face private schooling (e.g. 
Eton, Harrow, Salem, etc.,) is still available and serves the purpose of creating 
international elite networks. Consequently, social, ethnic or cultural groups 
ensure that their children are educated and raised the way they choose, and 
this has led to high diversity and de-standardisation of educational systems 
and increasing social segregation. The social and financial position of families 
therefore affects the educational development of their children, and educa-
tional inequality between social groups is increasing” (S2).

Virtual relationships: narrative 2 in Scenario 4 is primarily based on a 
virtual relationship between parents and their left-behind children. What 
impact do they have on the “users” and how different are they from face-to-
face relationships?

Communication tools and customisable media: houses have “3D media 
rooms” where the walls are the screens (S2.4); video-conferencing is highly 
developed in some scenarios and nearly omnipresent in others, enabling 
more working at home and reduced business travel. “People no longer need 
to write or type, because voice recognition technology transfers the spoken 
word straight into documents, so a good pre-school needs to train for reading 
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and voice skills, so that Vincent is ready for school work” (S3.1). There are cust-
omisable TV programmes where the viewer is “virtually transferred” in the 
programme and becomes the hero of the programme.

 
     This leads to:

Policy should hold forums to discuss using technological develop-
ment to support families, studying their intended and unintended 
consequences on all family members including the children.

 
 
3.5 Summary and conclusions

In summary, this intensive Future Scenarios exercise, based on the Foresight 
Approach that involved the active participation of over 30 stakeholders, 
helped highlight crucial policy issues and research questions that have a 
major impact on family life today and in the future.

Intergenerational and community solidarity played an important role in 
our narratives. Similarly, allowing sufficient time for families was a constant 
factor. Other major topics that affect the wellbeing of our families in 2035 
were care arrangements and whether unpaid care work is recognised or not. 
The group often discussed the fact that children’s and adolescents’ perspec-
tives are not always taken into account, as well as the balance between their 
rights and best interests and their parents’. Family transitions over the life-
course was another topic that constantly called for research and policy atten-
tion. Given that our scenarios take place in 2035, technological advances are 
embedded in the day-to-day life of our characters. They also affect the well-
being of families in many different ways. Individualisation of social security 
rights is a topic requiring careful attention. Across the different discussions, 
family mainstreaming was an underlying element which calls for a Euro-
pean family strategy. 

Across the different discussions, we identified some potential social 
innovations, such as:

The “skills market” (exchange of support) as a factor in social  
cohesion 
“Time care insurance” 
Mediation and counselling centres
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In creating the Future Scenarios we could not describe people other than 
those who try to do the best they can most of the time, making choices and 
trying to be happy, “doing families” in their own way. What we describe in 25 
years’ time are people very much like ourselves today.

Whilst the families we analysed were very different in form, type and 
style, overall these families seem to struggle with the same everyday chal-
lenges that families face today. What we could see in the future is that 
the complexity of the world is not expected to decrease by 2035 – on the 
contrary, in some of the narratives it has significantly increased, at least as 
far as we can tell. 

Family bonds remained a crucial field for the wellbeing of the individuals 
in all the narratives. The complexity of each family’s environment changes 
and affects its members, but most families were valued by their members 
because, as a safety net, they reduced uncertainty and provided a frame-
work for mutual support in the complexity of their environment. These 
“essentials” need to be addressed first and foremost when doing research or 
formulating family policies.

Families need the support of local, national and European policies to raise 
children. Policies should help them to have the number of children they 
desire, assist them when they face difficulties, and allow them to lead their 
lives according to their choices while respecting their obligations. Ensuring 
this would enable families to have and raise children who will become the 
responsible citizens of tomorrow’s Europe.

Because of the importance of the wellbeing of families for the future of 
Europe, policy makers should make this a key priority. The EU2020 strategy and 
most European treaties are centred on the economy: we are calling for more 
attention to the families who are producing the economic agents of the future.

3.6 Annex - Living arrangements and family forms

3.6.1 Scenario 1

Family Form 1: Double income family with two children – living in an 
urban area

Names: Joseph (40)
  Klara (35)

ÅÄÇÉ
  Philip (6)
  Agnes (3)
Country: Germany
Area:  Urban, Berlin
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Joseph (40) and Klara (35) live in Berlin, Germany. They have two children, 
Philip (7), who goes to a public primary school, and Agnes (3), who attends 
a private kindergarten until noon each day. They own a house, and Joseph’s 
parents live nearby. Klara’s parents live in a different part of Berlin, and it 
takes around 45 minutes by public transport to get to them. All of the grand-
parents have already retired and are still very active and not dependent on 
help or care.

Joseph works as a teacher and returns home around four o’clock every 
day. Klara works very successfully in a private company. Her job sometimes 
requires her to work late and to take trips abroad. Both of them are socially 
and politically active outside their work and family life. In the afternoons, the 
grandparents usually take care of the children. Since the grandparents are 
often away on holiday, other forms of day-care for the children are necessary.

The main challenge they have to face is prioritising between their career 
and parental responsibilities, as well as working on the quality of their rela-
tionship. This creates a fair amount of stress within the family and is starting 
to endanger its wellbeing.

Flexibility is their main resource for coping with daily family life, accom-
panied by frequent and necessary discussions on shared responsibilities. 
Their main strategy for solving this problem is to strive for an ever more 
equal sharing of domestic work and parental responsibility, though this is 
accompanied by increasing ambivalence about whether this is working out 
or not. The parents have to consider how much time the children want them 
to be at home, if they see their parents as happy or not, and what they will 
learn in terms of work-life balance from their parents. The children basically 
enjoy living in this changing care environment.

To picture these tensions, listen to a typical crisis on Sunday evening: 

Klara: “Hey Joseph, have you forgotten? Tomorrow I have to fly to 
Lisbon for an important meeting for FAMILYPLATFORM, you know 
I can’t miss it, I have an important presentation...”
Joseph: “Don’t say it again, Klara, I know, but Philip is looking a bit 
ill this evening, and I already stayed at home two weeks ago when 
Agnes was ill. It can’t always be my responsibility...”
Klara: “And why don’t your parents help us? They’re always on 
their own!”
Joseph: “Why are you so unfair? They do support us in many ways. 
And why don’t we ask your parents? We cannot go on this way! My 
job is important as well. In the last three months I had to stay at 
home four times, but I do want to be a good teacher and I have my 
pupils every day in my classroom. Now it really is up to you – you 
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are the mother!”
Klara: “Well, let’s find a solution. How about finding a babysitter 
for tomorrow? Don’t look at me that way. OK. Why don’t you call 
the kindergarten hot-line for caring emergencies?”
Joseph: “No, they can’t. The teacher stayed at home on Friday and 
she’s pregnant. It’s the fourth time this year we’ve asked for their 
support. They already look at me in a way that I feel they are won-
dering if we are still a family and good parents! – Philip, go to bed, 
you’re ill.”
Philip: “Mum, I want you at home tomorrow! No, I want you Mum, 
or Daddy at least.”

Klara and Joseph have several options for dealing with this crisis:

They can involve the other grandparents more.
They could co-operate with a migrant woman with a valid work 
permit living nearby, whom they could employ when they need her 
support.
They could negotiate new conditions in the partnership in terms of 
domestic work and childcare – both take their share in a symmetrical 
way.
The conflict cannot be resolved, and within a couple of years they 
get a divorce.

Family life and the relationship between Klara and Joseph will change as 
they and their children get older. Permanent negotiations take place to 
ensure an equal share between the two of them, since gender roles have 
changed into equality and their roles as mother and father have to be rede-
fined. New technologies will support the care task of families (e.g. television 
control for elder people).

Basically, this society generates wellbeing in the family because of 
equalities at different levels. Families can be very happy and enriched by 
the different opportunities and freedom to choose, but this situation can 
also turn into a risk factor if the family is not able to handle permanent 
negotiation. Families need a wide range of resources (internal and external), 
services and help, in order to reconcile work and family life.
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Family Form 2: One parent family with two children – in a rural area

Names: Andrea (34)

ÅÇÉ  Lily (14)
  Michael (4)
Country: Austria
Area:  Rural

Andrea is an Austrian single mother in her thirties. She lives with two chil-
dren in a rural area in Austria. She has no family nearby and has a steady job 
which she wishes to make full-time but cannot because of care obligations. Her 
daughter Lily is in her early teens and at school. Michael, her second child, is in 
kindergarten and needs to be picked up at lunchtime each day. Michael has 
a non-life threatening but chronic orthopaedic problem that requires regular 
visits to specialists. The children’s father is absent from the household, so he 
does not contribute in terms of care duties, but he does contribute financially, 
albeit only occasionally. Andrea thinks that social networks in rural areas are 
better than in a city and likes the quality of life she has where she lives. There 
is a network of help around her, where informal social arrangements exist 
between neighbours to help care for the children at certain times.

Andrea’s family is facing a number of challenges. She can live on her 
income, has a house and a job, so there are no pressing problems, unless 
there is a sudden new demand on her budget. She needs to have a car, as 
there is no public transport available for going to work. Andrea is happy 
with her network, but occasionally misses a more active social life, which 
she cannot achieve. On an emotional level, she feels rather lonely at certain 
times of the day, but nothing persistent. 

She fears job insecurity with the borders being opened up. She does not 
have specific skills and is worried. She thus wants to access lifelong learning 
programmes to increase her employability and also wishes to gain digital 
skills to help deal with a potential job loss and to open up her horizons. 

She has an ethnically diverse network for her children and for herself, 
which she enjoys. She is ambitious for her children and herself, and to meet 
many of these needs she should perhaps be located in a more urban setting. 
There are better opportunities in a city, she feels, and one day she wishes to 
move, when Michael is in secondary school and she can afford it. She has an 
informal social network to help her with care, and there are some families in 
her network with fathers helping with care. She is, however, the mother of a 
sick child who needs care, so she is dependent on her neighbours to a great 
extent. Increasingly, care is becoming a problem. Her father is soon to move 



Chapter 3: Facets and Preconditions of Wellbeing of Families - Results of Future Scenarios

289

in with her, as he can no longer live by himself. While she needs her parents’ 
support for her children, they both need constant care as well, particularly 
as one of them has Alzheimer’s disease. A day nurse visits her father for a few 
hours in the mornings.

Andrea has adopted most of the principles of simple living. She tries to 
grow a variety of food and vegetables in her garden, and much of the rest 
of the village does the same. Lily is getting tired of the life around her. She 
is 14 and had a father up until four years ago. She has to travel to school in 
town every day. She has no friends at home. In terms of lifestyle choices, a 
conflict is repeatedly coming to the surface: she wants to move out, and in 
order to do so needs to have the same financial and social opportunities 
as her peers. Her mother does not want to move. Lily has been exploring 
EU-funded boarding schools that offer integrated learning systems including 
going out and exploring cities. Since Lily grew up with Moroccan friends 
and a Moroccan day-care mother, and has been learning French for many 
years now, she wants to move to France. After discussions at home with her 
mother, it is decided that Lily will move to a school in France.

Andrea’s father is happy. His disease has not led him to be financially 
dependent on anyone, as his care and medication are financed by the state. 
His daughter’s house has assisted living technologies, and the architecture is 
such that he will have his own space, while being supported. He also enjoys 
the company of his grandson. Decreasing stress levels with feelings of finan-
cial and emotional independence have helped him fight his disease.

Andrea is satisfied not just with her own lifestyle choices and support 
network, which help her cope, but also that she is being assisted financially 
to care for her father as she wishes, without restraining her daughter, who 
has been able to make a choice for herself. The rural health centre organises 
regular weekly sessions with specialist doctors, making it easy for her to get 
Michael treated.

Public funding is attached to the child, so whether Andrea works full-
time or part-time does not affect what is available for her children. So Lily 
can make her own choices. As long as she stays at home, Andrea can also 
stay home to care for her full-time. Parental leave is available for fathers and 
mothers (one year for the mother and one year during the first 12 years of 
the child’s life for the father). Andrea could also choose to stay at home to 
take care of Michael herself. The elderly enjoy similar advantages. Andrea’s 
benefits are tied to both parents, so even if the children had a single father, 
he would enjoy similar benefits.

Andrea often thinks of her friend Cecilia, who is also a mother in 
another European country. Cecilia’s benefits are all publicly funded, but 
tied to her working full-time. Cecilia does work full-time and can manage 
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financially. However, she has to put her sick mother in an old people’s 
home, and her small child is in a day-care centre all day. She needs to 
pick up her children from school and day-care and then visit her mother 
in her centre. She does not have a proper social network owing to the 
fact she works full-time. She is waiting for test results for a serious illness 
and is worried about what might happen to her benefits when she stops 
working. In the event of a serious illness, she would need to switch to 
private care, which might cause financial problems. She has worked all 
her life and while she has not had to spend money on care, which was 
publicly funded, she has had to pay high taxes. She does not have signifi-
cant savings, a situation which might become difficult if she has to give 
up work. She worries about her children and her mother, who may need 
to switch to welfare day-care.

Family Form 3: Family with migration background

Names: Azimbek (26) 
  Roza (22)
  Myriam 
  Tarek 
Country: Germany
Area:  Urban ÅÄÇ É

Å
Azimbek is in his mid-twenties, lives in Germany and comes from Kyrgyz-
stan. He is a first-generation migrant and has vocational qualifications as 
a mechanic. He started out with a temporary work visa. A reception centre 
helped him find housing (to avoid residential segregation) and assisted with 
language classes. After he had got all his papers together, he applied for 
family reunion, and six months later his wife Roza (22) arrived. She completed 
secondary education and can speak English well. She is entitled to work – in 
2035 policies are fairly non-restrictive.

Azimbek works at night in a local bus station servicing public transport. 
The couple’s dream was to increase their income, have children and one day 
own a house. Three days after she arrived, Roza got a job in a sheltered home 
for the elderly. She cleaned apartments from 09:00 to 17:00. Later on in the 
day, they went to a language course together in the hope that it would help 
them get better jobs.

After one year, they decided to have a child. Roza got 12 months’ mater-
nity leave, but in the second half was offered an intensive language course, 
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with the child being cared for in a crèche. When the baby, Myriam, was 
one year old, Roza got a job as a kindergarten helper. She earned a little 
more money, and the crèche for Myriam was nearby. Azimbek was trying 
to get away from night shifts and switched to a five-year contract in the 
car industry. This meant longer commuting, but they still spent more time 
together than when he was working nights.

Soon afterwards, their second child was born. Having a child born in the 
receiving county entitled them to apply for citizenship and bring Roza’s widowed 
mother from Kyrgyzstan. This new situation made Roza and Azimbek’s lives 
easier, especially in terms of childcare, shopping and so on. But Roza’s mother 
felt isolated and wished to take language courses herself. At that point, she was 
in her early 50s, well integrated into society. She soon found a new partner.

Meanwhile, Azimbek lost his job because of the economic downturn. 
They weighed up the possibility of going back to Kyrgyzstan, but since 
they were receiving support in terms of cash benefits and retraining they 
decided to stay. Azimbek managed to set up a little firm of his own, and 
Roza supported him by doing the administrative work.

A few years later, the couple faced the issue of choosing a school for their 
younger child. The older girl was put in a public secular school, but they could 
now afford to send the younger boy to a private Muslim school with a moderate 
tuition fee. In the long run they will both go into public tertiary education.

Roza’s mother falls ill, and the couple is faced with the need to provide 
care for her, but that is relatively easy to arrange.

Family Form 4: Gay couple with two adopted children

Names: Juan 
  Abo 
  1 child (6)
  2 child (4)
Country: Spain
Area:  Urban

ÄÇÄÇ
Juan and Abo are a gay couple. Juan works in a consulting company for 
clients throughout Europe. He can arrange his work from home with video 
conferences, but also travels a lot. Abo drives a minibus for money and has 
flexible hours.

They both wish to adopt a child, but have been given low priority on the 
waiting list. They decide to adopt two black brothers, aged six and four, from 
an institution. Both of the children are survivors from a sunken boat carrying 



292

Wellbeing of Families in Future Europe - Challenges for Research and Policy 

illegal immigrants. Both partners are entitled to three months of adoption 
leave that can be taken at the same time.

The older boy has a psychological problem and needs a lot of attention 
and therapy. Abo therefore decides to take a year of homecare leave. Fortu-
nately, the school is very supportive in providing support classes for African 
children and targeted counselling. The parents’ association, which Juan 
and Abo joined, also organises counselling for parents in similar situations, 
teaching them about culture and providing basic language classes.

3.6.2 Scenario 2

Family Form 1: Family with migration background, two children and 
grandparents

Names: Kimbacala (30)
  Gladys (29)
  Junior (3)
  Mia (3)
Country: Germany
Area:  Urban

ÅÄÇÉ

ÅÄÅÄ

As a result of the total privatisation of all welfare services combined with a 
complete ban on migration into the EU, the society Kimbacala and Gladys 
are living in is highly segregated – different groups live alongside each other 
with very little intermingling. Membership of a group is based on common 
values, beliefs and culture, and determines the future unfolding of the indi-
vidual life-course as well as the role and meaning of the family for its indi-
vidual members and the different communities.

Kimbacala and Gladys are married and have three year old twins, Junior 
(male) and Mia (female). They live in an Angolan community in Berlin. Both 
the family itself and the community are the primary providers of welfare 
services. Kimbacala and Gladys’ parents migrated to the EU from Angola 
before this became legally impossible in 2011. Gladys’ parents arrived as 
teenagers in the mid-1990s and attended a public school for several years. 
Kimbacala’s parents were slightly older and started to work on arriving in 
the EU.

Kimbacala and Gladys’ parents met, married and started having children 
from the mid-2000s onwards. Shortly after they married, Gladys’ parents 
set up in business as Ethnic Wedding Planners, catering to the needs of the 
Angolan community. Sometimes wealthy members of the market-oriented 
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social group buy an Angolan wedding as a status symbol, leading to some 
mixing between groups.

Shortly after Kimbacala and Gladys were born, the state withdrew more 
and more from the public provision of welfare, turning it over to the market. 
Kimbacala and Gladys did visit public day-care and a publicly funded 
primary school for a few years, but due to the increasing privatisation of 
education their final years of schooling were spent in a community school. 
In this school, well educated community members teach for some hours a 
week as part of their contribution to the community. As a result of commu-
nity schooling, Kimbacala and Gladys have an average level of education. 
They met at a cultural event, fell in love and started living together. Gladys’ 
mother planned the wedding. 

Kimbacala and Gladys work long hours in the family business set up by 
her parents, who are in their mid-50s and are still working in the business. 
Childcare is largely organised in the family (siblings and cousins rather than 
grandparents) and the community. A rotation system was set up, in which 
a group of parents take turns to look after each other’s children, one day a 
week for each family.

The common background of having migrated from Angola is what holds 
the community together. It is a cultural resource, expressed in festivals 
and a certain style of dress or decoration. There is still a strong (emotional) 
connection to Angola. 

Kimbacala and Gladys’ parents are more liberal because they have much 
better knowledge of what they’ve left behind. They can view Angola with 
greater objectivity and appreciate the positive aspects of living in Europe. 
Kimbacala and Gladys have a more idealised view of their parents’ homeland 
and try to conform to their image of it. The community supports this view 
and tries to reconstruct the homeland, making its members rather rigid in 
enforcing what they consider to be the norms and values of their country 
of origin.

There is a great deal of pressure within the community on Kimbacala and 
Gladys to conform. The business is rather vulnerable, because it depends 
on the goodwill of the community. Gladys’ parents currently enjoy good 
standing in the community because they have improved their social status 
(and increased their wealth) through hard work (i.e. social mobility within 
the community is possible). They are likely to retire in the next ten years, 
leaving their business to Kimbacala and Gladys, who have to prove them-
selves in the eyes of the community. If the community shrinks, changes 
its marriage values or takes a dislike to the family, their business will fail. 
It is therefore in Kimbacala and Gladys’ interest to support the traditional 
marriage ceremony and be perceived as good members of the community.
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Kimbacala, Gladys and their parents all contribute actively to the commu-
nity (e.g. caring for other people’s children, giving money to the poor, 
donating food and decorations for festivals, providing training for young 
people). This could be a source of pressure, especially on Gladys, since 
they may be able to afford to buy childcare but would risk damaging their 
standing in the community (and therefore their business) if they did so.

Technological advances play an important role in education. Not only 
well educated community members who live together geographically teach 
in the community school but virtual schooling is possible for all members 
of a community, regardless of where they live. Communication between 
communities in different parts of the world is in their own language, so real-
life schooling or other teaching modules are used to teach the language of 
the country of residence. All children in this community will grow up at least 
bilingual if not multi-lingual. Language mixing is likely to be widespread in 
everyday interaction in the community.

Although Kimbacala and Gladys work and share housework, there is still a 
gendered division of labour both inside the home and at work. The different 
types of work are evaluated differently (his is more physically demanding 
and more “important”, hers is “easier”) which translates into inequality. Each 
has more of a say over the upbringing of the child of their own sex. Even at 
the age of three the twins are treated differently, with the boy receiving more 
positive attention and praise. His sister is often treated as an appendage. 
This differential treatment will continue in the community school, which is 
a future source of tension between the parents and their children. Whereas 
the son will be aware of how rigid and restraining the community is (and 
may choose not to take over the family business), when the daughter grows 
up she will reject the community completely and seek out an “alternative” 
community where anyone can stay as long as they make a contribution to 
the self-sufficient running of that community.

Family Form 2: Patchwork Family

Names: Maria (43)
  Erik (45)
  Bosse (12)
  Lisa (10)
  Simon (1)
  Annika (13)
  John (10)
Country: Sweden
Area:  Rural

ÅÄ
ÇÉÄ
Ç

Å
ÉÇ
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Maria is living with her new partner Erik. They have a child, Simon, who is 
one year old. Maria has two other children, Lisa and Bosse, from a previous 
relationship with another man. Lisa and Bosse live with their father. Maria is 
a ping-pong mother: every second week, she leaves her new partner and 
son Simon to stay with her ex-partner and their children. At first she wanted 
to take the children with her, but joint custody is a rule, and Bosse and Lisa 
did not want to leave their familiar surroundings, friends, etc.

Erik also has two children from a previous relationship. They are called 
Annika (13) and John (10) and live with Maria and Erik. However, every second 
week, when Maria is staying with her older children, Erik’s ex-wife comes to 
live with him, Simon, Annika and John. She has an extra room in their house. 
This makes it easier for the children to go to a “traditional school” and not to 
do virtual schooling. The children do not see their siblings, who do not live 
with them very often, but once a year they go on holiday together to their 
other grandparents’ house. They are adjusting to the situation, even though 
there are feelings of jealousy and other complications arising from this kind 
of living arrangement, but they are aware of the consequences of their deci-
sions and try to cope with them.

Bosse, Lisa and Annika go to a “traditional school” in a real school building 
with other pupils and teachers. These schools are said to be better, but also 
very expensive. Maria and Erik can therefore only afford part-time education 
for their children. They would like them to go to school full-time and study 
all the subjects, e.g. learning different languages, but even now they have to 
struggle to pay for the education of their children.

John can’t go to real school with his siblings, because he has been disabled 
since birth. That’s why he stays at home and goes to virtual school. A carer 
comes every day, and the medicine is very expensive. Simon also stays at 
home and “goes” to virtual voluntary pre-school for a few hours every day.

The grandparents (Erik’s parents) come to Maria and Erik’s house every 
day to take care of the children and do the housework while Maria and Erik 
are at work. Their pensions are not enough to live on, so Maria and Erik pay 
them a small salary.

Maria and Erik live in a village in a big house with a garden. The grandpar-
ents live close by in a very small house, which they moved into after they gave 
the bigger house to Maria and Erik. They spend very little money on consumer 
goods, as do the children, because the services they buy are so expensive 
(education, care, and health-care). Most of the things they need for everyday life 
they exchange in online forums with other families who no longer need them. 

They travel in little sky trains – every family owns a little train with which 
they can clink into the rails and type a destination into the onboard computer. 
The trains are powered by geothermal energy, as is almost everything today 
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apart from the power generated by other renewable sources: sun, wind and 
water. All houses have solar cells on the roof.

Because of the lack of public care systems, having children is very impor-
tant for parents to ensure that they are cared for in old age, in case they 
themselves cannot afford it. Investments in children and respecting chil-
dren’s interests are seen as very important, but only some communities 
have policies and institutions for these aims. Maria and Erik do not live in 
such a community, but they try to manage as best they can, for example, by 
becoming ping-pong parents.

Family Form 3: Dual earner with two children

Names: Emily
  Phillip
  Lucia
  Romeo
Country: Italy
Area:  Urban

ÇÄÉÅ
Emily and Phillip live in a big city in Italy and both work as managers. They 
do an equal share of the housework and paid work. When Emily was in 
her mid-30s, in her view she was too old to have children, so the couple 
decided to adopt. They were lucky and were able to adopt a newborn child 
from another ethnic group in their country, a baby from a third-generation 
Colombian teenager mother.

Soon after having adopted the baby, Lucia, Emily became pregnant. 
With two young children Emily and Phillip are faced with the challenge of 
combining two careers with childrearing. Phillip has a good income, and it 
will not be necessary for both of them to continue working. But Emily does 
not want to give up her job: she would like to continue with her career. So 
they need all-day childcare.

With the help of an agency they find a full-time nanny. The nanny is from a 
migrant background and is not very well educated. With two children and a nanny 
they decide to buy a bigger house with room for everyone. Since the house is of a 
high technical standard and is expensive, they have to get a mortgage on it. Emily 
and Phillip spend a lot of their free time with their children. Phillip usually picks up 
something for dinner on his way home from work, so Emily can spend more time 
with the children. Both of the children are in good health.

When Lucia and her brother, Romeo, are five and four, the parents decide 
that the children need more social contact with their peers. They fire the 
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nanny and hire a housekeeper, whom they find on the black market. Their 
idea is to save money by employing someone illegally so as to be able to 
afford private day-care for the children. The housekeeper has no driving 
licence, so Emily and Phillip have to organise taking the children to day-care 
and picking them up again.

To help them better organise their family life, Phillip and Emily decide to 
work different hours: Emily works in the early morning hours and Phillip in the 
late evening. This of course reduces the time they can spend with each other. 

When Emily’s father falls ill and requires full-time care, Emily and Phillip 
have to find a private solution, since there is no public health-care and all 
services have been privatised. The private solution is very expensive, which 
puts a financial strain on the family. Phillip works longer hours to compen-
sate, but there is an increasing imbalance between paid work and house-
work: more housework and childcare for Emily. She criticises Phillip a lot for 
their unequal shares. Phillip feels more and more stressed and is in fear of 
losing his job.

Their relationship is deteriorating. Because of their values and their finan-
cial situation, a divorce is not an option for them. There is very little social 
support in society, and they find no time to repair their relationship. So they 
continue with the relationship for different reasons, but not because of their 
feelings for each other.

Emily decides to change her work life: she will stay at home and take 
care of the children and her father so as to save money. To earn money she 
has decided to care for three other children. They also move into a smaller 
house to save money. Emily is very unhappy with the sandwich situation.

Emily’s father dies when the children are 12 and 13 years old and are 
going to a good school. Emily starts work again. The children have many 
activities in the afternoon, but they also stay on their own at home and 
watch TV or surf the internet. The parents have several ways of restricting 
internet use, but the children’s media skills are better than their parents’, and 
they get access to forbidden areas and content. Children are highly regulated 
and scheduled in this society, but there is not enough supervision by adults. 

Emily gets a very good job offer, and the parents have discussions about 
their careers. They decide that Emily should take the new job and commute. 
The children stay with their father, and the household gets fitted out with 
the latest technical equipment, but the children are still on their own a lot. 
The family has just a few social contacts and lacks information on support 
services. In researching the internet they find some sub-optimal or very 
expensive services: for example, they spend a lot of money on health insur-
ance. Lucia and Romeo continue their education at a good but expensive 
university. Phillip lives largely alone and has a secret affair. As previously 
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mentioned, divorce is not possible because of their values.
Lucia’s marriage is very costly for her parents. The high expenditure on 

the children and insurances has meant that Emily and Phillip cannot save 
any money for their retirement. They invested in a system that is not good 
and will not provide help for them. At the end of their working lives, Phillip 
and Emily have very little money, and their children live far away in relation-
ships that are not good. The children cannot support their parents, so Emily 
and Phillip have to work until they are 77.

Family Form 4: Single Father with two children

Names: Lasse (45)
  Svea (12)
  Lars (3)
  Grandparents (both around 70)
Country: Sweden
Area:  Urban

ÄÇÉ
Lasse lives in the suburbs of the capital city of Sweden, Stockholm. The rela-
tionship between him and his ex-wife failed. She fell in love with another 
man, and they ended up getting divorced. They were dual earners, and he 
is now the sole provider for his two children. Lasse is disappointed that his 
ex-wife does not want much contact with him or their children. The family 
is Lutheran.

To help him out and because of a desire to stop working full-time, Lasse’s 
parents moved into the same street as Lasse and his family. He bought the 
house for his parents, who are both in their seventies. The grandmother quit 
her job, following a very demanding career, and has now moved closer to 
Lasse, who is her only son. She is very active in the local community, and has 
become very close to Svea. The grandfather is a rather distant figure, but 
works part-time at the community centre.

Svea is 12 years old and goes to school 20 kilometres away. The school 
was very carefully selected by her father. It is a small school with 15 students 
per class. The curriculum is fairly traditional, with a focus on sports, outdoor 
activities, and religious learning. School hours are from 9am till 3pm.

The father insists on taking care of Lars (aged three), even though he 
has a lot of responsibility at work. He works in the banking industry and 
is well-off, but is able to take care of Lars and devote a lot of time to him 
(generally in the afternoons). Lars goes to a Lutheran community pre-school 
a few kilometres away for a few hours a day (run by parents themselves, 
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where older highly-educated people also work). Lars is usually picked up by 
his grandmother and has lunch at home.

In the house, there is a kitchen where the family cooks in a traditional 
way (i.e. they prepare meals by themselves instead of getting them cooked 
automatically). Lasse cooks a lot and enjoys doing this with his kids. Their 
meals are still taken together around a table. Lars usually makes a mess and 
enjoys dinner time, but Svea, who will soon be a teenager, is becoming less 
keen on this and being more and more difficult. 

There is a media room in the house with 3D television (the four walls 
represent the screen). The family does health/fitness activities together. For 
example, father and daughter often play football together and hike in the 
surrounding hills. Svea is registered in a scouts group. The family typically 
stays in its neighbourhood, but they also have a summer house where they 
spend leisure time.

Svea is not allowed to go to the trendy local virtual clubs, nor does she go 
to the local school which caters to children from the strong local community 
of the less well-off, who are predominantly Muslim. In general, there is little 
mixing between these communities. Communities are socially segregated 
and in other parts of the city are geographically segregated. Lasse pays a 
tax to the local community which offers, for example, its own security and 
school system, but he is not involved in local decision-making. The father 
deliberately decided not to use those services as much as others. Despite 
this, his situation is actually considered slightly “different” by his Lutheran 
friends – most of these Lutheran friends live closer to each other and mix far 
less with immigrant communities on an everyday basis (shops, neighbours, 
some local services).

Lasse devotes a lot of time to his family and enjoys it. He had to give 
up many leisure activities, but he does not feel bad about it, because he is 
happy with his situation. His colleagues are in the same situation. They value 
their family time.

Some families near them go every week to church, which is a few kilome-
tres away. Lasse and his parents go occasionally, but generally attend commu-
nity-related activities rather than religious services. They are surrounded by 
a strong Muslim community, but they actually do not spend much time with 
them and have no particular views on them either. Svea has friends living in 
the same street, and her father and the parents of other Lutheran families at 
the church are far from happy about this. The grandmother, however, feels 
her son is a bit isolated in general, not mixing very much with members of 
the local or other communities. This extends to her thoughts about living 
in a migrant area – she feels her grand-daughter is being isolated from her 
peers living in the local area and worries that this will create problems when 
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she becomes a teenager. This is not surprising considering that the grand-
parents have both become quite involved in the local community through 
working at local community centres. This fits a bit uneasily with the father’s 
attempts to shield his family from the local community.

The family is used to regular travel, although business travel has now 
become less common due to new technologies. They have a good stable 
relationship, even though there are frequent squabbles. They respect each 
other. Svea begins to feel a bit frustrated, she is a teenager. Even though 
Lasse tries to take good care of his family, he is a bit aloof. On the other 
hand, there is the grandmother who has a very close and open relationship 
with her grandchildren, especially Svea. The grandfather enjoys family time, 
but is less involved in general. He used to work a lot to give his child a good 
education and did not spend much time with Lasse. That is also one reason 
why Lasse wants to spend time with his kids.

They know a few of their neighbours and help each other. Despite the 
chosen isolation, the grandparents’ involvement in the local community has 
improved relations between the family as a whole and the predominantly 
Muslim local services and community. Health-care is generally good, because 
the family can afford it. The grandmother recently had new lungs implanted.

Lasse got to know a Lutheran single mother of one child in Italy who also 
has a good relationship with her child. She is involved in the local commu-
nity there. Does Lasse want to get married again?

3.6.3 Scenario 3

Family Form 1: Family with four children – living in urban area

Names: Katharina (40)
  George (40)
  Aaron (14)
  Anna (10)
  Calvin (5)
  Leo (4)
Country: Netherlands
Area:  Urban, suburb of Amsterdam

ÅÄÇÉÉ Ç

Katharina and George are not married and live in the suburbs of Amsterdam with 
their four children. All of their grandparents live quite far away from them. Both 
parents have temporary jobs interspersed with regular periods of unemploy-
ment. George was born and raised in the Netherlands. Katharina comes from 
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eastern Europe and has neither Dutch citizenship nor legal status in the Nether-
lands. Consequently, only the father can sign official documents for the children.

Access to citizenship is linked to legal employment and paying taxes. 
Both of the parents face a dilemma: either they can carry on working ille-
gally and earn more money, or they can enter the formal labour market with 
lower incomes but on legal terms. Later on they can apply for some of the 
benefits, such as higher quality education.

The family has a very tight-knit social network with their neighbourhood, but 
their housing and financial circumstances are not very good. It is cold in winter 
and the roof is covered with tarpaulins to stop the rain getting in. The motorway 
is nearby and is very noisy. They have legal access to water and electricity. Their 
neighbourhood network cannot help them financially, so they get some finan-
cial assistance from voluntary organisations and/or church charities.

They do not want stressful jobs and are quite satisfied with their lifestyle 
– they have time for themselves and their good friends who support them. 
Again, they are facing the same dilemma as with work: do they remain in 
an unconventional situation, with good quality of life, or do they have to 
change because of their exposure to income problems, problems for the 
children. Should they try to legalise their situation?

The couple’s relationship is very strong (no divorce likely in the future), 
they choose their lifestyle, they have time for each other and their children, 
they have a lot of support from friends, and they do manage their problems, 
even if they are unable to solve them.

The two elder children, Aaron and Anna, are in a public school. The school 
has criminal sub-cultures and Aaron, the oldest son, has started drinking alcohol 
at school, as well as smoking and taking soft drugs. The parents are concerned 
about his situation. To support the child, a sort of “family peer group confer-
ence” has been organised by a social worker from the community together with 
a voluntary organisation. By organising round table discussions, the voluntary 
organisation is looking for solutions for families, not just for families with specific 
problems but also as a preventive measure for other families.

Anna is a good student and she could go to a better school, but her 
parents cannot afford to send her there. They heard during a recent parents’ 
evening at the school about the possibility of applying to a foundation 
for some grants for their daughter. Unfortunately, more information and 
support for the parents is needed, because they cannot handle the bureau-
cracy and the procedures to apply for such a grant.

The younger children, Clara and Leo, are not in kindergarten, because 
their parents would have to pay for it. The younger ones are living “on 
the street” and are cared for by the informal neighbourhood care system. 
Clara, the youngest daughter, has asthma, which has actually turned into 
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a chronic illness. Since the public health system only offers some medicine 
and no general treatment, the parents can only help and support her with 
short periods of medication. They have no easy access to the health-care 
system and would need more information, since some private founda-
tions offer financial support, but they do not know how to contact them. 
More information on the illness and ways of supporting Clara can be 
found on the internet, but since the family does not have a computer they 
cannot access that information easily unless they find time to sit down in 
an internet café. 

Family Form 2: Blended family with four children – living in urban area

Names: Kathy (46)
  John (50) – Kathy’s second husband
  Mark (52) – Kathy’s first husband
  Anna (44) – John’s first wife
  Lucinda (17) – Kathy and Mark’s daughter
  Martha (10) – Kathy and Mark’s daughter
  Thomas (12) – John’s son from first marriage
  Vincent (2) – Kathy and John’s son
Country: England
Area:  Urban, London

ÉÄÅ
ÅÄÉÇÇ

Kathy and John live in London and have a two year old son, Vincent. Vincent 
was born to a surrogate mother because Kathy, who has a good job, could 
not possibly afford to take any leave from work. In this “contract society”, 
Kathy decided to go for an intellectual, British surrogate mother. The 
surrogacy was paid for by Kathy’s company.

Both Kathy and John are in their second marriage. Kathy was first married 
to Mark: he is Danish and still lives in Denmark with their daughter Lucinda. 
Lucinda travels to London quite often to see her mother, Kathy. Mark is a not 
very successful musician with financial problems, which was the reason for 
the break-up of his relationship with Kathy.

John was first married to Anna, and together they had a son called 
Thomas who lives with Kathy and John. Anna also lives in London, and 
Thomas spends every other week at her place.

Anna is increasingly uncomfortable with the societal conditions around 
her. She lives in a co-operative community, which provides some social 
cohesion. She is happy that her “work” not only brings in money, but also 
produces some kind of commonality and brings people together. She runs 
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a food shop with a network of people. She gets in surplus from elsewhere 
and sells enough for it to be just about profitable. The people working with 
her do so on a voluntary basis and are not paid. She does not need a lot of 
money, except for half of Thomas’ costs. Her network has doctors who often 
contribute voluntary care for those in the community. In other words, Anna 
has built up a network of people around her.

Kathy and John have a number of problems. Financially, their children’s 
frequent travels are causing problems. Psychologically, the situation is not 
easy at all: Thomas doesn’t enjoy having to move from one place to the other 
while his step-sister, Martha, can stay in the same place all the time; she 
lives permanently with Kathy and John. The sisters Lucinda and Martha are 
separated and miss each other. Lucinda wants to move to London, where 
she can be close to Kathy. So Kathy is considering buying British citizenship 
for Lucinda, giving her legal status in Britain. Then Lucinda would have the 
freedom to choose if she stays in Denmark or in Britain.

With technology that enables surveillance and with pressured lifestyles, 
and with both Kathy and John at work, Martha and Thomas have mobile 
phones which can tell their parents where they are. This creates difficulties 
at home. Martha dislikes it immensely. 

Kathy and John are looking for a good pre-school for Vincent. People no 
longer need to write or type, because voice recognition technology trans-
fers the spoken word straight into documents, so a good pre-school needs 
to train for reading and voice skills, so that Vincent is ready for school work.

John is a highly qualified lawyer. He belongs to a local church group: he is 
involved in the choir, in which he has many friends. Kathy and John’s resources 
are stretched to the limit because of the constant cash outflow to manage the 
multiple travelling, children, and therapy fronts. They spend what they bring 
in and are not financially prepared for a sudden contingency.

They live in a society which is characterised by social unrest, caused mostly 
by social deprivation. Police resources have long been stretched to their limits in 
a society of continuous conflict. Kathy and John have nothing put aside finan-
cially, and suffered a strong financial blow after an incident of violence. They did 
not suffer personally, but are worried. They want to move into a gated commu-
nity. However, they are also worried that the many rules and imposed values in 
a gated community will be bad for their children. In any case, they must wait for 
Vincent to be of school age before they can make such a move, because he is 
not allowed into a gated community before a certain age.
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Family Form 3: Family with migration background

Names: Azimbek (26)
  Roza (22)
  1 child (6)
Country: Germany
Area:  Urban ÅÄÉ

Azimbek works at night in a local bus station servicing buses. He lives in 
a crowded house with other immigrant men. He fell down some stairs, 
broke his leg and now cannot work. He has no money saved for further 
treatment and has no-one to look after him. The help comes from a local 
Muslim community, helping with daily life, but not improving his health. 
Roza comes over from Kyrgyzstan and works long hours caring for an older 
person in a private home, earning just enough to move into better housing. 
Azembek gets a new, less physically demanding job as a night porter in a 
hotel, but with low pay.

Roza gets pregnant, but does not have a legal contract and hence no health 
insurance. They need to work extra hours in order to save and be able to pay 
for medical services during pregnancy, including giving birth. They have very 
little time together. After the child is born Roza is allowed only one month off 
work, her employers being generous and paying her salary as usual. As they 
do not want to change the carer, Roza brings the baby with her to work.

Roza’s mother became a widow, and because so much work needed 
to be done, wanted to come from Kyrgyzstan to Germany, but this is not 
possible as immigration policies are targeted at reunion of nuclear families 
and at bringing in young, legally employed workers.

Roza’s patient dies and she finds a new job at a supermarket. This is a 
legal contract, but she brings home less money and cannot take her child 
with her. The Muslim community provides childcare at moderate cost, but in 
the new situation they cannot afford to move out from a shared apartment 
with two other couples, as they had hoped to. In these circumstances they 
decide not have a second baby. The child has begun to learn German at 
Roza’s patient’s place, but forgets it all because all the other children at the 
childcare facility are immigrants who speak other languages.

Roza and Azimbek try to speak German at home, but this is challenging 
and does not help much. When she turns six, the girl goes to a public school 
and is the best pupil in the immigrant class. It is an open question whether 
this is enough to succeed in the long run.
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Family Form 4: Gay couple with one adopted child

Names: Jean 
  Abo 
  1 child (6)
Country: Spain
Area:  Urban

ÇÄÄ
Jean and Abo are a gay couple wishing to become parents. For that reason 
they contact a private international adoption agency, and have to travel to 
India on several occasions. 

In the absence of public counselling they are not well prepared for 
adopting a child. With their financial background they only can afford to 
adopt a child of school age – a six year old child. Legislation in their country 
does not provide any form of adoption leave, so they have to put a substan-
tial amount of money aside if they want to stay home with the child for the 
first few weeks after adoption. The child has psychological problems, and 
the attendance of the parents is necessary, but homecare leave is not avail-
able for Jean and Abo. 

The couple faces a dilemma: either one partner has to quit work 
completely, or they have to place the child in an expensive private school 
with counselling services. They decided on the second option. The child 
gets better, but the financial stress is adversely affecting their relationship. 
Needing to work more, Abo and Jean spend less and less time together. Their 
lives become more and more disparate. Will their relationship survive?

3.6.4 Scenario 4

Family Form 1: Two mothers with five children

ÅÅÉÇ ÉÇÇ

Names: Wendy (36)
  Mandy (37)
  Björn (15)
  Vanessa (12)
  Miko (6)
  Stig (6)
  Nelson (2)
Country: Scandinavia
Area:  Rural
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The family comprises two women with five children. Their stable relationship 
is based on mutual support and care. Wendy’s child, Björn, was the unex-
pected result of an “experimental phase” at university. Mandy is an only child 
and believes it’s important for children to grow up with lots of brothers and 
sisters. She is the mother of three of the children (Vanessa, Stig and Miko) and 
is altruistic, which is why she wanted to adopt the refugee baby (Nelson) and 
give him a good home. She trained and works as a nursery nurse.

The two women met when Wendy brought Björn to the day-care centre 
where Mandy works. He was six months old at the time (public childcare 
entitlement starts on expiry of parental leave six months after the birth). At 
some point, the two women decided to move in together to share childcare, 
etc. Altogether another four children followed (three through natural or arti-
ficial insemination), including an African child, Nelson, who was adopted. 
There is a pan-European adoption system for child refugees shipwrecked 
trying to get into Fortress Europe. There is thorough screening of parents 
for such adoptions, training by a unit of the European Border Agency, and 
regular follow-up screenings. It remains to be seen whether adopted children 
will want to return to where they were originally born, because the scheme 
is quite recent – though it remains a point of contention and concern.

The children are between three and 15 years old and all are either in 
public day-care or school. Wendy is a freelance graphic designer in a non-
standard, insecure job. She acquires most of her work via the internet, where 
she is part of a large professional network. She works irregular hours (some-
times not at all) and has an irregular income.

Mandy works in a day-care centre and is therefore employed in the 
public sector. Her job is not very well-paid. She inherited a country house (to 
fill with children and cats and one old dog), which means that they do not 
have to pay rent. Nevertheless, with five children and their low incomes it is 
a struggle to make ends meet. The pre-school children’s clothes are either 
handed down from oldest to youngest or come from swaps organised in the 
village or at the day-care centre. The mums have a garden and grow their 
own vegetables as well as keeping chickens, although this isn’t really done 
for the small amount of food it yields – more because of the mums’ values 
and the environment it creates for the children.

Technological developments are highly relevant for the work of both 
mothers. Whereas Wendy organises and lives her professional life on the 
internet, Mandy is constantly under surveillance during her work in the day-
care centre. The centre is full of closed circuit television cameras (CCTV), so 
parents can always look in on their children via the internet; questions of 
privacy in such a setting have long since been subsumed in the desire to 
monitor and ensure the safety of children: parents who do not constantly 
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know the whereabouts of their children are considered negligent. The city 
streets are also full of CCTV, although they are still less common in the coun-
tryside. All cars are tracked by satellite – under the pretext of preventing 
car thefts (though this is also for crime detection purposes, enforcing speed 
limits, and for calculating vehicle taxes). Everyone has to carry an ID card 
that can be read remotely by scanners. Children under 14 (age of criminal 
responsibility) have had a chip implanted just under the skin, with medical 
and other identifying information. The authorities would like the implant 
to stay there for longer, but have not yet managed to pass the necessary 
legislation. Parents, however, can use the internet and the chip to locate 
their children. With this technology it is possible to know where everyone 
is all of the time. 

The family has social links to many people in the village, including older 
“volunteer grandparents”, who occasionally do things with one or more of the 
children on an informal basis, such as taking them swimming or fishing.

Björn is starting his last year at school and is faced with the choice of 
either academic or vocational further education. Unfortunately, his mums 
cannot afford to keep him at school, because after 16 all education is private. 
The city school is very large, with 1,000 to 2,000 pupils. He decides to leave 
school and do an apprenticeship before joining the European Border Guards 
to finance his university degree. 

Together with his mother, Björn is now using the internet to find his 
biological father. They’ve located him on Facebook 10.0, but are somewhat 
apprehensive about how to approach him. Björn wants to find out what 
sort of a person his father is, and Wendy is also curious to see what he has 
turned into.

Vanessa has been diagnosed as suffering from depression. There is a long 
waiting list for treatment because of the high level of child depression and 
limited resources, so it takes several months for her to see the specialist. The 
treatment or therapy is targeted at the individual, not the family, so Vanessa 
visits a child psychologist outside of the home. There is a child health centre 
next door to the school, with paediatricians and child psychologists who 
care for children at the school. This kind of situation is fairly normal, with 
childhood depression diagnosed in a large number of children and recog-
nised as being similar to depression in later life. There are a substantial 
number of children at school with such illnesses, which are thought to arise 
from the constant surveillance and general lack of privacy. Due to its high 
prevalence, however, depression is not as stigmatised as it was in the past.

Vanessa goes to the same school as her brother, Björn, which is in the 
city. They get there with the free school bus but have to come straight back 
home because they cannot afford to stay longer and then have to pay the 



308

Wellbeing of Families in Future Europe - Challenges for Research and Policy 

normal bus fare.
The twins, Miko and Stig, are in their first year at primary school in the 

village. They walk to school on their own. The first year at school is full of 
tests, screenings and assessments.

Nelson is just becoming aware that he’s different. His mothers are very 
supportive and his older brother, Björn, is very protective. Nelson has had 
some racist comments directed at him in the local village, but is still too 
young to understand them.

Family Form 2: Children living without their parents

Names: Pol (16)
  Sophie (11)
  Gaby (4)
Country: Romania
Area:  Rural

ÄÅ
ÇÉÉ

Pol, Sophie and Gaby are living in Romania, which is a member of the United 
States of Europe. In this federation, there are the “first-class countries” and 
then their respective economic “colonies”.

Alexander, the children’s father, emigrated to Poland and works as 
a construction worker. He is married to Josephine, who is also a migrant 
worker living in Germany and working as a nanny. They live 100 kilometres 
apart, but meet in a city halfway between the two every other week. Alex-
ander has been in Poland for ten years. Josephine left nine years ago and 
then came back four years ago to deliver her third child. They used to live on 
a farm. The children had to stay behind to “keep” the farm. Their grandpar-
ents live in the same village on their own farm and usually visit every day. 
The parents have created a network of carers for their children. The whole 
community helps them (former neighbours, teachers). The family is not the 
only one to have gone abroad. Several other families are in the same situa-
tion. That is why they understand each other, and there is strong solidarity.

No adults live with the children. Pol has a lot of responsibility and is the 
main carer for his two sisters. He no longer goes to school, having just grad-
uated. He is doing a vocational degree in agriculture and works on the farm 
(he feeds the animals, harvests the corn, does the yard work). Before then it 
was Alexander’s brother who looked after the farm.

Every day the children have breakfast together with their parents via 
communication technologies. The parents have also installed a monitoring 
system so they know, for example, exactly who visits the house, if some-
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thing is burning in the kitchen, if a water pipe is leaking, and what is in the 
food cupboards and fridge. The parents control the weekly food menu, so 
they make sure the children eat healthily. According to a financial agree-
ment between families, dinner is provided by the neighbours.

Parents and children communicate frequently, using basic communication 
technology, which includes 3D cameras. Gaby loves the evening bedtime story 
with her mother, while she tells it to the children of her host family. Actually, Sophie 
and Gaby have become virtual friends with the children of their mother’s host 
family. After school, Gaby also enjoys the cartoon, in which she is the heroine.

Josephine’s job consists of taking care of twin babies and a school child. 
The twins were diagnosed with a serious genetic disorder, but thanks to pre-
implant therapy they were cured. The host parents have to travel a lot (even 
though travel has become very expensive). She implements robotic program-
ming systems in city infrastructures. He is a physiotherapist for actors.

Because energy is so expensive, the number of cars has drastically decreased 
across Europe. Solar-powered public transport is widely available; however, the 
“cyclo” is a growing mode of transport. It is actually because of long-distance 
transport being so expensive that Josephine and Alexander rarely go back home. 
People across Europe typically have a healthy way of life as a consequence of 
the energy crisis. Even though pollution levels have decreased in general, there 
are many UV radiation alerts, during which people have to stay indoors.

The father and mother come back every autumn to help with the “big 
work” on the farm. Alexander comes back more often, for a few weeks at a 
time, when he does not have work in Poland.

The father instructs his son on what to do on the farm. Pol is very frus-
trated with his parents being away, but he deals with it because he has a 
strong sense of responsibility. In their society, it is very important for women 
to have a good education (provided for free by the state). When Gaby is sick, 
the parents ask the grandparents to take care of her.

Climate change has had a huge impact on their family life. It has changed 
migrant workers’ seasonal work. The short-term goal of the parents is to alter-
nate seasonal work between the two of them so as to be able to spend more 
time with their children. When he gets married, Pol will probably bring his bride 
home (to the farm). Gaby and Sophie share a room. The father is a bit afraid to 
come back home forever because he is not used to living under the same roof 
as his family. Josephine longs to come back forever. The parents have no close 
friends, because they are not there often enough to form close friendships.

Even if Gaby receives lots of presents to compensate for the absence 
of her parents, the additional money earned by her father and mother is 
used to pay for farm tools and energy infrastructure. Energy has become 
outrageously expensive, and the parents are earning money to buy the 
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infrastructure for their farm to become “energy self-sufficient”. Land is very 
precious, because it represents a source of energy. Water has also become 
a rare commodity. Once the Ramonov family have their energy-generating 
windmills installed, the family will feel safer and will be able to retire easily, 
because they will be able to sell the energy.

They are also saving for a better education for their daughters. All facilities 
(school, shops, sports activities, etc.) are available in the city close by. At school, 
Gaby is learning to sing the European anthem and shares virtual classes with 
other four year olds from Spain. Sophie and Gaby are also learning to speak 
several European languages at school.

Luckily, Pol is there to do the physical work at home while the girls are 
out. There are tools to clean the house automatically, so he does not have to 
do that much housework.

The family pays a lot of tax to Europe (it is at the same level in each 
country). Tax revenue is redistributed among the Member States.

Family Form 3: Single Parent

Names: Linda (45)
  Kristel (10)
Country: Norway
Area:  Urban ÅÉ

By the year 2035, climate change and dwindling resources have caused 
Europe to become a closed fortress. A “mega-state” was established, to 
control migration and all resources, including population. Other parts of the 
world were severely affected by climate change. Most of Africa, parts of Asia 
and South America became deserts, and people can no longer live there. 
Although itself heavily affected by climate change, Europe is still quite a 
good place to live because it was able to establish a Supranational Organi-
sation (which developed from the current EU). Technological developments 
(funded by this SNO) enabled sea water to be desalinated. Water is currently 
the most important natural resource.

This is a society dominated by women; they occupy most of the leading 
positions in government, science, business, and society in general. Men 
occupy mostly subordinate positions, but there are a few of them in key posi-
tions. This was the result of many years of different outcomes in education. 
Women slowly started to occupy leading positions because of their higher 
educational attainment. It started in science, later in business and politics.

Linda (45) is a very well educated woman, working as a professor at the 
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university in a city where there is a big research centre trying to improve 
the desalination process. Because of the higher position of women and the 
lack of men with higher education and a similar social position, it is hard for 
her to find an equal partner. This gap has led to a marriage or partnership 
squeeze for well-off women. During her education and career, Linda has 
also moved a lot around Europe, which has made forming a stable relation-
ship hard. This led her to be alone a great deal.

Various reproductive technologies, including genetic cloning, have 
made it easier for the state to take an increased role in controlling repro-
ductive issues (supporting certain groups of people in having children with 
certain characteristics, which are needed from the point of view of society). 
The state chooses whom to support, based on their genetic material and 
intelligence. Linda is a perfect candidate and has decided to have a child. 

The state has offices where you can request insemination and medical 
treatment. Eventually, she got pregnant and gave birth to a daughter. She 
wanted to have a daughter (a younger version of herself ) because the posi-
tion of men in society is not so good. It was possible to select the gender 
of the child as well as many other characteristics. So when she applied, 
she wanted her daughter to be intelligent and good-looking. The girl was 
named Kristel. They live together in a city close to the sea in the Northern 
part of Europe (formerly known as Norway).

Linda does not want to have a man by her side and intends to make this 
child her own project. She expects to be a good mother with one real strong 
relationship because she has no other committed relationships in her life. 
Additionally, motherhood has a very high status, because only a few people 
are formally supported in having children on the basis of their own deci-
sion. But the development of the child takes an unexpected turn. Kristel 
was three when the private lessons in languages started, and new activities 
were added as she got older. Despite her taking lessons in music, arts, horse 
riding and languages from an early age, she is not very good at anything 
and makes no effort. 

To make things more complicated, the child does not even do well at the 
public school, which is obligatory for everyone. This is frustrating for Linda 
because of all the unfulfilled dreams she had for Kristel, and the relationship 
becomes worse and colder. They do not interact much, because Kristel still 
takes part in various activities in children’s facilities (school, private lessons, 
etc.,) while Linda is working a lot in order to further her career and to earn 
the money they need for maintaining their lifestyle. Although they live in an 
urban area which is culturally rich and offers many opportunities, Kristel lives 
very reclusively, without friends, without special interests, playing hologram 
games, watching TV and communicating with a girl from abroad, whom 
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she cannot meet in person. So this is her best friend and she is hungry for 
another relationship, but unable to find one and build it up. She spends her 
free time in her mother’s stylish apartment, being lazy. Linda’s frustration is 
growing: she finds motherhood a burden.

By the time Kristel turns ten, it is clear that she will remain a loser in her 
mother’s eyes. At this point Linda meets a man she is physically attracted 
to and has a passionate affair, but at first it is only a physical relationship. 
He is poorly educated, his social status is low, and his attitudes concerning 
education and childrearing are rather traditional, so they do not have a lot 
in common. However, the man is keen to have a “real” family and is ready to 
build a stable relationship with Linda and her daughter. 

Linda has to make a choice. There are three possible scenarios for this 
family:

First: she does not want to let the man form any parent-like relationship 
with Kristel, because this would make her feel that she has been a complete 
failure. So she ends the relationship, or starts treating it as purely sexual. 
Kristel is under less pressure, but still lacking close personal relationships. 
Because of the reduced pressure, she is able to take part in activities which 
she likes, but which are not designed to further her career (e.g. cookery 
courses). As she gets a bit older she can express her own wish to go to a 
different school, for example the boarding school where the only childhood 
friend she has is going, and since the connection with the mother is not so 
vital for the mother anymore, she is allowed to do so.

Second: the mother sees the possibilities in a relationship with this man. 
He will manage the household and care for the child, so she will be freer than 
before. He takes his chance because it is an opportunity for social mobility 
and to live fatherhood, which does not happen that often to a man of his 
position in this kind of society. Additionally, he will have a higher level of 
social insurance and the comfort of a high technical standard in the house-
hold. Kristel is also pleased with this arrangement, because somebody is 
now there for her at home, and she does not have to be alone so much.

Third: the mother gets fed up after trying to live with the man because 
of different cultural ideals, and ends the relationship. But since the man has 
played a parental role for Kristel during the relationship, and she accepted 
him as a father figure, they continue to have a good relationship after the 
break-up. This makes it easier for Kristel to cope with all the pressures of doing 
well in education because of the acceptance and recognition of the “father”, 
which is unconditional (compared to the high hopes of her mother).
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Family Form 4: Love-related partnership (cohabiting) with one child

Names: Mia (mother) (35)
  Daniel (father) (30)
  Konstantin (son) (7)
  Grandparents (70)
Country: Germany
Area:  Urban ÅÄ

ÅÄ
Ç

Europe’s borders are closed to the rest of the world, but within them it is 
a mega-state, and everyone speaks the same language. Many men work 
as border guards protecting the borders, or are housekeepers, or do other 
badly paid jobs, because they are mostly less well educated than women. 
Childcare enjoys high social prestige, and if men do this, they have the 
opportunity to achieve higher standing in society.

People cannot fall below a specific income level, since equality is assured 
by the welfare state, but on the other hand, wealthy citizens cannot accu-
mulate as much money as they want, because they have to pay high taxes 
for guaranteeing the equal level of social services. This tax system is very 
transparent, everybody knows how much each citizen pays in taxes, and so 
wealthy people are under social pressure.

During the time of open borders to countries outside Europe, Mia met 
Daniel on holiday in India, and they fell in love. Just before the borders were 
closed, he came to Europe as a legal refugee, because India was flooded as 
a consequence of climate change. They have one child (Konstantin), who 
is seven years old and has already started compulsory school. Mia is now 
pregnant again. Her parents, who are about 70, are both living in her house. 
They worry a bit about their daughter’s decision to have such a “risky” part-
nership with a man from Outside; they would have preferred Mia to have a 
European partner. 

Mia is a university professor and has a very good income, enough for all 
the family. Daniel cares for the grandparents, even though caring for the 
grandfather is very time-consuming, so they do not need public services. 
Because of Daniel’s status as a migrant, the family is isolated, since Euro-
peans do not like people from Outside. Mia also has a younger brother, who 
is working as a soldier protecting European borders. He does not approve of 
his sister’s relationship.

Daniel can go out, but he has no friends. Like all legal migrants who 
came to Europe before the borders were closed, he is allowed to work in a 
low-paid job, for example, as a housekeeper or cleaner. Thus, at the begin-
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ning of the relationship, Daniel was working casually in the black market 
as a housekeeper. After Konstantin was born, Daniel and Mia decided that 
he should care for Konstantin, for two main reasons: first, because Mia is 
working full-time and secondly, as a kind of strategy, since caring for the 
child could enhance Daniel’s prestige and social recognition. They think 
that pursuing this strategy will gain them increased acceptance from their 
neighbours and Mia’s parents. 

Daniel achieved no social recognition, however, and the plan failed: 
Europeans are still taking into account the fact that he is a migrant, which 
counts more than the fact that he is caring for his son. 

Konstantin is a special child, compared to other children of his age: he 
speaks Hindi as his first language, has a greater capacity for reasoning and 
a higher emotional intelligence and greater skills than his classmates, just 
because of his family situation and the time his parents spend with him. At 
school, he is often alone; the other children avoid him, because he is half from 
Outside, but also because they are a little bit jealous. His teachers also have 
trouble dealing with him, because they do not have the training. Konstantin 
is not a very good pupil, because he already knows almost everything that is 
taught. The school curricula are very rudimentary, because public education 
does not include more than the necessary minimum, which means there 
is no education in arts, music or culture. There is no information about the 
Outside, except that people from there have a worse way of life and could 
harm Europe.

Mia is forced to choose between giving up her highly paid job or breaking 
up with Daniel because he is from outside Europe. She quits her job and goes 
to work full-time in a low-paid job. Because they can no longer afford to care 
for the grandparents at home, they have to send them to a public home.

The state takes the next step in trying to bring the relationship to an 
end: they want to take Konstantin under Public State Care Services, because 
Administrators and Social Assistants are afraid of the negative effect the 
father could have on his son. They do not trust him – he could be a terrorist 
or a secret agent. 

Mia and Daniel therefore decide to get married as a symbol of their love. 
Although it is formally permitted, they cannot find anyone to conduct the 
ceremony; first because he is from Outside and secondly because marriage 
has lost its importance, so only very few people are permitted to conduct 
the ceremony. 

Then, after a check-up, Mia’s gynaecologist predicts the unborn child will 
be born disabled. In Europe, children with disabilities are seen as not having 
high productive potential compared to others, so in general should be 
aborted. But Mia and Daniel want to have this baby, regardless of whether 
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he or she is disabled or not. With these developments and the death of the 
grandfather in public care, they decide to escape to Asia with the help of 
Mia’s younger brother.
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4.1 Introduction 

The Research Agenda is based on those elements of FAMILYPLATFORM which 
emerged from extensive earlier discussion: the state of the art, the critical 
review and the foresight scenarios. Before outlining the agenda itself, we will 
summarise the most important societal trends and political challenges.

4.1.1 Main societal trends 

There are general and important trends that impact on all family-related 
fields. These are mutually interdependent. 

The first of these are the effects of globalisation combined with individu-
alisation. Globalisation has led to rising plurality and increased demand for 
flexibility. In addition, globalisation has also resulted in increasing uncer-
tainty (especially in relation to employment and workplace), and a high 
degree of interconnectedness through new information technologies. 
These tendencies are in part responsible for the growing gap between those 
who can deal with the demands of globalisation and those who cannot afford 
to be mobile or flexible (e.g. families with many children, lone-parents, the 
elderly, adult children who have care responsibilities for their older parents, 
and people with low educational attainment levels). This produces new forms 
of inequality and a higher risk of social exclusion and financial deprivation. 

The second big challenge is demographic change. It comprises delayed 
timing of family formation and decreased fertility rates below the level needed 
to sustain the population. At the same time, there is societal ageing as a result 
of higher life expectancy. Both contribute to a changing age-dependency 
ratio, which in turn has an impact on social security systems. 

Other significant developments include increasing levels of educational 
attainment, and higher labour market participation of women. These are 
very much connected to demographic development, and also shape gender 
roles. Thus, for each of the following research areas it is important to bear in 
mind that there are huge gender disparities.

These major trends impact in a variety of ways on families, leading in 
particular to rising uncertainty in many areas of life. A high proportion of 
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young people already benefit from long-term education – but the target of 
the EU is to raise the percentage of tertiary education up to at least 40 per cent 
(European Commission, 2010). This may lead to longer phases of education, 
affecting families in different ways: young people struggle to plan long-term, 
and it is difficult for them to achieve financial independence, so they experi-
ence a lack of (material) security. This often leads to less stable relationships 
and to delayed family formation (Klijzing, 2005; Mills/Blossfeld, 2005). The 
question here is how to make potential young parents feel secure enough 
to have children, or to have more children. Today, many young people have 
to go through several important transitions - especially starting a career and 
starting a family - in a short period of time. This leads to the so-called rush 
hour of life, especially for women, who are still the main care-givers. 

Difficulties in reconciling work and family are one reason for the lower 
fertility of highly educated women. As one aim of the Agenda ‘Europe 2020’ 
as well as of the ‘Lisbon Agenda’ is to achieve a higher participation of women 
in the labour market, measures to ease the burden of work are also required. 
This is important not only for mothers but also for fathers, who should not only 
be breadwinners, but also parents with appropriate rights and duties. Family-
friendly working conditions, care facilities, and the whole environment (such 
as housing, infrastructure and basic needs) are important for gender equality 
– especially as far as the division of paid and unpaid work is concerned. 

Demographic change has made care a significant issue for the EU and 
all Member States. In general, it is the family which has to deal with the 
growing demand for care, especially care for elderly family members. But 
because women are spending more time at work, there is less time available 
for providing adequate care.

Mobility of European workers is a major goal of the European Union. Most 
migrants, however, come from non-EU countries and often have different 
cultural backgrounds. Immigration raises the issue of how the migrant popu-
lation can be successfully integrated into the host society. Integration does 
not mean assimilation, but rather the acceptance of cultural variety. Thus, 
in terms of social security, there is a need for integration concepts which 
ensure the wellbeing of migrant families and diminish social exclusion.

In general, the increasing use of new information technologies and media-
related opportunities and risks creates demands for new forms of education 
and skills, as well as new opportunities and new forms of inequality.

4.1.2 Key recent policy issues

A number of policy responses are required for dealing with the conse-
quences of the societal trends described above. Existing measures may need 
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to be adjusted, but new concepts are also needed. The following sugges-
tions reflect the main topics discussed by FAMILYPLATFORM.

Regarding care, it is necessary to consider different areas: childcare and 
care of elderly or disabled people. How can policies provide appropriate 
and comprehensive care services and provisions to support families? It is 
important to take into account the viewpoints of the care-receivers as well 
as of the care-givers, so as to better integrate different policies influencing 
care arrangements. For childcare, it is important to create policies that help 
parents realise their preferred arrangements – with a combination of care 
provisions, high quality external childcare, leave schemes, adequate working 
time arrangements, self-determined flexibility in working hours and finan-
cial support. It is very important to create these possibilities equally for both 
women and men (Wall et al., 2010c; Blum/Rille-Pfeiffer, 2010a; Kuronen et 
al., 2010a). Care of elderly or disabled persons may take place within or 
outside the family, and both situations need special attention. First, a family 
leave scheme and remuneration would facilitate care-giving. To relieve 
family carers, a high quality system of external care, investments in retire-
ment housing and palliative care are needed. It is important to bear in mind 
that care-receivers are a rather heterogeneous group. Care-givers and their 
special needs must also be taken into account. Women provide care more 
often for all relatives and accept that their commitment will mean loss of 
income, career opportunities and future pensions. Care personnel are to 
a large degree female, and some have a migration background. Therefore, 
policies providing social protection for carers (regardless of whether they are 
family members or external helpers) are necessary (Wall et al., 2010c). Overall, 
it is necessary to integrate all the different policies that influence care. 

Another major political challenge relates to ‘doing family’. As female 
participation in the labour market has changed and continues to change 
the effects on how household chores are shared increasingly need to be 
taken into account. Management of families has become more compli-
cated and ambitious, as less time is spent within the home and different 
timetables have to be organised. Doing family is connected to how fami-
lies divide or reconcile paid and unpaid work, and this in turn is related to 
gender equality, as most unpaid care work is done by women. As gender 
equality is one of the goals of the European Union, policies should address 
this problem, for example by means of labour market regulations (e.g. legis-
lation on part-time work, flexible working hours, well-paid leave schemes, 
life-long learning) and incentives for companies (e.g. promotion of a family-
friendly certificate) (Wall et al., 2010c; Blaskó/Herche, 2010a; Kuronen et al., 
2010a). It seems to be especially important to encourage men to participate 
more in unpaid work. 
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It is very important to bear in mind that due to increased dynamics in 
family life and increased freedom of choice there is a growing variety of family 
forms besides the so-called standard nuclear family, for example single-
parent families, same sex families, step-families, patchwork families, and 
others. Each of them has special needs and issues. Policies not only have to 
be responsive to this, but have to respect the different living arrangements 
and support all of them to avoid inequalities (Beier et al., 2010a; Wall et al., 
2010c). Special attention when designing policies has to be drawn to fami-
lies of minorities – taking into account ethnic background and family size.

This is true for all stages of the life-course and to all transitions in family life, 
so policies have to react to the pace of change, and should facilitate it. Signifi-
cant transitions in the life-course are those to adulthood and to parenthood 
(Leccardi/Perego, 2010a). With regard to the former, policies (e.g. education 
or employment) and institutional settings need to be reconsidered. This 
is important because the transition to adulthood influences processes of 
family formation. More policies supporting young adults in starting a family 
are needed, because the timing of family formation is related to whether a 
couple decide to have children, and the average number of children they 
may end up having. In turn this has important effects on demographic 
change. Higher and longer parental benefits seem to be one good means 
of opening up possibilities for couples to have more children, and therefore 
increase fertility rates. Essentially, integrated transition policies are neces-
sary (Stauber, 2010) to ease the transition to parenthood and family forma-
tion, while there is a societal demand for higher levels of educational attain-
ment over longer periods of time. 

Spatial mobility is an important issue in Europe, as its citizens have the 
right to move freely from one Member State to another in order to take up 
employment and settle. Additionally, there is a significant flow of migration 
from non-EU countries, and there are different forms of migration: long- or 
short-term migration, within a country or beyond borders, commuting, 
circular migration, seasonal migration and other forms of movement. 
Migrants and mobile people are a very heterogeneous group and need 
differentiated legislation. Up til now, policies have treated people as indi-
viduals who are not embedded in a social context. Regardless of whether 
migration is voluntary or involuntary, questions of integration and tolerance 
arise. It is obvious that there are differences between various immigrant 
groups as far as participation in the host society is concerned, for example 
with regard to the educational attainment of children or social exclusion 
of the family (Wall et al., 2010a). Policies have to cope with this problem to 
support the wellbeing of the whole family and especially of children. 

Inequality and material deprivation are important issues not only for 
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migrant or mobile families but for all, because there is growing polarisation 
between families with very low and very high incomes. In particular, child 
poverty has to be avoided to ensure the wellbeing of children (Wall et al., 
2010a). Income deprivation is an important starting-point, but the resulting 
loss of dignity, lack of suitable housing, education, health services, nutrition 
and other relevant opportunities in society have to be kept in focus as well. 
As material deprivation is often ‘inherited’, policies supporting all genera-
tions are essential. Financial help is necessary but not sufficient, as it has to 
be accompanied by empowerment. 

Families are not always a secure place. Violence can occur in different 
forms: psychological, economic, physical and sexual. It is to be found 
between partners, parents and their dependent children or elderly parents 
and their adult children. It is often assumed that victims are female, but 
men are affected as well (Wall et al., 2010a). Therefore, policies have to provide 
help for all victims, regardless of their gender and age. Common standards 
should be implemented in all European countries, including the following: 
violence in marriage or against children should be proscribed, and there 
should be no sexual obligations within marriage. Additionally, services that 
provide help, refuge or counselling to victims have to be extended.

Media and new technologies bring opportunities and risks to families. 
New information and communication technologies, such as the internet, 
allow people to stay in contact with relatives and friends living far away. 
On the other hand, they also entail a number of risks. Parents are often 
ignorant of the dangers or do not know how to protect their children, as 
they have not grown up with these technologies themselves. Here, help for 
the parents, more information and family (life) education are necessary. In 
addition, the question of availability of relevant media has to be discussed. 
Another aspect related to media is the representation of families and family 
life and the question of how this affects the attitudes, values and behaviour 
of (young) people (Livingstone/Das, 2010). 

Family (life) education in general is needed to help parents guide and 
educate their children. Therefore, access to services supporting parents 
should be ensured, and projects should be promoted in order to empower 
parents. A sustainable strategy for family education is accompanied by 
financial support and empowerment of parents in educational and social 
aspects (Wall et al., 2010c).

Security, uncertainty and social policy are relevant policy issues and closely 
related to poverty, migration and care. Therefore, it would seem to be impor-
tant to promote more policy evaluation and benchmarking strategies in 
order to have a reliable basis for creating new policies and for an international 
exchange of good practice (Blum/Rille-Pfeiffer, 2010a).
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One way of ensuring that all of these topics are properly considered 
from the viewpoint of families is family mainstreaming. With an international 
plan of action, the family dimension could be integrated into overall policy 
making. This would lead to reconsideration of all policy fields with regard 
to how they affect families and the different family members: men, women, 
children and the elderly, in all stages of the life-course. In addition to scien-
tific data, relevant information for policy making can be brought into the 
decision-making process by family organisations, which understand the 
needs and wishes of the families they represent, as well as the feasibility of 
different political strategies. 

4.2  Main research areas and methodological issues

A couple of central thematic areas emerged from the various working pack-
ages of FAMILYPLATFORM. These constitute a challenge not only for future 
European societies but also for family research and family politics. The central 
thematic areas were care, life-course and transitions (including family forms 
and structures), doing family (including family roles and gender as well as 
work-life balance), monitoring and evaluation of social policies, mobility 
and migration, demographic change, violence, financial deprivation, media 
and environment, security or insecurity and social policy, family (life) educa-
tion, family relationships, and minorities. 

These points are arranged according to the priorities set out by the 
members of the Consortium and Advisory Board, and it should be made 
clear that they overlap somewhat. The following key research areas will be 
analysed and discussed in greater detail below: family policies, care, life-
course and transitions, doing family, and migration and mobility, with a focus 
on concrete research questions and subjects. The remaining topics will be 
discussed more briefly.

Whilst demographic change is a key aspect and should always be borne 
in mind, it is far more the driving force behind future development and, as 
the corresponding Existential Field report has shown, it is also relatively well 
researched. The area of family structures is included in the life-course research 
field. Family relationships are discussed under doing family.

Equality of men and women as well as attainment of equal opportuni-
ties are central objectives of the European Union. Setting targets addresses a 
multitude of aspects such as the division of duties within the family, the divi-
sion of participation in the workplace, social security, burdens, the concept of 
roles, etc. We have not, however, devoted a separate chapter to this aspect, as 
this would have led to needless reformulation of the research issues. The issue 
of equality should, however, be borne in mind in all that follows.
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The wellbeing of children is an extremely important cross-cutting theme. 
A central objective of family policy is to ensure that all the lives of young 
children are full of possibilities. On the whole, conditions for children’s well-
being are transmitted through the family. Family development, structure 
and resources are therefore always to be seen from the point of view of 
the wellbeing of children. In this context, a clear change in perspective has 
developed in recent times: the family is conceived of from the child’s point 
of view, not only nationally but at the EU level too, and measures and regu-
lations are increasingly being oriented towards the wellbeing of children. 
This aspect should therefore be kept at the forefront of the discussion.

4.3  General methodological remarks

Discussion during FAMILYPLATFORM raised many questions and demands 
on the topics and methods for future research. Due to their crosscutting 
characteristics and in order to avoid redundancies, a short overview of 
existing statistics at the EU level, general methodological issues, and data 
requirements are first outlined. 

Official European statistical data available to family researchers

The main advantage in using official European statistics is that data provided by 
Eurostat are harmonised, representative and comparable throughout the entire 
Union as far as possible. The current legal framework enables access to anony-
mous Eurostat microdata for scientific purposes. Family researchers have access 
to the following resources at the European level, including Eurostat:

EU-LFS (Labour Force Survey);
EU-SILC (European Union Statistics on Income and Living 
Conditions);
ECHP (European Community Household Panel), running from 1994-
2001;
Eurobarometer Surveys.

SHARE (Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe), ISSP (Inter-
national Social Survey Programme), GGP/GGS (Generations and Gender 
Programme/Generations and Gender Survey), EVS (European Values Study) 
and ESS (European Social Survey) are other examples which will not be 
further discussed. 

The European Union Labour Force Survey (EU-LFS) is a quarterly, large-
sample survey providing results for the population in private households in 
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the EU, the European Free Trade Association (EFTA) and EU Candidate Coun-
tries. The survey is carried out more or less at the same time, using the same 
questionnaire, common classifications, and a single method of recording in 
all countries. In the context of family research, some of the core variables, 
particularly the EU-LFS 2005 ad-hoc module “Reconciliation between work 
and family life”, are of special interest.

European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC) is 
an instrument which aims to collect timely and comparable cross-sectional 
and longitudinal multidimensional microdata on income, poverty, social 
exclusion and living conditions. The EU15, Estonia, Norway and Iceland data 
were first collected in 2004; the ten new Member States (with the excep-
tion of Estonia) started in 2005; and the instrument was implemented in 
Bulgaria, Romania, Turkey and Switzerland from 2007. Social exclusion, 
housing condition information and some data on income are collected at 
the household level, while labour, education, health, and income informa-
tion are collected at a very detailed level. Answers to questions on individ-
uals’ satisfaction with life are also obtained.

Each Standard Eurobarometer consists of approximately 1,000 face-to-
face interviews per Member State, except Germany (2,000), Luxembourg 
(500), United Kingdom (1,300 including 300 in Northern Ireland). In addi-
tion, Special Eurobarometer extensively addresses special topics, such as 
family issues or gender roles. Flash Eurobarometers are ad hoc thematic tele-
phone interviews that enable the Commission to obtain results relatively 
quickly on focussed and specific target groups. The qualitative Eurobarom-
eter studies investigate the in-depth motivations, feelings and reactions of 
selected social groups towards a given subject or concept by listening and 
analysing their way of expressing themselves in discussion groups, or with 
non-directive interviews. For example, in 2010 a qualitative Eurobarometer 
study survey on children’s rights was conducted. The study was carried out 
amongst young people in all 27 Member States of the EU and consisted of 
170 focus groups.

From the point of view of family researchers, official European statis-
tical data suffer from the drawback that they ignore family relations and 
partnerships that extend beyond the household. Thus the data provided at 
the comparable EU level is not profound and differentiated enough to give 
answers to many research questions developed by FAMILYPLATFORM (e.g. 
legal family relationships, rare family forms, etc.). Information is particularly 
sparse for more recent Member States of the EU. Research in the new Member 
States should therefore be encouraged, and candidate countries need to be 
better integrated, in order to avoid a similar situation in the future. Current all-
encompassing research should be extended and deepened. The most impor-
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tant point in any research is to assess the advantages and disadvantages of 
each methodological approach.

New topics and common indicators in basic data

A wider range of basic statistics at the European level is needed for all fami-
lies, but particularly for rarer family forms, where basic data about their size 
and socio-demographic background is lacking. While some family forms like 
lone-parents, married couples with children and consensual unions with 
children can be differentiated, important data on aspects such as biological, 
legal and social parenthood are not collected. Moreover, the number of 
same sex couples in official European surveys is usually too small for detailed  
analysis, thus larger samples (e.g. through oversampling) are needed to 
obtain valid information. Information is also lacking with regard to the 
development of family forms and transitions between them in respect of 
national and cultural differences. Here, one suggestion has been to over-
sample rare family forms in national and international surveys. This is neces-
sary if advanced methods are to be applied and if the most important 
research questions are to be answered, for example finding out what kinds 
of inequalities different family forms face. To achieve these aims, it is also 
necessary to overcome the prevalent household concept and to collect data 
at the individual, family and network level, in order to get more insight into 
relationships and support networks. We need possibilities of systematically 
analysing differences according to qualifications, social class and regional 
structure, and it is therefore necessary to develop common indicators. Basic 
statistics at an EU level should cover all age groups sufficiently in order to 
ensure that all cohorts are analysed. This is important because it enables 
conclusions to be drawn on the process of (social) change across the gener-
ations and over time.

To give an overview of migration flows, we need data to be collected at 
the EU level, not solely at the national level. A new institution monitoring 
European migration processes would be very helpful. This might identify 
different kinds of movements as well as trends in trans-nationalism and 
their background. These studies will need to be repeated over time with the 
same respondents to discover developments and trends, identify the effects 
of policies at the national and EU level, and differentiate between the effects 
of age, cohorts and time (e.g. different decades). Information has to be suffi-
ciently detailed to allow differentiation at sub-national or regional levels.

At present, the level of information on these issues differs significantly 
between countries. The use of common indicators should therefore be 
made a precondition for the funding of studies at an EU or national level.
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As mentioned above, it is necessary to discuss existing indicators and find 
new ones to describe the situations of families and countries more precisely, 
addressing aspects such as wellbeing, financial deprivation, education, and 
different forms of inequality – not only income-based indicators or GDP 
(for suggestions see Stiglitz et al., 2009); these have to be differentiated for 
family forms and family networks. Additionally, existing typologies of welfare 
regimes have to be reconsidered, especially with respect to new Member 
States and Candidate Countries. So we need a pool of advanced method-
ological approaches that is seen as a common standard. To realise these 
aims, it would be helpful to have an institution providing them; this might be 
achieved by extending the remit of Eurostat.

Each member of a family has their own position, roles, relationships to 
others, and perspective on the family system. Research should cover every 
aspect, especially when asking people what their needs and demands are 
and what kind of support would be helpful. Adequate and differentiated 
indicators of wellbeing are needed in order to describe the reality of families 
more precisely, for example to describe dissolution, the family as a network, 
or intergenerational relationships (Fleurbaey, 2008). 

Methodological approaches 

Current research is mainly static. As the dynamics of family life increase, lack 
of information on development processes becomes more of a problem. 
Hence the need for more adequate measurements increases as well. There 
is a need for scientific institutions at the national and EU levels to cope with 
the challenge of accelerated change. However, it is clear that it is not possible 
to cover all research questions in this way. Ideally, strategies would contain 
large-scale representative data-sets accompanied by smaller in-depth 
studies. In order to improve our general understanding of the family, and 
to get an insight into its dynamics, we need more differentiated qualitative 
research, for example, by addressing transition processes in family life. This 
research should include the positions of both men and women, take into 
account the viewpoint of children, and focus on decisions and their causes, 
using a process-related approach.

Possible examples of the above are qualitative studies in specific regions, 
for instance those with high or low fertility. Retrospective narrative inquiries, 
which differentiate between male and female points of view, and between 
couples and single people would contribute to a better understanding 
of postponement. Longitudinal studies addressing transitions and their 
effects, for example the impact of divorce on children’s wellbeing, or the 
effects of different models of parenting, would help to gain insight into 
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important family-life processes and their impacts (Thomson/Holland, 2003; 
Thomson et al., 2003; Smith, 2003). Longitudinal studies should also be 
carried out in order to accompany migrants in their immigration and inte-
gration processes.

To get deeper insight into these fields, it is necessary to decide on the 
appropriate qualitative methods and limit different scientific approaches 
(Denzin/Lincoln, 2007; Flinders/Mills, 1993). Exploratory studies would 
sharpen our perceptions of rare family forms and their living conditions, 
as well as of changes caused by transition, with a special focus on the 
children´s perspective (Neale/Flowerdew, 2003). In addition, the need for 
and usefulness of longitudinal studies should be properly discussed: on the 
one hand they are ideal for understanding processes and their causes and 
impacts, but on the other the costs are high, and it takes longer to obtain 
useful results. There is therefore a risk that the results of such studies may 
not reflect social and political changes.

The extent to which it may be possible to engage in secondary-level 
analysis in order to make greater use of qualitative and especially qualitative 
longitudinal data should be further promoted and applied. Some European 
countries (e.g. Austria, Denmark and Spain) already have qualitative data 
archives. Even if secondary analysis of qualitative material is uncommon, 
it can nevertheless be a good way of obtaining answers to research ques-
tions using existing in-depth research, rather than generating new data (for 
a critical discussion see Gillies/Edwards, 2005; Kelder, 2005; Thorne, 1999). 

Target groups

Discussions in FAMILYPLATFORM reiterated the need to incorporate chil-
dren’s points of view, which is indeed often missing in sociological research. 
We must therefore expand the scope of our work to incorporate research 
done by other disciplines, especially psychology and pedagogy, so that it 
embraces a broader range of topics and also addresses younger children 
(Langsted, 2002) and more thematic dimensions. It is important to improve 
our understanding of the living conditions of children today, and their 
wishes and experiences. This would help us to design better care solutions 
and improve societal and legal frameworks and social systems, thereby 
contributing to the wellbeing of children and their families. Adolescents and 
the elderly are additional target groups which should be researched to a far 
greater extent than they are today, and with more innovative approaches 
(Steele et al., 2007). 

Research on social innovations also needs to be improved. For many of 
the challenges discussed, we still have few ideas about how to solve them 
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– for example, what future care arrangements will look like. Here we have 
to search for new models and to accompany them with research. This point 
leads to the call for more evaluation of demonstration projects in many 
areas: e.g. work-life balance, care arrangements and custody arrangements. 
We also need scientific monitoring of innovative projects in empowerment 
and family education.

To sum up, there is a significant need for more advanced research 
methods. This means creating new indicators that afford better insight into 
the wellbeing of families in Europe, in line with the suggestions already 
made in the Stiglitz Report (2009). There is a need for greater variety and 
creativity in research methods, and for light to be shed on under-researched 
areas, where it is hard to get even basic information, such as violence or 
in research questions which have rarely been looked into up to now, such 
as family empowerment. Here we need to find ways of gaining access to 
particular target groups such as victims, perpetrators or minorities, and to 
decide on what types of research we will carry out. How can new media, 
like the internet, be used for research and what alternatives do we have 
for different kinds of inquiries? What other indicators can we use to draw 
conclusions, for example court files and medical records? 

4.4 Family policies

Right from the start of FAMILYPLATFORM, family policies were seen as an 
important research area, and they are increasingly seen as a major policy 
field in many European countries (Blum/Rille-Pfeiffer, 2010b). In this context 
the main question is “what governments do and why” (Blum/Rille-Pfeiffer, 
2010a: 66). To answer this, it is necessary to get deeper insight into policy 
development and decision-making processes and the norms and rules 
governing them, and to assess the influence of those who develop policy 
and make decisions including researchers and NGOs. To improve family 
policies, European countries should learn from each other, regarding the 
outcomes of different strategies applied in the many different frameworks 
which exist at national and sub-national levels.

The demands of family policy research are a major challenge, because 
of the enormous heterogeneity of the European countries, in the same way 
that family policies vary in their degree of institutionalisation (Blum/Rille-
Pfeiffer, 2010b; Bahle/Maucher, 1998). Additionally, they address a great 
variety of topics and aspects which are handled not only within so-called 
family policies but also in different policy fields (economy, education, etc.). 
In this context, we can see how policy decisions made in different policy 
fields have unintended impacts on families. Family policies in Europe have 
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different normative backgrounds and historical developments alongside 
different models, ideals and cultures of support (Mühling, 2009). Thus, the 
first requirement of research is to provide an overview. The second is for it to 
evaluate and test different family policies throughout Europe. And thirdly, it 
has to incorporate the views of families and their representatives.

Welfare regimes

In the social sciences, efforts often are made to classify countries according 
to their different social systems. Classification reduces complexity, provides 
a better overview and a clearer structure and generally makes it easier to 
explain differences to non-scientists. It can also help to detect impacts of 
different policy strategies and to find similar problems and possibly solu-
tions which can be transferred from one country to another. 

Well-known attempts to classify countries according to significant 
aspects of their welfare regimes are those of Esping-Andersen (1990) or 
Lewis and Ostner (1994). Esping-Andersen (1990) analysed the social protec-
tion of citizens against market risks and social stratification. He concluded 
that there were three types of welfare regimes: liberal, social-democratic 
and conservative. This simplistic classification failed to adequately describe 
the situations in all European countries. It was broadened by introducing 
two additional types: the Southern European cluster (Ferrera, 1996) and 
the Eastern European ‘post-socialist’ countries (Hofmeister et al., 2006). The 
Esping-Andersen classification has been practically tested, well established 
and frequently confirmed for different policy fields. Critical points are that it 
is highly policy-centred, does not take gender inequality and family aspects 
into account properly and does not consider social change adequately.

Other efforts to classify countries have been attempted, for example 
the Family policy typology of Lewis and Ostner (1994). Here, assignment 
depends on the family model and the division of labour between the spouses. 
This classification ranges from a strong male-breadwinner to a weak male-
breadwinner model. This classification is more sensitive to family aspects, 
but it does not fit for the plurality of family forms. Additionally, there is little 
systematic reference to data and it was only applied to a limited number of 
countries. As these two examples show, it is difficult to combine different 
effects of policies and social-economic backgrounds into a small number of 
categories. In fact, it is nearly impossible to include all countries into such 
a classification because social change is taking place too rapidly and it is as 
yet unknown where it will end (e.g. Eastern European countries). There are 
risks of over-simplifying realities in order to place all countries into a scheme 
and then overlooking special cases as a result; country-typology outliers 
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have to be taken into account. Furthermore, classifications are neither case-
sensitive nor field-sensitive, and often ignore the issue of time-dependency. 
Thus demands for a classificatory system have to be carefully balanced with 
the risks of imposing such a system on cases where it does not fit. 

Monitoring of European family policies

Against this background, a basic challenge is to provide an overview of 
family-related frameworks, laws and rules throughout European nations. 
Some promising steps towards such an overview have been taken (e.g. the 
European Observatory on National Family Policies and the Observatory on 
the Social Situation and Demography), but they have led neither to ongoing 
monitoring nor to a visible trend of conversion of national politics. Because 
of time lags and conceptual differences between these initiatives, they are of 
only partial use to us. But we should use the existing work as far as possible 
when moving forwards in order to get an idea of what has been done in 
the past. At present the main source of information on family policies is 
the MISSOC tables, covering all areas of social protection in EU Member 
States. While the ‘Council of Europe Family Policy Database’ and ‘OECD Family  
Database’ address important aspects, they do not include all EU Member 
States. With regard to regional aspects, welfare systems and family policies 
in several Member States are significantly under-researched. This is espe-
cially true of the new Member States, but also of some older Member States 
such as Denmark, Ireland and Portugal (Blum/Rille-Pfeiffer, 2010a: 62).

To understand how family policy structures impact on family policies, the 
first step is to monitor – at every level. It is therefore necessary to build up 
a reliable overview of existing mechanisms and measures relating to family 
policies. Firstly, research has to be carried out on all members of EU27, to 
obtain an overview of their present status with regard to family policies. 
Ideally, this should also cover Candidate States. Secondly, we should find 
out what each Member State’s intentions are and how they relate to EU 
goals. Thirdly, we should look at how cultural background factors such as 
attitudes and norms influence the development of national policies. There 
are different ideals of family (e.g. nuclear vs. plural family) and different 
traditions in dealing with family-related political issues, e.g. pro-natalism, 
gender equality objectives, and to reflect the impacts of different models 
of motherhood and fatherhood. Future research has to take into account 
the fact that relevant policy strategies (e.g. provision of childcare facilities) 
should not be located at a national level but at communal or regional level. 
For this reason greater differentiation will be required.

With regard to different social security schemes in EU countries, we have 
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to reconsider existing typologies, and analyse different types of normative 
background with regard to different institutional frameworks in the EU (for 
example, whether or not there is a government department responsible 
for family affairs, or whether responsibility is spread across various depart-
ments). 

As political strategies change at different rates, comparative and longi-
tudinal studies should examine the differing effects of stable and changing 
family policy regimes. In this context there is a need to understand how 
different institutional family policy structures (e.g. whether or not there is a 
specialised government department) influence the outcome of policies.

Monitoring does not simply mean summarising existing policy strate-
gies. All relevant policy areas have to be taken into account, and discrep-
ancies between different policy fields need to be analysed. Because family 
affairs touch upon every area of politics and society, other relevant policy 
fields - for example health and occupational policies - have to be taken 
into account too. It is a major challenge to define what measures should be 
researched and where the inner circle of family policies ends. Therefore, we 
need a common definition of what constitutes family policy (Bahle/Maucher, 
1998). To the extent that many policy measures concern the management 
of families and their resources, a broad view of the political framework is 
required, including employment and educational policies and the organisa-
tion of welfare systems.

To measure the impact of different policies more precisely, consensual 
criteria (common indicators on family forms, relationships, financial depriva-
tion and education) and new categories of political interventions and mecha-
nisms are needed. This would in turn enable the comparison of means and their 
effects. As comparisons are mostly made with macro-quantitative methods, 
there is a need for additional research of a smaller and qualitative design. This 
can be used to sharpen “the view for historical development” (Bahle/Pfen-
ning, 2000:3), as well as to examine specific details. Comparative evaluation 
and testing can highlight the differing impacts of various policy strategies, for 
example tax or cash benefits, different leave schemes or care provisions. 

A special form of monitoring is provided by calculation models. These 
show the diverse regulations (e.g. remuneration replacements such as 
parental pay) and make it possible to record their effects on various family 
constellations. Calculation models help to assess the effects of changing 
measures, for example, on the material situation, thereby uncovering 
related structures of inequality, as well as any unintended effects. Models 
of this kind have already been used at national level, for example, on the 
consequences of increased tax allowances for children, and they could 
be introduced in a similar way at the EU level. This would enable us to 
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monitor which measures are advantageous to particular family forms and 
which are not (for example, standard marital status tax relief as opposed to 
individual taxation), and thereby to study their effects on social inequality. 
These models could also be used to evaluate to what extent people adjust 
their behaviour to different measures; it is necessary to focus not only 
on material effects, but also on equal opportunities and gender equality 
effects.

In order to make family policies more sustainable, policies should take 
future trends into account. Research in this field is already being done in 
some spheres, for example demographic development. Existing approaches 
to modelling future trends could be extended to other research fields by 
doing more surveys on future perspectives.

Evaluation of policies

Evaluation of policies has been called for in almost every political field and 
research area, as well as at every level. It is true that we have very few eval-
uations of national policies and even fewer at the EU level. Even existing 
scientific knowledge and empirical data only rarely finds its way into legisla-
tion, especially regarding the outcome of political bargaining processes. We 
know some reasons for these trends: 

Information is often lacking or unreliable, and often does not cover 
representative groups, areas, or nations;
Results, findings or interpretations vary according to different theo-
retical, methodological, cultural, normative or regional backgrounds;
Results which are ‘bought’, i.e. where public authorities such as minis-
tries fund or finance research.

Major problems arise not only because of a lack of data and from differences 
of interpretation, but also because of the different ways in which policy 
makers handle available information. When calling for more research and 
more evaluation, the priority must be dealing with this problem. If this is not 
dealt with, evaluation work will have no impact on policies. 

The first step to more effective evaluation is to carefully select the persons 
or organisations entrusted with the work and to define how policy makers 
deal with the results. Regular exchange of information and establishment 
of mixed institutions consisting of researchers, stakeholders and politicians 
would help to remove barriers such as different languages and to ensure 
transfer of knowledge. 

The second step is to think about the longer term (Wall et al., 2010c): 
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people seldom wait for changes in legislation or support to make their plans 
and choices (e.g. family formation). They often react with a time lag; some-
times they make a small change in order to obtain some additional advan-
tages and avoid disadvantages or because they are unsure about a new 
situation. Additionally, we have to face the fact that people - and especially 
younger people - do not ask what the concrete rights and legal outcomes 
of their decisions will be. For example, only a few people study the legal 
implications of marriage and divorce before they become engaged. When 
we ask for evaluation, we have to ask for prior knowledge of rights and enti-
tlements. And we have to ask whether policies help to make the citizens 
concerned better informed or not. Furthermore, people sometimes do not 
realise which areas of life will be affected by a change of policy – for example, 
allowances and custody after divorce. Evaluation of policy has to take into 
account how much people know and how long it will take before people 
react on disseminated information. Hence, it is clear that some changes in 
policies have a longer-term impact, while others influence people’s behav-
iours quite quickly. Evaluation has to take these aspects properly into 
account and to explain why these differences arise. To clarify the impacts 
of family policies, changes in other political fields have to be kept in mind, 
as the impacts of policies in one field could be diminished or thwarted by 
those in other political domains. To deal with this problem, cross-cutting 
effects should therefore be examined with care.

Thirdly, when an evaluation of political mechanisms and their (longitu-
dinal) effects is sought, policies have to be valid for a longer period. This is 
also true for associated political fields. Serious evaluation must be able to 
rely on a stable legal framework for the necessary duration of its studies, 
and it is important to start the evaluation process before a new measure 
comes into force to have the possibility of identifying the effects of the new 
legislation.

Fourthly, and as mentioned above, evaluation has to take into account 
the variety of social situations (family forms and phases, social groups, etc.) 
because outcomes and scientific recommendations will vary accordingly.

Fifthly, regular benchmarking of ‘family-friendliness’ indices should 
be introduced at a European level (Blum/Rille-Pfeiffer, 2010b) in order to 
demonstrate how family-friendly different nations or regions are.

Because calls for evaluation come up against these major challenges, 
they often seem to struggle with reality. But if all relevant actors are aware 
of the problems, possible solutions should be easier to find: these could take 
the form of smaller steps, such as concentrating on small target groups or 
narrower policy areas, learning by doing, and finding better ways to interact.

Before evaluations are carried out, decisions are required (in the light of 
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policy priorities) on what type of evaluation is preferred1: 

Formative evaluation involves guiding new or renewed policies (or 
strategies). It might be carried out on a small or large demonstration 
project, and might relate to one or more special social groups. All 
such aspects, intentions, target groups and expected outcomes have 
to be explained and recorded in detail. The next step is to choose the 
methodological method(s) best suited to the research question. This 
includes who (persons, groups, etc.) should be covered by investi-
gation or other methods. Preliminary indicators of positive effects 
have to be discussed with specific reference to previously defined 
objectives. A group of relevant actors may then decide to implement 
changes in the project (or not), and the next evaluation cycle begins. 
The process of formative evaluation can be carried out several times 
over a fixed period, at the end of which final conclusions can be 
drawn and implemented. Formative evaluation allows us to react 
fairly quickly, despite the risk of over- or underestimating effects 
because of short observation periods. It is much more appropriate 
for smaller, limited strategies, rather than for broader policies.
Summative evaluation tests outputs. This kind of evaluation exam-
ines stated policy objectives and tries to find measurements which 
tell us whether the objectives have been reached and what other 
effects have been observed. One significant problem in family 
policy is that objectives may not be very precisely defined, and 
ways of fulfilling those objectives are not always clear. What is 
to be done, for example, to provide support to children in large 
families? Give those families more money, lower their taxes, or 
provide free access to education or care facilities? Outcomes will 
vary according to the kind of support we choose to provide. Lower 
taxation, for example, might not be feltsubjectively at all, or there 
is no subjective relation to the number of children in a family. More 
prior research is required, as mentioned above, to understand the 
possible effects on different social groups. This example also high-
lights the fact that research and policy making have to interact 
from the outset in order to develop a precise outline of intended 
effects and determine what measures should be implemented in 
order to achieve them. This might be one way to get reliable infor-
mation. Time frames also have to be taken into account. Summa-
tive evaluation is time-consuming, because it needs to keep track 
of possible effects. This is a disadvantage, because policy is not able 

1  On formative and summative evaluation see Sager, 2009; Wholey, 1996; Chambers, 1994.
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to react quickly to unintended effects (Weiss, 1999). The benefit of 
this method is that the results are clearer and more reliable.

Listening to families and their representatives

In addition to these research strategies, it is also necessary to listen regularly 
to the voices of the persons affected by policies, including family members 
and their representatives, in order to be able to bring their needs and wishes 
into the process of policy formation. This could be done by means of direct 
representative data collection, but again, every family member should be 
taken into account.

Another way of structuring policies in a family-friendly way is to bring in 
experts and representatives from family associations from different back-
grounds into the policy making process. Several methods can be used to incor-
porate expert or specialist knowledge, for example, Delphi and group discus-
sions, as well as qualitative interviews. In general, knowledge transfer between 
research and policy making should be improved through continual exchange. 
Thus, there is a need to understand how different types of family organisations 
can contribute to policy making and there is a lack of knowledge about the rela-
tionships between government and NGOs (Blum/Rille-Pfeiffer, 2010a). 

Means and models of participation at all political levels (communal, 
regional, national and EU) need to be developed, especially for the inclu-
sion of family associations. In some fields, such as family education, politi-
cians and organisations often work hand in hand. In others we find a lack 
of participation. So we need greater insights into how to achieve effective 
participation and ensure that families are heard. Research is needed on how 
to organise such processes and devise methods of gathering the knowledge 
of people working for families on a day-to-day basis. One way of doing this 
might be to explore those fields where there already is effective participa-
tion (for example, at the communal level), in addition to finding and testing 
new methods of participation. 

While family policy should rely on forecasting research, it should not 
be limited to “the power of the factual” (Schubert/Blum, 2010 in: Blum/
Rille-Pfeiffer, 2010a: 64); the feasibility of policies has to be researched too. 
Effective consultation on policy would be fostered by a “platform between 
politics and research, which builds on a sustainable basis and a bottom-up, 
pluralist approach” (Blum/Rille-Pfeiffer, 2010a: 64).

Family education

Due to the already mentioned societal changes, over the past few years, 
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family education has become an important field, both for policy making 
and for NGOs. Family education is planned and organised at various levels 
(Rupp, 2003), sometimes as part of national policy, but more often as part 
of local policies. As a result, many different institutions are involved. It 
is difficult to get an overview of education strategies and activities, but 
extremely important that we do so. At the same time the requirements on 
parents in relation to the upbringing and education of children have greatly 
increased (Rupp et al., 2010). One example is the importance of promoting 
children’s school performance. A fact that has to be recognised here is that 
families demonstrate a large degree of diversity. Individual family biog-
raphies differ, particularly in terms of their educational background and 
(financial) resources (Wissenschaftlicher Beirat für Familienfragen, 2005). 
One central as well as action-oriented concern is what kinds of support 
each family needs. This may depend on their specific setting or the transi-
tion they are in, and how they can make best use of this support.

Up until now there has been little empirical evidence or data on the 
suitability of support strategies, and their acceptance by specific types of 
families. It is crucial to include the family-specific, demand-oriented point 
of view derived from a sensitive approach when developing criteria and 
contents for family information. This means that initial exploratory studies 
should be carried out to evaluate the necessary differentiation among the 
population. Thereafter, standardised measures can be used to obtain data 
from a larger sample. 

4.5 Care

Care emerged as the topic of greatest concern amongst participants of 
FAMILYPLATFORM. Care relations involve different actors from within fami-
lies and from external care providers. They have recipients with a wide range 
of individual needs and resources, and are influenced by different regula-
tions and policy schemes. Care is usually seen as practical help for the frail 
elderly or for the upbringing of children, but it is necessary to broaden this 
view. It can also be regarded as general assistance, as in providing an envi-
ronment to live in and grow, as well as the place where general wellbeing 
is fostered. Therefore, it is important to extend the focus to adjunct areas, 
beyond obvious physical care activities.

Changing norms and role models have led to different understandings of 
family, work, and life responsibilities. Global developments continue to influ-
ence families, which have to cope with high uncertainty on labour markets, 
and adjustments to national economies in response to global crises. Addi-
tionally, due to changes in family formation and the increasing diversity 
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of family forms, the traditional nuclear family is no longer the only family 
model in Europe. All these aspects have profound effects when considering 
how to best to manage care needs. 

Against this background, an evaluation of existing care arrangements for 
the EU27 in a comparative study would be a first step for the Research Agenda. 
The goal here should be to extend existing knowledge (e.g. Anttonen/Sipilä, 
1996; Bettio/Plantenga, 2004) in a comparative design for all Member States. 
In fact, there is increasing demand for home care (Kuronen et al., 2010b), yet 
each of the Member States supports a different model. It is necessary to 
evaluate to what extent welfare states push families towards providing care 
and to what extent they support them, e.g. providing services, insurance 
or allowances. A distinction between childcare, elderly care, assistance for 
those who are (temporarily) ill or otherwise in need of assistance, or caring 
for persons with disabilities must be made, as each group has special needs 
and resources. For a better understanding of the various aspects of care, it is 
necessary to consider the differentiation between care recipients and care 
providers.

Once the basic knowledge on care arrangements and care schemes 
throughout Europe has been gathered, its use in comparative studies may 
provide information for successful future plans as well as the optimisation 
of existing care schemes of EU countries. Such a comparison would have 
to consider the various aspects and crosscutting topics that are directly 
and indirectly linked to the actual provision of care, e.g. the gender gap or 
changes in relationships. As the ideal care situation is likely to differ from 
the practical solution, considering the circumstances and resources at hand, 
we need insights into decision-making processes, with special emphasis on 
the impact that state policies can exert on families to provide care. It is also 
necessary to investigate what support families need to fulfil these duties.

Childcare provisions vary between Member States, as do care arrange-
ments, especially with regard to the extent of institutionalised care offered, 
used and accepted. Private childcare is mostly provided by mothers, although 
fathers are (very) slowly taking on a greater role here, thus effects on income, 
career and social security, therefore, are mainly on the female side. Further 
research on social systems and cultural background is required, using a 
life-course approach. It is important to focus on how women and men can 
manage employment, childrearing and care, and still find time for them-
selves for personal development and rest.

Gender is a factor that needs special attention. This is due to the greater 
involvement of women in family work and rising female employment 
(Kuronen et al., 2010b), as women have a greater burden of obligations 
which need to be negotiated. Given this gender imbalance, the question 
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arises of why there is such a great lack of male care-givers, in the private as 
well as in the institutional sector, and how this situation can be changed. 
One factor might be changing the image and prestige of care work so as to 
achieve higher levels of gender equality.

In this context, employment is a major dimension, as other obligations 
often have to be negotiated in accordance with the specific employment 
arrangements in each family. The reconcilability of care and paid work 
depends on the flexibility of employers and of the social security system in 
general. It is necessary to think about the value to be placed on care provided 
by family members who give up paid work, or reduce their working hours to 
care for dependent relatives. 

The family network plays an important role in the provision of care 
(Kuronen et al., 2010b), but the societal changes mentioned above have also 
affected the availability of care. Future studies need to take family networks 
into consideration, not only as a resource for care-giving, but also as a general 
background variable determining the environment of any given family.

The viewpoint of care recipients is an aspect of major importance that 
must not be neglected. It is essential to consider care ethics, to make the 
intrusion into privacy as acceptable as possible and to respect care recipi-
ents’ wishes. Therefore, a major point of interest should lie in the wishes, 
views and needs of the different groups of care-recipients in order to hear 
their voices. Qualitative and quantitative research into different groups of 
care recipients is required. 

It should be determined, for children at various different ages, how satis-
fied they are with their care arrangements and whether they prefer alterna-
tives. This is information which has not been gathered on a comparative 
level before, and must be differentiated according to social backgrounds 
and types of care arrangements against the backdrop of the social systems. 

Due to the increasing number of frail elderly people, care deficits are 
likely to develop (Hoffer, 2010). In order to ensure an adequate mix of types 
of care provision, the elderly should be asked what kinds of care relations 
they prefer. This also includes investigating decision-making processes 
and their considerations for care-givers. People with disabilities often 
need long-term assistance. The focus should therefore be on a lifespan 
approach. 

Longitudinal measures are particularly important in connection with 
children and care recipients who are ill or disabled, in order to capture the 
effects of care relations for the future course of their lives. For the elderly, a 
longitudinal setting would allow for a comprehensive view of the last phase 
of life, in order to create sustainable support. Only with profound knowl-
edge of the process of physical and mental deterioration and related care 
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needs can policies be devised to support both care recipients and family 
members who are also care providers.

At a later stage, exploring innovations in care could give us valuable infor-
mation on how to reshape care relations within families and in co-ordination 
with families and professional care providers. This is true for elderly care 
as well as for other care solutions, particularly childcare. Among new forms 
of care relations, migrant workers (who are most prominent in care for the 
elderly) pose new challenges. Many questions surrounding the legal status 
of migrant carers, the affordability of care services in general and the quality 
of the care provided remain unanswered, including who cares for the fami-
lies of carers.

Furthermore, there is a need for information on the extent to which tech-
nological innovations are of assistance to care-givers and how far care recip-
ients can regain independence through the use of technological appliances 
or innovative programmes like home assistance networks.

The last major area for future research on care is future political strate-
gies for care arrangements in general. Based on the knowledge of desired 
care relations, policies can be adjusted to remove obstacles and support 
care-givers. At the same time, the financial and economic considerations 
of providers of care need to be taken into account. Policy-making needs to 
recognise the specific environments of families, which are likely to differ not 
only from state to state but also according to social classes and groups. 

4.6 Life-course and transitions

Family life changes over the life-course. Needs and interests are therefore 
not stable but shifting. Although the life-course approach (Mayer, 1987; 
Elder, 1978) has become more important in the social sciences, there is a 
lack of research that uses it. At the EU level we find comparative data mostly 
at the individual or household level (e.g. Eurostat, Eurobarometer, EU-SILC, 
SHARE and GGS).

Transitions in life-course and in family life have become more difficult, and 
some have become more frequent (Leccardi/Perego, 2010b). For example, 
the divorce rate in the whole of the EU has risen markedly in the last decade 
(Beier et al., 2010a), and forms of transition to parenthood have become more 
diverse. Whether this takes place with or without a marriage certificate, alone 
or as a couple, as natural or social parents makes a difference in the context 
of the demands placed on starting a family, social security and possible risks, 
as well as with regard to intergenerational relationships (Stauber, 2010). The 
greater diversity of family life also raises the issue of inequality of opportuni-
ties, especially for children. Research on families’ wellbeing should accordingly 
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follow the life-course and focus on these more diverse forms of transition.

Transition to parenthood

Some data on the transition to parenthood is available for Europe as a whole, 
for example, the age of the first-born child, the desire for children and atti-
tudes to childcare and employment (Leccardi/Perego, 2010a). However, little 
is known about the interplay between the development of these patterns 
and policy measures (Philipov et al., 2009; Gauthier, 2007). There is also a 
lack of longitudinal studies on (potentially) relevant factors and observa-
tions on trends and changes (Stauber, 2010). An up-to-date confirmation 
and evaluation of existing studies is essential if measures are to be taken 
to encourage couples to start a family and obstacles are to be removed. 
Then again, differences between countries and the differing cultural and 
socio-political backgrounds must be taken into account (Blum/Rille-Pfeiffer, 
2010a). In order to carry out such research properly, a longitudinal design 
involving both partners would be ideal, but it would be easier to ask repre-
sentative couples who are at the end of their fertile phase questions about 
their decision-making process.

Scientific research into decisions on family formation and the resultant 
(different) family forms is necessary to assess the impact of national social 
policies and attitudinal trends, as well as to compare the various measures 
in place in Europe. To achieve this, survey data relating to the various target 
groups is needed, ideally for all European Member States. Additionally, qualita-
tive research is needed to get deeper insight into motivations, attitudes and the 
anticipated impact of parenthood, as well as the interaction of the partners.

Dissolution, separation, divorce and reorganisation

The decrease in the stability of relationships is a major cause of family 
dynamics and multiplicity of present family forms (Leccardi/Perego, 2010a; 
Beier et al., 2010a). The available basic data is not sufficient to identify the 
different legal relationships between parents and children or the number 
of preceding marriages. FAMILYPLATFORM stresses the need for in-depth 
studies which go beyond existing basic data into the field of separation and 
divorce (Wall et al., 2010c). With regard to research into causes, the main 
factors in partnership break-ups and the role of the children in this context 
have to be identified, as well as differences between the sexes concerning 
expectations, reasons and decision-making processes. Additionally, research 
has to look for differences arising from different normative, cultural and 
ethnic backgrounds, as well as from different legal frameworks.
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Another requirement is to develop intervention studies in order to 
generate ways of stabilising family relationships. The wellbeing of children is 
the relevant focus in this context. Care and custody arrangements and partic-
ularly their impact on parent-child relationships have to be researched in 
detail and also from the children’s point of view. A very important question is 
the development of family relationships after separation and how and when 
children can be involved in decision-making processes. These questions can 
be approached by interviewing experts and asking older children. The mate-
rial situation of post-divorce families and their development over time, in the 
context of the applicable legal frameworks, are also relevant topics. 

Variety of family forms

The increased variety of family forms is based on greater tolerance of non-
traditional family forms in most EU Member States (Beier et al., 2010a, Wall et 
al., 2010c), but the actual number of, for example, cohabiting couples with 
children, varies significantly between European countries (Beier et al., 2010a) 
according to their legal status in each of them. Research should therefore 
focus on family forms in situations where their legal status may be expected 
to place them at a disadvantage, examining in particular the effects of such 
situations on the wellbeing of the children.

Step- and patchwork families are complex entities whose specific struc-
tural demands stand out against the background of a lack of common 
family history (Beier et al., 2010a). We know little about how members of 
such families deal with this situation and how difficult it is for them not 
only to establish a family identity but also to be involved in extended family 
networks. Specific research could help to explain what family members go 
through and what forms of support they need. Of great importance here is 
which legal forms of relationships are involved (and possible), particularly 
between parents and their stepchildren, because these have lasting conse-
quences for the security of the children.

The variety of family forms implies different support needs. Thus we 
have to obtain more information about the living conditions of pair-headed-, 
single-parents-, homosexual-, teen-mothers, patchwork and migrant-families, 
married and unmarried parents as well as families from ethnic and religious 
minorities. As mentioned above, it would be helpful to oversample these 
family forms in common surveys in order to have reliable data for differen-
tiation and comparison. 
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Family phases

Demands on the family change according to the age of the children in 
it. This also means there are changes in parental tasks and the resources 
they need (Van Dongen, 2009). Hitherto, research and most family policy 
measures have paid insufficient attention to these facts. We need to learn 
more about the shifting challenges of parenting, variations in the division of 
labour within the family and between family and professional employment. 
In this context, sources of instability in the phases of family development 
should also be taken into account. 

For example, the scope for employment of mothers usually increases with 
the age of the children (OECD, 2010a; Pettit/Hock, 2009). This means that it 
is even more difficult to deal with the need for support which occurs later 
on in life – for example with regard to problems at school. A specific study 
to deal with these transitions could contribute to providing institutions 
and family policy measures with the necessary resources, thereby making 
family life easier and more attractive. Comparison of the different institu-
tional frameworks of European nations is needed as background informa-
tion. In this context, we need to ask what the perceived needs of parents are. 
Can they take leave and organise their working lives accordingly, and what 
factors prevent them from taking advantage of these opportunities?

Transition to large families

Although there is an intimate connection between demographic develop-
ment and the reduction in the size of ‘large’ families (Beier et al., 2010a), 
research has focused little on this question. The point is to examine which 
mechanisms, considerations and attitudes played a role with regard to 
the decision to have (or not have) a large family (Eggen/Rupp, 2006). The 
existence of different gender roles and parenthood concepts need to be 
taken into account. Research is needed to determine the influence of these 
concepts and of families’ financial and social circumstances on fertility 
decisions. A fascinating question, for example, is how young people experi-
ence growing up in a large family and what consequences this experience 
has on their own family ideals. Furthermore, Eurobarometer could design a 
survey on the acceptance of large families in different European societies or 
Member States. Such a survey could provide key information on whether 
and how the image of these families could be improved. The knowledge of 
representatives of large families should also be incorporated, for example 
through expert surveys.
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Families and relationships of the elderly and the transition to the fourth age

Establishing and structuring of relationships has become significantly more 
important for older generations. Alongside questions of how the elderly find 
a partner and establish a relationship, it is also important (from the point of 
view of sociology of the family) to understand how intergenerational rela-
tionships develop as a result. Qualitative and quantitative data are needed 
for a better insight of these aspects.

With regard to the later stages of life, questions concerning the needs of 
the elderly, and what resources are available to them, have grown in impor-
tance. The Survey for Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE) 
shows that children are prepared to step in for their parents (Schmidt et al., 
2009). Questions arise, however, as to whether and to what extent they are 
able to do so, and what arrangements will be chosen and are affordable. 

4.7 ‘Doing family’

Managing daily life within the family in modern societies has become a major 
task and creative challenge. Even though the division of work between 
members of the family is no longer (fully) predetermined according to 
gender roles, the European objective of gender equality is still a long 
way off (European Commission, 2009). Therefore, doing family focuses on 
the processes of managing daily life within the family. This becomes more 
important as more women and mothers take part in employment. Doing 
family touches not only on the aim of gender equality, but also on the higher 
quota of women’s labour force participation. Doing family means matching 
different demands from various parts of society with their own processes. If 
we take leisure activities, educational pursuits (e.g. music lessons) and further 
social duties (e.g. looking after elderly family members) into consideration, it 
becomes clear that family members are involved in many different tasks, and 
that they also follow diverse routines which are not easily harmonised. 

As a rule, women have much more responsibility for management of 
household and care tasks than men (Blaskó/Herche, 2010a). Even though 
the fulfilment of gender roles is vital for the personal gender identity of 
the partners (Bielby/Bielby, 1989), it can lead to dissatisfaction, overload, 
conflicts and frustration (Baxter, 2000). A satisfying arrangement is impor-
tant for the stability of partnerships and therefore directly and indirectly for 
the growth and development of the children as well.

The status of previous research in this area is very heterogenic: the participa-
tion of men and women and fathers and mothers in the workplace is relatively 
well documented and up-to-date (e.g. European Commission, 2011). There is 
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however a significant lack of research on the distribution of labour within the 
family (Blaskó/Herche, 2010b). Firstly, the available data is not up-to-date at the 
EU level, which is especially critical given the labour market trends mentioned 
above. Secondly, there is no comparable information for all Member States of 
the EU27. Thirdly, differing concepts and measures of unpaid work, household 
labour and childcare make comparisons difficult. Fourthly, not much of the 
data has been obtained using the more labour-intensive diary method (Bonke, 
2005). On the whole, the available information is based on estimated time 
spent, which in the current discussion over methodology is seen to be less valid 
than the diary method. Often task participation rankings or data on responsi-
bility are used. These make it difficult to obtain differentiated results, particu-
larly according to age, number of children, and family form.

Another problem arises from different approaches to and concepts of 
measuring unpaid work, housework and childcare. Various task areas need 
to be identified and defined empirically. Professional work including over-
time, time taken in commuting to work, training, participating in special 
events, etc. must be differentiated and recorded precisely. In order to be 
able to work out how different tasks and duties are to be reconciled (or not), 
it is also necessary to clarify at what times each task and activity is performed 
during the day (Schulz/Grunow, 2007). However, it is necessary to check 
which methods of data collection are appropriate on a significantly broader 
base. For this we need specialist research into the relative strengths of the 
various concepts governing the collection of data on the distribution of 
household tasks and investment of time within the family. To date, the diary 
method has provided us with concrete records, and beside that estimated 
time units and task participation indexes are available and used more often. 
Additionally, we find that tasks are categorised differently and different tasks 
were collected. There is accordingly an urgent need for unity and compara-
bility. The amount of time invested in childcare is barely recorded, and is 
therefore difficult to compare. One exception worth mentioning here is the 
harmonised European time use studies, which use a diary method and allow 
free reporting of activities in five main dimensions. More concepts need to 
be developed in order to differentiate between the diverse tasks according 
to the ages and the needs of children. Furthermore, it should be noted that 
tasks in the household and childcare are often carried out at the same time. 
This situation must be borne in mind in order to record possible signs of 
overloading factors on the one hand, and to identify gender-related differ-
ences on the other. It is also necessary to capture the subjective experience 
of overload and stress in a differentiated way. Further methodical develop-
ment is vital here too, and is seen as an interdisciplinary task.

The question of how unpaid work in general can be sufficiently differ-
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entiated poses a further challenge. Advanced research methods will be 
required for a better appreciation of the importance of these tasks. This 
brings us to the question of how current social security systems influence 
gender roles and the distribution of labour. The views of men and fathers in 
particular need to be explored to gain a better understanding of how work 
is currently divided. 

Changes in gender roles have made reconciling work and family a key 
issue. It is also of immense importance for the wellbeing of family members. 
There are significant differences between countries in support levels in this 
area (e.g. regulations on parental leave and opportunities for part-time work; 
OECD, 2010b; OECD, 2010c) and it is not easy to make a general evaluation 
of the situation. There is a need for further comparative research on atti-
tudes to work-life balance and concrete measures to achieve it on the part of 
employers. This data would have to be examined alongside particular state 
regulations in a more concrete way. It would also have to be confronted 
with the practical concerns of parents, as identified in EU-wide surveys.

Doing family changes over the life-course of the family, and the internal 
distribution of labour has to be adjusted accordingly. It is often forgotten that 
new challenges and structures arise when children get older, and that it is not 
only the early years which are demanding for parents. For this reason the life-
course perspective needs to be kept in mind during research on this area.

The change in gender roles derives mainly from the attitudes and the 
ability of women to structure their own lives (Lück, 2009). But what about 
changes on the male side? In the end, a family-centred reorganisation of 
labour would be a potential solution to the work-life balance problem. 
The fact that research on fathers is still in its early stages means that it 
urgently needs to be further developed. In this area, research is faced with 
numerous challenges. Alongside the need for Europe-wide collection of 
data on the attitudes, practices and perceived restrictions of fathers, it 
is necessary to take into account innovative models of work-life balance 
(e.g. support at the company or public sector level, but also in the form 
of socio-political conditions). At the same time, we also have to study the 
mother’s viewpoint in detail. With respect to workplaces, how can flex-
ibility in living arrangements be achieved, and be positively evaluated and 
structured according to individual needs? In addition to an overview of 
best practice models, surveys of employers concerning their attitudes and 
prejudices are important.

Comparable basic data should be collected in all European countries 
and standardised as far as possible. Ideally, this should be carried out on 
a regular basis. In-depth and explorative studies should be made available 
which differentiate according to socio-cultural and socio-economic back-
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ground, as well as for different selected regions (e.g. strongly traditional or 
modern-egalitarian areas).

Children’s points of view

The distribution of labour within the family from the child’s point of view is 
another important topic for future research. Here there are two main ques-
tions: one concerns the contribution of children to managing everyday life, 
and the other concerns children’s desired solutions. This should be studied 
Europe-wide and be differentiated according to ethnic, regional and socio-
economic conditions. 

Here, it is a question of which tasks children carry out at which age and 
to what extent, and which areas of responsibility they are entrusted with. 
Answers could be arrived at by implementing quantitative studies of parents 
and children which are accompanied by qualitative approaches. It is more 
difficult to clarify the question of which psycho-social responsibilities children 
are burdened with. To address these topics, it is presumably necessary to start 
with exploratory studies, in order to probe the field and further develop the 
questions which need to be asked, as well as the methods for evaluating them 
(for example by following the example of research into divorce). 

Family relationships

With regard to family relationships, a number of different aspects need to be 
addressed: first there is the relationship between parents, as well as between 
parents and their children, and with respect to the age of the children, we 
have to differentiate between infants and adults. Addressing parent-child 
relationships, we mostly focus on the specific responsibility of parents to 
ensure children’s wellbeing. Hence, we need deeper insights into the nature, 
structures and formation of relationships and their vulnerability. This can 
only be derived from interdisciplinary studies of longer duration, and inno-
vative approaches. Even though there has been research into evidence of 
attachment between children and parents, there is still a need for more 
longitudinal studies that give a deeper insight into the effects of parental 
absence and how to solve this problem (e.g. fostering or adoption). Another 
basic theme is parental absence for a longer time (e.g. single-parent fami-
lies). Rare forms of parenting, like foster and adoptive families, also have 
to be taken into account. Additionally, we need information to understand 
how parents and children could be assisted in these situations, and their 
long-term wellbeing ensured.

Another relevant aspect is the relationships between adult children and 
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their elderly parents. Despite the fact that real support is very important 
for the wellbeing of all members of the (wider) family, we need to see emotional 
ties as being far more relevant. Another point of interest is the relationship to and 
interaction between grandparents and grandchildren, both of which are shaped 
by rising employment rates and mobility. Research on emotional relations as well 
as care giving, education and financial support is therefore important.

4.8 Migration and mobility 

Mobility and migration are research areas of increasing importance. Defined 
as a permanent change of residence or at least change of residence for a rela-
tively long duration, migration flows have to be differentiated from mobility. 
An important characteristic is that the centre of the migrant’s life shifts from 
one place to another. We refer to migration as international migration if national 
borders are crossed during the migration process. Additionally, we have to 
distinguish between migration flows amongst European Member States and 
migration flows from third country nationals into the European Union, as there 
are huge legislative differences between them (Wall et al., 2010a). 

Many OECD and EU countries have tried to attract highly qualified people 
from abroad as the economy becomes increasingly knowledge-intense and 
needs more human capital than their own educational system can provide. 
They try to achieve a ‘brain-gain’ strategy, which from the perspective 
of the country of origin is often a ‘brain drain’. Inequality between coun-
tries is produced if migration flows only in one direction. This problem is 
aggravated by policies which encourage and retain only those with high 
potential to immigrate. It is often forgotten that they may have families in 
the country of origin, and migrating is unattractive for them. Hence, it is 
also often assumed that those who return to their countries of origin are 
individuals on their own, but they may find a partner and start a family in 
the country of destination and not want to go back, as this would affect 
their family life. In both cases, more research into the effects of brain drain/
brain gain on social inequality and family life is necessary. Comparisons 
of data on immigration flows are difficult, however, as there are different 
measurements and concepts in the various different countries, e.g. of what 
an immigrant is (Dumont/Lemaître, 2008; Kupiszewska/Nowok, 2008). The 
‘regulation on Community statistics on migration and international protec-
tion’ (EC Regulation No 862/2007) (European Union, 2007) is a step towards 
the harmonisation of measures, but the data collected is not sufficient and 
detailed enough to answer most of the important research questions.

Against this background of increasing migration, it is essential to analyse 
social and demographic data on the extent and structure of immigration 
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processes into and within the EU, as well as the origin, destination and 
motivation of migrants. At a European level, it is unknown if certain intra-
European migration systems can be observed. On the basis of an institu-
tionalised and harmonised reporting system on intra-European migration, 
it would be possible to number and describe different mobile groups and 
analyse their staying or returning behaviour.

Research on migration of third country nationals is closely linked to 
their integration processes. Irrespective of the differences in existing defi-
nitions, the concept of integration is mainly understood as the process of 
incorporating new populations into the existing social structures of the 
host society. From the point of view of sociology, integration means a long-
lasting, dynamic and complex process neutralising social exclusion or sepa-
ration. Often the goal is for immigrants to take part in all societal spheres of 
the host society, to the same extent as native inhabitants. They are normally 
expected to learn the local language and to know and behave according to 
the law. According to Heckmann (2001), the receiving society has to meet 
certain conditions if it is to provide a good foundation for this process. 
Assimilation, diversity or exclusion are potential alternatives to integration. 
Research on the latter focuses on the individual level; there are gaps espe-
cially with regard to seeing the family as a research object, but also with 
regard to subjective aspects of integration. 

Migrant families and their special needs have not been an explicit object 
of many European research studies so far (Wall et al., 2010a). Therefore, it 
is unknown if migrant’s family structures (e.g. family forms or intergenera-
tional relationships) resemble those of their home country or those of the 
receiving country. Furthermore, it is not known how these structures change 
with the migrant generations (and the aspect of socialisation in dissimilar 
societies for different generations) if there are differences between migrant 
groups or between EU countries. Bi-national families seem to be even less 
researched, though their potential cultural differences may be important 
for family life and family decisions. A Europe-wide survey is required to 
research these aspects. At the very least, the largest migrant groups in each 
European country should be interviewed. A panel study design would allow 
the investigation of changes over time. This would be especially helpful for 
comparing the different needs of newly immigrated families, as well as their 
needs after they have lived in a country for a longer period of time and are 
more integrated into the receiving society.

Besides migrant families as explicit research objects, the impact of 
family resources as intervening factors in successful integration have so 
far not been studied in detail. Existing studies are mostly quantitative. For 
the future, it is important to focus on the causal relationships between the 
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various factors and processes of integration. These aspects could best be 
covered by qualitative identification of family resources which promote or 
hinder integration processes of the individual family members. Financial, 
emotional or moral support could be essential factors for their wellbeing. 
Little is known about hindering factors, for example, ethnic or religious atti-
tudes, and the underlying mechanisms here have to be studied in order to 
be able to react to them.

From the receiving society’s point of view, questions about the accep-
tance of migrants and differences from non-national group to group need 
to be answered. It is necessary to analyse how immigrants from different 
countries of origin are seen in the 27 Member States, and how this is affected 
by various factors like the proportion of non-nationals, media representa-
tion or historical aspects such as colonialism. This knowledge would help to 
improve the image of non-natives and to create a helpful climate for inte-
gration.

For people migrating from one European Member State to another, 
education is a very important factor motivating mobility. Higher educa-
tion in particular is a strong motivational factor here. The European Union 
supports international lifelong learning through several programmes for 
different age groups: Comenius for students at school, Erasmus for higher 
education, Leonardo da Vinci for vocational education and training, and 
Grundtvig for adult education. There is no study comparing who is mobile 
for educational reasons in different European countries. The answer to this 
question is needed to assess the impact of this kind of mobility on soci-
etal inequality and whether different EU grants are able to minimise poten-
tial social differences which may affect opportunities of going abroad for 
education. When analysing this, it is important to take into account that 
there are already differences between European countries with regard to 
the participation of different social, ethnic or gender groups in educational 
systems. Thus the question arises whether or not these inequalities can be 
mitigated by EU programmes.

Integration is just one concept used to describe the relationship between 
migrant minorities and the receiving society. Another - relatively new - 
concept is transnationalism: migration processes, especially international 
labour migration, are regarded as a normal component of the life-course 
in a globalised world. These go along with the evolution of transnational 
systems, which build a specific culture which includes aspects from the 
country of origin and from the destination country. It is unknown if migrant 
groups living a transnational way of life are to be identified, and if they are 
found, how their families are affected by this way of living. Research proj-
ects should begin with analyses of migration processes to establish which 
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countries are strongly connected by international circular migration. These 
insights would help to determine whether it is possible to identify a trans-
national system, and how this could be characterised if there is one. On this 
basis, migrants should be characterised according to their socio-economic 
status, family situation and subjective feeling of belonging.

Mobility, especially work-related mobility, is another topic of great impor-
tance for family life. Spatial mobility and its impact on families have been 
studied to some extent (Schneider/Meil, 2008; Schneider/Collet, 2010), but 
there is a lack of research on the importance of mobility for the occupa-
tional careers of employees from a European comparative perspective. This 
is especially true with regard to the effects of this kind of mobility on the 
careers of spouses and variations in this domain between European coun-
tries. These questions could be studied by analysing existing national longi-
tudinal data sets on individual occupational careers. In addition, it would be 
interesting to investigate their impacts on partnership and family life, espe-
cially with regard to family formation and relationship stability. As appro-
priate and comparable data sets are not available for all European Member 
States, new data should be collected to answer these questions. 

4.9  Inequalities and insecurities

From the outset, inequality and family diversity were major topics of 
importance to FAMILYPLATFORM. And because inequality is one of the 
so-called cross-cutting aspects, some particularly important themes should 
be mentioned here.

Inequality and financial deprivation

It was shown during the discussions that inequality has many facets, with 
material deprivation being a major concern. The risks to children are signifi-
cantly higher than for the average of all Europeans (Wall et al., 2010a). More 
information is needed in order to improve our social systems and the well-
being of families and their children. As with many other research topics, a 
need for more cross-national comparative basic data has been called for, 
using more than just ‘income’ indicators.

Research that focuses on income-poverty falls short in (at least) two 
dimensions (Wall et al., 2010a): it helps in identifying the poor, but it fails 
to give information about the process and the experiences of people who 
are at risk or belong to poor groups. Firstly, families could suffer from one of 
many forms of deprivation, for example, educational deprivation, illiteracy, 
lack of social acceptance, etc. This disconnects them and their children from 
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societal participation in very important areas. Secondly, it diminishes their 
chances for future development and success, particularly for children. Major 
efforts should be devoted to modelling new measurements and scales in 
order to strengthen these ‘weak’ indicators of social deprivation. To go 
ahead with these ideas, more explorative and qualitative studies are neces-
sary. Thirdly, we need studies which are able to model movements in and 
out of poverty, while taking several important dimensions into account (see 
above), and their impact on these developments. 

Violence

There are several significant aspects to family violence and violence in the 
wider social environment. Violence per se is defined in different ways across 
different nations and cultures (OECD, 2010d), and varying types of sanctions 
accompany these definitions. Closely related are variations in the individual 
risk of experiencing violence. The probability that men, women, children, 
elderly, disabled people, as well as people in institutional or private care 
and individuals from certain social groups or living in specific areas, etc. will 
be victims of violent acts varies (see Wall et al., 2010b, Hagemann-White et 
al., 2008).

Because family violence is often a taboo subject, it is rather difficult to 
gain access to research this; it is estimated that many cases go unreported. 
Hence, the demands for research, especially for comparative research, are 
high. First of all, a common and standardised definition of violence must 
be developed in order to analyse basic data from public sources, police 
statistics, case statistics from courts and district attorneys’ offices, as well as 
information from institutions for victim counselling. It is very likely that this 
definition needs to be gendered (see Wall et al., 2010b). Efforts to generate 
knowledge have been undertaken in social science research on violence, 
as well as in the struggle against violence, and particularly violence against 
women. Thus attempts have been made to conduct representative surveys 
(e.g. in Germany: GIG-NET, for Violence against men see BMFSFJ, 2004) or to 
draw up first findings at a European level (see Eurobarometer, 2010).

The next research challenge is access to victims and perpetrators of 
violence, in order to estimate the prevalence of certain types of violence 
affecting not only children and men but also the elderly and the disabled, 
which are particularly difficult target groups. A sensitive approach is needed, 
and new methods must be sought to investigate abuse in care relation-
ships. Qualitative methods should be used to shed light on the relationship 
between victims and perpetrators. In terms of potential offenders and areas 
which involve a higher risk of violence, research gaps and differences also 
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have to be dealt with. The aim is to make progress on risk assessment and 
prevention. However, research into the impact of violence on health, both 
physical and mental, should be included and incorporated in this type of 
work. Information on the experience of being a victim and being a perpe-
trator would also be valuable (see Martinez et al., 2007).

For comparable studies, common methods and indicators must be 
developed and adopted when designing studies in the area of domestic 
violence. Advanced forms of measurement, comparative methods and a 
consensus on such standards, in accordance with a common definition of 
violence, are crucial. There is a pressing need for more exact descriptions 
of the situation of specific target groups (e.g. family members or people 
with different social backgrounds, ethnic minorities), and these could be 
achieved by more qualitative analysis (see Hagemann-White et al., 2008; 
Martinez et al., 2007).

It is particularly important to improve our knowledge and methods with 
regard to children as victims of violence and also regarding child offenders. 
Appropriate age-specific measures and indirect indicators to assess abuse, 
negligence and psychological violence need to be developed (e.g. studies 
of case statistics from the courts and police statistics). 

Minorities

There were frequent calls within FAMILYPLATFORM to intensify research 
on certain social groups. This is particularly the case for ethnic or national 
minorities, e.g. the Roma, who are most numerous in Romania, Spain, the 
former territory of Yugoslavia, Bulgaria and Hungary2, the Basques in France 
and Spain, or the Sorbs in Germany (Malloy, 2005; European Commis-
sion, 2004). These groups often suffer from social and financial inequali-
ties, including a lower standing in society and fewer opportunities in the 
labour market, as well as a higher risk of unemployment (Turton, 1999). In 
this context, it would be important to evaluate how successful different 
national policies have been in integrating these groups into society as equal 
citizens by simultaneously recognising their background and traditions. In 
doing so, it would be interesting to see how different political strategies 
affect their wellbeing and how they see their role in society.

In addition to national minorities, special family constellations are also 
seen as marginal groups, e.g. homosexual parents (Rupp, 2009). Research 
should focus on their living conditions and on whether they are treated 
 
fairly and equally and given social recognition. In this respect, it was 
2  The Roma are not seen as national minorities in all the countries mentioned.
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suggested that the relationship between policy and practice should be 
evaluated. However, there is insufficient information on the potential differ-
ences between policies on homosexual and heterosexual couples and their 
consequences on family life, particularly for the status of the children.

Living environment and housing

The living environment has a considerable impact on the wellbeing of fami-
lies, as do access to nature, the quality of the neighbourhood, and housing. 
“Good living conditions [...] are not equally distributed across Europe or 
within different social groups” (Reiska et al., 2010a: 84). Poorer people, 
foreign minorities or people from rural areas tend to have more problems 
with low quality housing. Thus, inequalities concerning the quality of life 
reflect the economic and social situation (Reiska et al., 2010b; Bolte et al., 
2009). It would be important to know if a ‘bad’ living environment has a 
greater or lesser negative impact on future opportunities than it does on 
living conditions, such as family situation, financial situation or health in 
general (Reiska et al., 2010a).

One important connection to the living environment in the context of 
social inequalities is the process of transition to parenthood and its possible 
influence on childbearing decisions. Furthermore, it is important to know if 
and in which ways families have worse chances of living in adequate envi-
ronment compared to people living without children. 

Adequate data is only available with regard to housing, which is covered 
by several larger databases (with the exception of the distribution of home-
less people or those living in emergency shelters). However, detailed 
research studies do not cover the whole EU. Moreover, there is no statistical 
information on safety and crime at the EU level – though this is available 
for OECD countries. In this regard, it was also suggested that the different 
related categories of “housing, neighbourhood and closer natural environ-
ment as a whole” should be taken into account (Reiska et al., 2010a: 85).

In other respects, the most useful data available is that covering the EU15 
Member States. Data for new and future Member States is rather sparse, so 
it was suggested that candidate states’ data should be included, in order to 
avoid this problem in the future. Furthermore, there is a need for pertinent, 
comprehensive, comparable and country-specific research with regard 
to detailed projects on living environments and neighbourhood. For this 
purpose, it is important to try to harmonise conceptual definitions, particu-
larly bearing in mind the rather subjective nature of the residents’ satisfac-
tion (Reiska et al., 2010a).
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4.10  Media

Some form of media, such as TV or the telephone, is available in almost 
every family and is closely connected with the organisation of everyday 
life. The use of media structures family life, places demands on resources, 
and increases demand for new skills which are not common to everybody 
(Livingstone/Das, 2010). So the availability of media causes great social 
differences and contributes to social inequality, and it also has effects on 
family management and relationships, a topic which is a field in itself.

In general, there is a deficit in comparative research on the use of media 
in families. There is a need for more in-depth data, so that scientists may 
draw conclusions and provide policy-makers with appropriate recommen-
dations for action. Such data needs to be collected for differentiable age 
groups and has to be specific enough to show up differences in media 
literacy and consumption between social classes, ethnicities and different 
cultures. Research must cover not only media consumption but also the 
environment in which this takes place - enabling and hindering (particular 
forms of ) consumption - as well as the entire media diets of families and 
each of their members.

Research has to distinguish between two types of influence: the first is 
how trends in media development and dissemination shape family life and 
behaviour. Thus, we should examine the development of communication, 
the frequency with which it is used by family members (and others), infor-
mation flows, and risks combined with the new opportunities. Looking at 
the flow of communication from the other direction, it is essential to under-
stand which trends in family life influence the development and demand for 
(particular forms of ) media. Here the question arises of which social groups 
are at the forefront of new trends and which families are excluded.

In general, future research in the broad area of the media needs to pool 
questions and outcomes of a greater range of disciplines such as psychology, 
sociology and communication sciences, in order to learn from the knowl-
edge already gained and to specify future research questions. 

4.11 Summary

Central societal trends are globalisation, demographic change, developments 
in gender roles and the processes of education and employment, as well as 
increasing multiplicity and dynamics in family life. They lead to new demands 
on the framework of families and family policy. In order to achieve such 
political aims as sustainable growth and gender equality, it is necessary to 
recognise the relationship between policy measures, societal conditions and 
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decisions taken at both the individual and the family level. This is essential to 
remove obstacles, as well as to be able to provide the necessary support. The 
present Research Agenda is one step in the direction of making this knowl-
edge available, because it outlines future research needs and poses central 
questions.

The family is a very broad subject, and the Research Agenda concen-
trates on central aspects that were discussed by FAMILYPLATFORM. It is 
organised into key research areas and provides essential methodological 
advice for future research. The report draws mainly from the European 
level, as detailed insights into the status of research have already been 
provided in the description of the Existential Fields3. Because of the huge 
size of the topic of family, and factors which influence it, decisions had to 
be made which narrowed down the content of the Research Agenda. The 
main areas of research, worked out by the members of the Consortium of the  
FAMILYPLATFORM in conjunction with the Advisory Board, and discussed at 
length, were as follows: the monitoring and evaluation of policy measures 
and strategies; the area of care; family studies, which are oriented to the life-
course and various family forms; the area of doing family; and the challenges 
which occur as a result of migration and mobility. Many other themes were 
discussed, and are included here as research areas in shortened form. The 
roadmap for future family research in Europe is divided into five main areas 
and a number of subsidiary areas, including violence, insecurity, deprivation, 
environment, media, family education and minorities.

In summary, it can be said that more and better differentiated official 
statistics are required. Furthermore, for particular subjects, like transitions 
within the family biography, it is necessary to set up longitudinal studies. 
In order to gain deeper insight into motivation and decision-making 
processes, qualitative and innovative methods are required. It would be 
generally advisable to establish mixed methods to assess the complex areas 
of research in order to pool various sources of information (e.g. initial surveys, 
secondary analyses, expert interviews, case study analyses, etc.). New media 
(e.g. the internet) and methods of research and access to the target groups 
were demanded in various areas, for example, with regard to the study of 
violence, as well as the media themselves.

A further demand concerned the need for advanced indicators, able 
to adequately measure material situation, ‘wellbeing’, and for quantifying 
unpaid work. Principally, the implementation of common and standardised 
indicators in Europe-wide research is as essential as the inclusion of all the 
Member States and the expansion of research to include candidate coun-
tries. It would behelpful to establish a co-ordinating body which drives 

3  See http://www.familyplatform.eu. 
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this development forward and monitors compliance with these standards. 
Although a lot of research into the family has been and is being done, there 
is still a great deal to be achieved. This is especially true with regard to the 
further development of research into family policy in Europe.
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