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Cross-National Research Papers 
 

Sixth Series 
 

Improving Policy Responses and Outcomes to Socio-Economic Challenges:  
Changing Family Structures, Policy and Practice 

 
7. Comparing Family Change and  

Policy Responses in Europe  
 

Series Editor’s Foreword 
 

The papers included in this sixth series of Cross-National Research Papers 
build on the contributions published in the fifth series. They develop with greater 
breadth and in greater depth work previously carried out on the relationship 
between socio-demographic trends and policy responses in Europe.  
 The materials from which the present papers are derived were compiled 
for a three-year research project funded by the European Commission under 
Framework Programme 5 (HPSE–CT–1999–00031), carried out between 2000 
and 2003. The research extended earlier work for the European Commission, 
Directorate General 5, Employment, Industrial Relations and Social Affairs, 
between 1997 and 1998.  
 The primary aim of the IPROSEC project was to inform policy by 
developing a greater understanding of socio-demographic change in selected 
European Union member and applicant states, the social and economic 
challenges such changes present, and the policy responses formulated by 
national governments and at European level. The research was particularly 
concerned with changing family structures and relationships. The project team 
undertook to observe and analyse the policy process, inputs, outcomes and 
impacts, with a view to assessing how policy learning occurs, and how, in turn, 
policy development influences socio-demographic change. In keeping with the 
aims and objectives of the Cross-National Research Papers, which were 
launched in 1985 by an informal network of researchers interested in the theory, 
methodology, management and practice of cross-national research on topics in 
the social sciences, the project was also designed to document the cross-
national comparative research process. 
 The IPROSEC project brought together researchers from a range of 
disciplines, from different parts of the European Union and from three candidate 
countries, with experience in carrying out cross-national comparative projects. 
Together with invited contributions, the papers in the sixth series have tracked 
the development of the project and provide an appropriate means of 
disseminating comments on the operation of each stage of the research, while 
also reporting the findings.  
 

Linda Hantrais 
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1.  Exploring Family Change and Policy Responses 
 

This issue in the sixth series of Cross-National Research Papers provides an 
overview of the findings from the IPROSEC research project carried out 
between 2000 and 2003 with funding from the European Commission under 
Framework Programme 5.  
 The project brought together partners and research assistants from a 
range of social science disciplines in eight EU member states (France, 
Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Spain, Sweden and the United Kingdom) and 
three candidate countries (Estonia, Hungary and Poland). This introductory 
paper sets out the aims and methods adopted in the project and revisits the 
rationale for the selection of participating countries. It then briefly summarizes 
the findings reported in previous issues in the series before mapping out the 
plan of the present volume. 
 
From aims and objectives to methods 
 
The main objectives of the project, as depicted in Figure 1.1, were, firstly, to 
track socio-demographic trends in Europe, with particular reference to changing 
family structures and relationships. Secondly, the research team was seeking to 
develop a greater understanding of the social and economic challenges such 
change presents for policy actors in European societies with different policy 
environments. The third objective was to analyse the policy responses 
formulated by national governments and EU institutions, to examine how the 
policy process operates at different levels of governance and to identify 
variations from one societal context to another, before going on to assess the 
outcomes of policy for social practice in the study countries. Finally, the project 
team was seeking to promote policy learning by identifying and evaluating 
  
Figure 1.1  IPROSEC project structure 
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examples of good practice and by exploring the potential for policy transfer. The 
aim was to develop insights into ways of improving the efficacy of policy as it 
responds to socio-economic change, and to bring the findings to the attention of 
policy practitioners.  
 The three stages in the IPROSEC project, corresponding to the three 
years spanned by the research, were cumulative and fed into one another. The 
final stage drew together the materials collected using the various 
methodological approaches adopted in the course of the research and the 
different levels of analysis to elucidate not only the policy process but also the 
methodological issues raised by cross-national comparative research. 
 The main approaches adopted in the research were, firstly, to collect 
harmonized EU survey data enabling the project team to undertake comparative 
secondary analysis of socio-economic trends, to track socio-economic change 
in the 11 countries and identify the aspects of change that present challenges 
for policy actors (see Annex 1 for notes on data issues). At the same time, 
national contextual analysis was carried out of academic research, policy 
debates and media coverage to gauge how societies are reacting to these 
changes in the countries studied. 
 In the fieldwork stage of the project, elite interviews (up to 20 in each 
country) with political, economic and civil society actors were carried out by the 
research teams to track the policy process and probe policy responses to the 
challenges posed by socio-demographic change (Annex 2). Small-scale 
surveys (ranging from 204 to 672 respondents per country) and in-depth 
interviews (up to 50 in each country) with men and women who have had 
experience of different family living arrangements were used to explore their 
knowledge and perceptions of the impact of public policy on decisions taken 
about family and working life (Annex 3). 
 Contextualized comparative analysis of the policy process was used to 
gauge why policies work or do not work and to identify the potential for cross-
border policy learning and transfer within and between societies as they 
respond to the challenges posed by socio-economic change (Annex 4). 
 Throughout the research, the project team observed and discussed the 
research process with a view to gaining a better understanding of the impact 
that methodological issues and research cultures can have on the value of the 
findings. 
 
The country effect 
 
For practical reasons, it was not feasible to include all EU member and 
applicant states in the IPROSEC project. Nor would it have been appropriate to 
limit the research to only two or three countries. To ensure that the country mix 
was sufficiently diversified to enable the project team to meet the aims and 
objectives of the research, a form of stratified sampling was adopted in 
selecting countries from successive waves of membership of the European 
Economic Community (EEC), European Community (EC) and European Union 
(EU).  
 Although the 11 countries share a common reference point by virtue of 
their actual or potential membership of the EU, they represent quite different 
socio-economic, cultural and political environments, as well as varying stages 
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and types of welfare development (Appleton and Hantrais, 2000, pp. 4–6). They 
all subscribe to a common set of goals and are required to comply with 
European law. However, due to the multilevel system of European governance, 
they also contribute to supranational policy formation through their 
representation within European institutions. As nation states, they have clearly 
defined territorial boundaries and their own administrative and legal structures. 
At the same time, they exhibit considerable internal diversity in terms not only of 
socio-demographic and economic characteristics but also of policy development 
and delivery.  
 Three countries were selected from the founding member states of the 
European Economic Community (EEC) that set the initial parameters of the 
governing treaties: France, Germany and Italy. Although they shared a similar 
approach to social protection, based on corporatist employment-related 
insurance schemes, and have been rated high on ‘conservative’ attributes in 
welfare regime theory (Esping-Andersen, 1990), they offer very different levels 
of social protection for their citizens. Two countries from the second wave of 
membership of the European Community (EC) in 1973 – Ireland and the United 
Kingdom – were chosen to represent the tradition of universal provision of 
services outside the market (Titmuss, 1974), and the subsequent shift towards 
a more residual welfare model, increasingly reliant on means-testing and the 
private sector for funding and delivery.  
 Greece and Spain, the southern European countries that joined the EC in 
the third wave of membership in the early 1980s, had in common with Italy that 
their welfare systems were based on employment-related social insurance, but 
social protection was, and continues to be, less developed and underfunded 
compared to their northern neighbours. Sweden, the fourth wave member state 
that joined the European Union (EU) in 1995 represented the Nordic, social 
democratic welfare model. Three of the candidate countries set to join the EU in 
2004 – Estonia, Hungary and Poland – were included in the project as examples 
of post-communist welfare systems. In seeking to meet the conditions laid down 
for membership of the EU within the context of an emergent European social 
model, they had in common their experience of profound restructuring of their 
social, economic and political systems as they moved away from a regime that 
had relied heavily on bureaucratic state collectivism to deliver welfare.  
 The mix of countries was a central concern in determining the aims and 
objectives of the project in that it was intended to enable the research team to 
compare and contrast the family policy process within different welfare 
environments, in an attempt to identify context-specific ways of improving policy 
responses and outcomes to the challenges presented by socio-economic 
change. The combination of countries with different conceptions of welfare 
provided a very fertile terrain for the analysis of inputs, outcomes and processes 
in an area of policy that involves a complex interweaving of multiple levels of 
governance and the frequently conflicting interests of numerous policy actors. 
  
Overview of findings 
 
The papers in the first six issues in the sixth series of Cross-National Research 
Papers, edited by members of the project team, have drawn together 
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contributions, including invited papers, on topics relevant to the various stages 
in the research. They have reported interim findings from the project and 
examined theoretical, methodological and substantive questions raised in the 
course of the research. This overview highlights some of the more salient 
findings that are of interest for their relevance to both the conduct of the 
research and policy development. 
 
CONCEPTUALIZING AND MEASURING FAMILIES AND FAMILY POLICIES IN EUROPE 
 
The first issue in the sixth series of papers examined some of the 
methodological questions raised in the first stage of the IPROSEC project. The 
papers discussed differences in social constructions of the key concepts used in 
the project, as well as problems of ensuring comparability when measuring 
socio-demographic change across EU member and applicant states.  
 The first paper located the research in relation to the wider context of 
cross-national theory, methods and practice. It reviewed critically the 
methodological choices that had to be made by the project team and their 
possible implications for the findings from the project. Members of the research 
team were aware that any similarities or differences revealed by the study may 
be no more than an artifact of the choice of countries. They also cautioned 
against drawing out generalizations from a limited number of cases or 
attributing seemingly similar outcomes to the same causes. The IPROSEC 
project, therefore, adopted a multimethods approach to enable the findings to 
be validated. The paper concluded that, if recurring patterns of phenomena 
were found within clusters of countries, both in terms of inputs and outputs, then 
it might be possible to justify extrapolation of policy practices between countries 
that have undergone similar policy processes, and to determine under what 
conditions the policy solutions adopted in one country could be transferred 
elsewhere. 
 The second paper examined issues concerned with conceptual 
equivalence in different societal and linguistic settings, taking account of the 
ways in which context-specific traditions contribute to the social construction of 
phenomena. The project was interested in identifying indicators of societal 
coherence by studying the relationship between social phenomena and their 
socio-cultural settings. A number of the key concepts selected to exemplify 
societal differentiation, particularly between the member and applicant states 
represented in the project, were discussed: biological ageing, lifelong learning, 
parenting skills, intergenerational solidarity, welfare dependency, informal 
economy, labour market concentration and segregation, reconciliation of paid 
and unpaid work, distribution of household labour and individualization of social 
rights. It was noted that, although Eurostat uses internationally agreed 
definitions of social indicators, the data it collates and harmonizes are collected 
at national level. They are, therefore, dependent on national statistical tools, 
traditions and practices, which means that they must be interpreted in relation to 
the socio-economic and political contexts in which they are socially constructed.  
 The third paper looked at the definitions of some of the more problematic 
indicators used in the project to track family change. Issues of measurement 
and comparability were discussed, with reference to data availability and 
consistency over time (within countries) and space (across countries). The 



Exploring Family Change and Policy Responses   5 
      

 

Cross-National Research Papers 6 (7), June 2003 European Research Centre 

indicators selected for analysis were grouped around the topics that were 
central to the themes of the project: family forms, fertility, population ageing and 
aspects of labour market activity and inactivity that impinge on family life. The 
analysis highlighted the problems that the research team was facing in 
establishing a database using European data sources, particularly with regard 
to the candidate countries. It also identified the importance of tracking family 
change at subnational level if the reality of family formation and structure are to 
be properly understood.  
 The final paper explored national interpretations of the place of the family 
in the relationship between the public and private spheres in the EU member 
states and candidate countries included in the project. From a comparative 
perspective, it examined the extent to which family policy is legitimized 
institutionally, for example through references in a country’s constitution, by 
falling within the remit of a designated government department and by being 
identified in law and practice as a specific policy domain. The paper began the 
task of characterizing family policy in the countries under study. From the 
information examined, France stood out as the country with the most explicit 
and coherent official family policy, while Sweden had adopted a more 
individualistic approach, emphasizing gender equality and the interests of 
children. Hungary was found to have retained its attachment to an explicit family 
policy, narrowly based on a normative definition of the family, which confines 
women within the home. Germany recognized the legitimacy of government 
involvement in family affairs, but with the conjugal relationship as the 
centrepiece of policy. After transition, Poland had maintained its focus on 
support for the traditional family values underpinning society. As in the case of 
Hungary, in Estonia, the third candidate country, financial imperatives were 
limiting the development of a coherent family policy. In the United Kingdom, the 
hands-off approach was giving way to greater acceptance of political 
intervention in family life. By contrast, in the southern European countries and 
Ireland, the state was shown to impose formal mutual obligations on family 
members, while expecting them to manage their affairs with only minimal 
support from public policy. 
  
SPATIO-TEMPORAL DIMENSIONS OF ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL CHANGE IN EUROPE 
 
The aim of the second issue of papers in the series was to highlight spatio-
temporal differences both within and between nations, and to examine the 
challenges they pose for cross-national research teams, and for policy 
formulation and implementation. In the first paper, Louise Appleton considered 
general theoretical and methodological questions associated with spatio-
temporal diversity for researchers engaged in cross-national comparative 
research. She concluded that space and time are crucial factors in 
understanding socio-demographic change and in policy formulation since 
decisions taken at EU level have to be operationalized in very different socio-
cultural settings, which in turn affects their efficacy. Similarly, within-country 
variations and changes over time, not least in political representation, determine 
policy diffusion and assimilation. 
 The other contributions in this issue of papers were organized according to 
their geographical level of enquiry, starting with discussion of continental scale, 
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moving through the national and regional levels to subnational diversity and the 
local level. In the second paper, Alec Hargreaves concentrated on continental 
scale ethnic diversity and its implications for understanding socio-demographic 
trends, and for formulating and implementing policies. He argued that obtaining 
formal citizenship is only a first stage in the process of effective social 
participation, which remains a major challenge for public policy.  
 The third paper by Tess Kay was concerned with continental scale 
differences with regard to gender differentiation in employment patterns related 
to levels of education. In drawing out the policy implications, she demonstrated 
that greater disparities are often found between different groups of women 
according to their level of educational attainment than between men and 
women. She therefore stressed the need for policies combating social exclusion 
to concentrate on poorly educated mothers and recommended the adoption of a 
lifetime perspective in policy formulation and an integrated approach in social 
policy responses.  
 In their paper, Dagmar Kutsar and Ene-Margit Tiit examined the problems 
inherent in comparative analysis of socio-demographic indicators between 
developed and transition countries, using the example of Estonia to illustrate the 
difficulty of achieving comparability over time within transition countries. They 
concluded that greater uniformity and comparability of indicators would make it 
easier to identify uniqueness. 
 In the first of two papers concerned with regional diversity, Dieter Eißel 
and Jeremy Leaman compared the two Germanys (East and West), and the 
impact of economic, political and social upheaval associated with unification 
based on the federal system. They took the case of public childcare provision to 
illustrate the disparities between the two systems and warned against drawing 
generalized conclusions about social attitudes and state policy formulation. In 
his paper, Devi Sacchetto considered the north/south divide in Italy in terms of 
economic, social, cultural and political factors, the effect it has on national 
demographic trends, and the implications for collecting and analysing national 
statistical data, and for formulating and implementing policy. He also concluded 
that universal solutions are not appropriate for what appear, on the surface, to 
be identical problems. Nor, he argued, has fiscal devolution provided a 
satisfactory answer, precisely because the regions most in need of policy 
intervention receive more limited funds and lack the administrative structures 
necessary to ensure effective policy delivery. 
 In her paper, Ágnes Kende focused on within-nation ethnic diversity. She 
contrasted the Gypsy and non-Gypsy populations in Hungary, highlighting the 
problems of defining and measuring the Roma presence in the 1990s. She 
underlined the fact that poverty in Hungary is ‘ethnicized’, which means that the 
problems faced by Gypsies are not part of mainstream social policy, which 
raises important questions about social rights and equity for minorities.  
 The theme of rural versus urban differences was addressed by Wielisława 
Warzywoda-Kruszyńska and Jerzy Krzyszkowski with reference to Poland. The 
authors discussed the problems of declining fertility rates and increasing 
population ageing from both spatial and temporal perspectives, highlighting the 
deterioration of the situation in rural areas. They concluded that the mainly 
restrictive policy measures put in place to stem population decline and offset the 
negative impact of population ageing have not prevented rural poverty from 
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intensifying. In the absence of supportive public policy measures, older people 
are being forced to rely more heavily on their family members in a context 
where family solidarity is being severely tested. 
 The final paper by Maurice FitzGerald examined the implications for social 
life of the phenomenal economic growth that has taken place in Ireland since it 
joined the EU. The author argued that the benefits of economic growth have not 
been evenly distributed between rural and urban areas, social categories and 
women and men. He suggested that the changes, and particularly the speed 
with which they have occurred, have created important challenges for both 
policy formulation and implementation. 
 
COMPARING FAMILY POLICY ACTORS 
 
The papers in the third issue in the series reported on the findings from the elite 
interviews with political, economic and civil society actors in the IPROSEC 
project countries. The interviews were designed to investigate the policy 
process and develop a greater understanding of national policy responses to 
socio-demographic change. The authors compared the involvement of different 
actors in family policy and analysed their accounts of how policy is formulated 
and implemented in different national contexts.  
 In his discussion of political actors, Paul Byrne acknowledged the impact 
of party politics on policy development. Legitimacy of state intervention in family 
life and policy focus were presented as possible explanations for cross-national 
variations. Despite the overall diversity between countries, he identified two 
common strands with respect to family policy: competing ideologies and 
national policy styles. Across the IPROSEC countries, virtually all parties of the 
right advocate the traditional family model as the cornerstone of a stable 
society, particularly where the Catholic Church is strongly entrenched. They 
support universalistic approaches to family welfare. Parties of the left are more 
likely to prioritize issues of work–life balance and gender equality, a targeted 
approach to benefits and support for de-institutionalized family forms, even 
though conventional family units are perceived as a useful way of transferring 
some of the welfare burden away from the state. Despite similarities, in terms of 
policy styles, in the perception that political actors have of the inadequacy of 
policy co-ordination, only in very few cases could policy thinking be said to be 
joined-up. The conclusion to the paper noted a wide consensus among political 
actors that family policy can be an important instrument for achieving other 
policy objectives, including social cohesion and the rolling back of the state as a 
major funder of welfare. 
 Peter Ackers’ paper on economic actors assessed the contributions made 
by employers’ representatives and trade unions to family policy. Although 
substantial numbers of women were employed in all IPROSEC countries, 
national approaches were found to be ranged along a continuum between those 
where gender and employment policies are regarded as separate spheres 
(southern Europe), those where linking policies are emerging (Germany and the 
United Kingdom) and those where substantial integration already exists (France 
and Sweden). Major differences in workplace attitudes and approaches to 
family policy across and within countries were attributed to welfare policies, the 
perceived legitimacy of intervention in family life, changing family structures and 
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gender roles, the policy environment and employer relations at national and 
workplace levels. Ackers argued that the business case for harnessing human 
resources through family-friendly policies only works for the more skilled and 
highly educated categories of employees in full-time protected employment, and 
that state-initiated social regulation is needed to generalize and institutionalize 
such policies and to encourage employers to take a broader view of their 
employees’ family responsibilities. In conclusion, he cautioned against over-
regulation, particularly of working and opening hours, which merely served to 
reinforce gender segregation by denying women access to the labour market, 
and he warned against flexibility purely on employers’ terms, which reinforced 
insecurity for men, women and their families.  
 Louise Appleton’s paper considered national variations in the roles played 
by the civil society sector in the family policy process and related them to social 
perceptions of the legitimacy of policy intervention in family life, the competing 
or complementary roles of the economic and political sectors, and the functions 
of not-for-profit organizations as lobbyists or specialists in policy implementation 
and service delivery. Despite the great diversity within and between countries of 
civil society organizations in the area of family policy, several patterns were 
identified among the IPROSEC countries. At one end of the spectrum is France, 
with its active and well integrated civil society sector working in partnership with 
the state in the policy process. At the other, are the candidate and southern 
European countries, where the sector is less well developed and less influential, 
with the significant exception of the powerful, though declining, role played by 
the Catholic Church.  
 The concluding paper, also by Louise Appleton, identified two main policy 
network models among the countries in the project. The first is integrated, with 
close co-operation between policy actors, although only in France are the roles 
of policy actors fully harmonized. In the second model, the three sectors are 
perceived as separate entities with distinct family policy agendas, minimum co-
operation and varying degrees of segregation. As in the analysis of the civil 
society sector, most countries fall between the extremes. France and Sweden 
can be characterized as having the most comprehensive approach to policy 
integration. Germany, Ireland, Italy, the United Kingdom and Poland have a 
partially integrated arrangement. Spain and Greece are minimalist in their 
approach and come closer to the segregated model, while Estonia and Hungary 
are aspiring to shift towards a more integrated approach. 
 
THE EMPLOYMENT RELATIONSHIP AND FAMILY LIFE 
 
The papers in the fourth issue in the series, edited by Peter Ackers, analysed 
the relationship between employment and family life. The introduction showed 
how, through their power to regulate employment policy and working conditions, 
EU and national institutions impact on the everyday lives of families. 
Government intervention to reconcile paid work and family life was taken as an 
example of how indirect employment levers affect the quality of family life and 
legitimate further state intervention.  
 In his contribution, Devi Sacchetto analysed the new forms of labour 
contract in Italy associated with flexibility and employability. He argued that they 
are bringing about a more ‘economic’ attitude to relationships within families, 
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whereby family life is treated as an industrial process. The capacity of the Italian 
family to adapt to different situations was found to be in a state of crisis. The 
rigidity of family life in terms of economic needs and care duties contrasts with 
the total availability demanded of workers in the employment relationship and 
forms of flexibility on employers’ terms. 
 In the second paper, Mònica Badia i Ibáñez described the more 
heterogeneous model of the family emerging in Spanish society and the self-
help strategies parents are adopting to combine work and household life. The 
lack of effective public policies was found to be reinforcing reliance on the male 
breadwinner and family solidarity. Kait Kabun’s findings in Estonia were not 
dissimilar. He explored women’s changing role in paid and unpaid work as 
Estonia made the rapid transition from Soviet-style socialism to Western 
capitalism, and prepared to join the European Union. He was interested in the 
reasons for the relative shortage of public intervention as well as the 
unwillingness among employers to deal with the reconciliation issue more 
actively. He identified the rise in unemployment, poverty and social exclusion as 
the most pressing concerns for government. Employers, he argued, seem to be 
unaware of equality issues and reconciliation strategies. Although family-friendly 
company schemes are being promoted, employers have yet to be persuaded by 
the business case for supporting work–life balance.  
 Two of the papers focused on British employment policies under New 
Labour. Peter Ackers maintained that the Blair government has substantially 
changed the legal and institutional framework of British employment relations, 
while also helping to shape employer and trade union initiatives in the direction 
of social partnership and family-friendly policies. He concluded that family-
friendly workplace policies remain tenuous. In the past, many of them were 
introduced during a period of economic boom and abandoned when the 
economy went into recession. The regulatory framework used by the Blair 
government to bring in statutory employment rights continues to encounter 
opposition. Although family-friendly policies are not yet deeply embedded in 
British workplace culture, they are found to have gained a social momentum 
due to the growing labour market activity of women that it would be difficult to 
hold in check. Elizabeth Such was more sceptical about New Labour’s record. 
Illustrating her case with reference to dual-earner couples and the difficulties 
they experience in reconciling work and family responsibilities, she pointed out 
that, although Labour has brought childcare and parental leave back onto the 
policy agenda, the lingering conception of the family as a private affair has kept 
its provisions to a minimum.  
 Roberta Guerrina’s concluding paper provided an overview of EU family-
friendly policies and assessed the assumptions the Commission makes about 
family structures, gender roles and the employment relationship. She asked 
whether, in the context of the expanded role of the social partners and the 
changing balance between hard and soft law, a new employment model is 
emerging in Europe, or whether the relationship is converging towards an 
established model. Her analysis underlined the significant differences between 
countries in the application of the principles enshrined in EU regulations. She 
argued that the regulatory framework continues to provide an important 
reference point for employers and employees and has strengthened the position 
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of women in European societies, thereby encouraging the development of a 
more inclusive work culture. In conclusion, she advocated a multidimensional 
approach to work–life balance policy, addressing both economic and equality 
issues. 
 
CHANGING FAMILY STRUCTURE IN EUROPE: NEW CHALLENGES FOR PUBLIC POLICY 
  
This fifth issue of Cross-National Research Papers was devoted to comparisons 
of changing family structures in the IPROSEC countries. The six papers 
examined different aspects of family change in recent decades with reference 
not only to family structure but also to value systems.  
 The first paper by Marie-Thérèse Letablier and Sophie Pennec used data 
collected for the IPROSEC project, supplemented by information from national 
sources, to provide an overview of changing household and family structures 
and related gender issues. The paper showed that, although change has been 
occurring in all the countries in the project, it has not had the same impact 
everywhere, resulting in different challenges for national governments. The 
authors identified the main challenge for policy as the organization of support 
for families to help them reconcile work and family life through a much greater 
diversity of services and benefits. 
 In his paper, Anthony Abela analysed family values, the cultural specificity 
of patterns of value orientations and related options for social policies in the 
IPROSEC countries, using the 1999–2000 European Values Study. He 
highlighted gender issues and the changing meaning of marriage and identified 
political profiles and attitudes towards social policy orientations. The findings 
showed a significant relationship between post-traditionalism, political 
ideologies and most social policy issues. The study pointed to a weakening of 
the traditional left–right political divide and the corresponding options in social 
welfare at individual level in favour of ‘third way’ politics and an increasingly 
complex multicultural, post-materialist and post-traditional European welfare 
society. 
 The other papers in the collection focused on specific aspects of socio-
economic trends, mainly associated with patterns of fertility, in an attempt to 
track the disparities between demographic change, perceptions and attitudes 
towards family policies, and their possible impact on social practices. The paper 
by Kati Karelson, Valentina Longo, Olga Niméus and Jutta Träger compared the 
impact of public policies on family formation in four countries: Estonia, 
Germany, Italy and Sweden. The authors combined quantitative and qualitative 
approaches, drawing on national data and interviews carried out for the 
IPROSEC project to bring together information about trends in fertility and 
female economic activity with the perceptions and attitudes expressed by 
individuals. They examined how families perceive incentives and obstacles with 
regard to family formation decisions, and looked at the possible impact of social 
and family policy measures on family decisions about fertility and family life. 
They found differences not only in the timing and pace of change but also in its 
direction. Whereas completed fertility levels in Estonia and Sweden have 
remained relatively stable, they have fallen more steeply in Italy and West 
Germany. While women in Sweden are well supported by public policy and 
display high employment rates, in Germany and Italy, female employment is 
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rising more slowly and, in Estonia, the rate fell sharply during the 1990s from a 
previously much higher level, in a context of withdrawal of public support for 
working mothers. The barriers to women’s employment were cited as a possible 
explanation for the reluctance of couples in the latter three countries to embark 
on family formation. 
 Three of the papers presented single country case studies. That by Ingrid 
Jönsson dealt, in greater depth, with fertility changes during the twentieth 
century in Sweden and the resulting challenges for family policies. She 
examined the development of modern family policy as well as gender and 
labour market policies, scrutinizing fertility trends in relation to family policies 
during different historical periods. Jönsson showed that not only are fertility 
decisions in Sweden determined by family policies, but they are also closely 
interrelated with a set of environmental parameters, including the labour market 
situation, gender relations and the family-friendliness of the social context. 
 The paper by Dagmar Kutsar and Ene-Margit Tiit provided an overview of 
changes in family structure at the beginning of the twenty-first century in 
Estonia, with a focus on unmarried cohabitation and policy responses to it. 
Since the 1990s, pre-marital cohabitation has increased dramatically in Estonia 
and is now a widespread living arrangement, as in the Scandinavian countries. 
In 2000, 55% of children were born out of wedlock. As in the Swedish paper, 
the two authors were interested in the decision-making process with regard to 
living arrangement, and used results from a longitudinal survey of students’ 
attitudes in combination with qualitative data collected for the IPROSEC 
research to analyse trends. They found that, during the 1990s, whereas no 
radical change was observed in students’ value orientations, gender remained 
an important factor explaining preferences in living arrangements, with women 
opting for more conventional family forms.  
 The final paper by Mária Neményi and Olga Tóth explored the 
contradictions between demographic data, attitudes and values concerning 
families in Hungary. They found that, although radical changes have occurred in 
lifestyles and family life, family structures and gender roles have changed very 
slowly and tend to remain traditional. The Hungarian process of modernization 
since the 1990s has not led to a fundamental shift: conservative values are still 
prevalent, except among the younger generations. The authors concluded that 
values change more slowly than demographic behaviour. They noted that, in 
the 1970s and 80s, individual and collective ideology had moved closer to 
societal expectations, but the 1990s brought a reversal and reinforced divisions 
within society, impeding the modernization process. 
 
EUROPEAN CASE STUDIES IN FAMILY CHANGE AND POLICY PRACTICE 
 
All the papers in the sixth issue in the series, written by the national research 
assistants in the participating countries, attempted to track changing family 
structure, with a view to identifying the challenges being faced by policy actors, 
their responses, and the experiences and perceptions of families themselves. 
Each of the country case studies drew together the findings from the different 
stages in the IPROSEC project.  

The first paper presented the situation in France, where family policy is 
well established on the policy agenda, and where a close partnership exists 
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between policy actors. Addressing the four project themes of population decline 
and ageing, changing family structures, gender and intergenerational relations, 
Olivier Büttner found that, in all cases, the French state and electorate are 
aware of the need for policy and recognize the legitimacy of intervention by the 
state. Building on this consensus, policy has been adapted in response to 
changing socio-demographic trends. While the normative family has become 
less rigidly defined, families have been given greater choice as to how they 
organize their lives, with support from publicly provided services. The state has, 
thereby, become the facilitator of choice. Despite the long tradition and strong 
consensus between policy actors over the responsibility of the state towards 
families, the author concluded that parties from the right and left continue to 
differ in their views about the forms family support should take. 

The second paper also illustrated the close relationship between policy 
actors in the formulation of family policies and the acceptance among Swedish 
families of increased state intervention in certain areas of family life. Olga 
Niméus focused on the first three themes of the project, illustrating the link 
between population decline and ageing, changing family forms and changing 
gender relations associated with women’s greater participation in the workforce. 
She demonstrated how extensive public policy, especially the provision of public 
services such as childcare, has been adapted to the changing needs of families, 
facilitating, among other things, the balance between work and family life. She 
found that, despite extensive state support for reconciliation and gender 
equality, the workplace remains gender segregated, and women continue to 
carry the main responsibility for caring. Consensus appears to be less strong 
than in France among policy actors about the extent to which the state should 
intervene in family life. 

The third paper, which reported on the situation of families and family 
policies in the United Kingdom, illustrated the gradual shift towards greater 
acceptance of state intervention in family life and the development of 
partnerships between policy actors. Elizabeth Monaghan, Elizabeth Such and 
Moira Ackers focused on the two themes of population decline and ageing, and 
changing family structure, arguing that such issues have been addressed by a 
more ‘hands-on’ policy approach since the late 1990s, with the introduction of 
explicit policies to encourage women into work, to institute parental leave and to 
regulate working time. The aim of policy is to tackle child poverty and social 
exclusion, and to strengthen communities by obliging families to meet their 
responsibilities. Paradoxically, while the state has intervened more directly than 
before in family life, its policies have been designed to increase rather than 
replace the responsibilities of families towards their members. The researchers 
found that families expect public services to play a greater, though not an 
intrusive, role in assisting them in their daily lives.  

In her analysis of the German case, Jutta Träger focused on the themes of 
population decline and ageing, and changing gender relations, identifying the 
need for state intervention in response to the decline in fertility and low female 
economic activity rates. While the right and the left are divided in their 
responses to these issues between the stay-at-home mother and the working 
mother with children in day care, family members were found to be calling for 
greater intervention to support them in their desire to have children. They are 
demanding the improvement of living conditions and infrastructures to assist 
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with the care, education and financial costs of raising children. German families 
are seeking a holistic approach to family life, aware that single policies fail to 
meet all their needs. Disagreement was revealed, however, over who should 
provide that assistance. As in the United Kingdom, the state has delegated 
responsibility to families and civil society. While families continue to reject state 
interference in what they see as private decisions, they expect the state to work 
with civil society to guarantee a safety net for families at risk. 

The paper on Ireland also illustrated the ambivalence of attitudes in Irish 
society regarding socio-economic change and policy responses. Julia Griggs 
examined the four project themes, contending that, while the impact of 
population decline and ageing, and changing intergenerational relations is not 
yet being felt to the same extent in Ireland as elsewhere in Europe, policies 
have already been implemented to help cope with the problems that are likely to 
arise in the future, demonstrating that Ireland has learnt from the experience of 
other EU member states. At the same time, Irish governments have been more 
cautious in addressing issues arising from changes in family structure and 
gender relations, largely due to the influence of conservatism, which was 
enshrined in the 1937 Constitution and is being sustained by the Catholic 
Church. Change is also being impeded by the reluctance of families to see the 
state interfere in family life. They are, in addition, less willing than in the past to 
accept intervention from the Catholic Church as a civil society actor. 

The Estonian paper pursued the theme of the shift in responsibility for 
family well-being from the state to families themselves, in a context where 
economic restructuring and the withdrawal of the state, following the collapse of 
Soviet rule, have provoked a return to traditional family values, self-reliance and 
mutual aid, both horizontally and vertically. Kati Karelson and Katre Pall argued 
that transition has provided a stimulus for family empowerment and an 
opportunity for civil society to assume a more proactive role. However, distrust 
of the state extends to non-governmental organizations, with the result that 
families continue to rely most heavily on their own members not only in coping 
with adversity but also in managing everyday life.  

The paper by Judit Takács again highlighted the increasing heterogeneity 
of family forms, in this case in Hungary, and found policy was lagging behind 
the new living arrangements of families. As in the other Central and East 
European countries, Hungary has witnessed the collapse of the state, and it is 
families, rather than private or civil society organizations, that are taking on 
responsibility for family care. While Hungarian families are more accepting of 
this role, they see the need for holistic policy intervention to address the many 
factors contributing to the combined causes and effects of declining fertility 
rates, including women’s employment. 

In Poland, the third candidate country in the project, the experience of 
transition has brought into sharp focus the many paradoxes facing policy actors. 
In their paper, Małgorzata Potoczna and Lucyna Prorok-Mamińska identified the 
need for greater support for families to offset the effects of population decline 
and ageing, but they found that economic restructuring and the associated 
withdrawal of state and employer intervention in family life have removed vital 
resources from family policy. Women have been the main losers, as high 
unemployment and inadequate welfare support have provoked a return to the 
legacy of traditional conservative values buttressing the male breadwinner 
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model. Rather than seeking explicit family-friendly policies, families are 
demanding the provision of job opportunities and of more effective public 
services, including education and health care, which are expected to create 
more favourable conditions for work–life balance and lead to families being able 
to turn their attention to family building. 
 The reliance on family support networks was also a strong focus in the 
three papers on Spain, Italy and Greece, but, because of the changing roles of 
women, families feel less able to fulfill these duties and are calling for more 
state support. In her paper, Mònica Badia i Ibáñez argued that, as women in 
Spain have been entering the labour market in larger numbers, in the absence 
of flexible working hours and part-time contracts, the burden for child and elder 
care is more difficult to manage. However, the underdevelopment of the welfare 
state in Spain is preventing the implementation of policies that might assist 
families and, more especially, women. 

Valentina Longo and Devi Sacchetto presented a similar case in the Italian 
context. They argued that, despite the changes in family life that occurred over 
the last decade of the twentieth century, policy appears to have stagnated and, 
in some cases, has become inaccessible to many families because of high 
costs. Focusing on the first two themes of population decline and ageing, and 
changing family forms, they emphasized the geographical diversity in socio-
demographic change and the need for it to be addressed by policy. In particular, 
they highlighted differences between the north and centre-north of Italy and the 
south, arguing that, while socio-demographic change throughout the 1990s is 
most apparent in the southern regions of Italy, the conservative values intrinsic 
to the local and regional policy environment render them inflexible. Where 
fertility rates and family forms have changed in the north and centre-north, 
policies are, however, being implemented to some extent at the municipal level 
to deal with the challenges raised. In contrast to Spain, however, respondents in 
Italy are more deeply committed to the idea that the family should take care of 
itself, arguing that the state should help by making services more accessible in 
terms of cost, and of geographical coverage and provision. 
 The final paper on Greece also made the case that socio-demographic 
change has brought about a situation in which families are less able to carry the 
burden of family responsibilities than in the past. However, to a greater extent 
than in Spain and Italy, according to Dimitra Taki and Spyridon Tryfonas, while 
the need for state intervention is recognized, families are reluctant to allow the 
state to intervene, not only because it may threaten the family networks that 
provide the social safety net in Greek society, but also because many people do 
not trust the state to look after the family. The paper explored this ambivalence 
and the search for a compromise between family solidarity and extrafamilial 
support. The preference expressed by families was decidedly for additional 
benefits rather than services to enable families to choose their own forms of 
support without interference from the state. 
 
Comparing family change and policy responses 
 
Most of the contributions in the previous issues of papers in this sixth series 
have focused on individual countries or have compared the findings from a 
specific stage of the project across countries. In this final issue in the series, a 
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comparative analysis is made of the materials collected throughout the project 
across the 11 participating countries. The issue is structured thematically. The 
second paper looks at the family policy process drawing on the policy context 
analysis carried out in the first stage of the project and the interviews with the 
elite policy actors. It examines public perceptions of family policy, as reported in 
the surveys and interviews and the effect of public policy decisions on family 
life.  
 The four following papers address, in turn, each of the main themes that 
structured the project: population decline and ageing, changing family forms, 
changing gender and intergenerational relations. For each theme, an analysis is 
made of the data collected on socio-economic trends and associated issues 
that are already, or are expected to become, of concern for policy practitioners, 
together with the challenges they present. Current and projected policy 
responses are explored, covering the formulation and implementation of 
prohibitive, permissive, pre-emptive and proactive policy measures, followed by 
an analysis of the imputed outcomes of policies in terms of their perceived 
impacts on family life, and concluding with a review of proposals for further 
policy development.  
 The final paper focuses on policy learning and development, weaving 
together the findings from the materials collected throughout the project and 
drawing on a series of national case studies, in which members of the project 
team commented on the policy issues and challenges being addressed by 
specific policy measures, and looked at the potential for policy transfer. The 
paper highlights the diversity in the pace and intensity of socio-economic 
change and in approaches to family policy, before going on to examine the 
circumstances under which policy transfer takes place at European and national 
level, and the conditions under which it is most likely to be effective. The paper 
concludes by reflecting on the lessons that can be drawn from the research 
about ways of improving the efficacy of policies that impact on family life. 
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2.  The Family Policy Process 
 
For the purposes of the IPROSEC project, family policy was defined as a 
coherent set of policies that identify the family unit as the deliberate target of 
specific actions, and where the measures initiated are designed to have an 
impact on family resources and, ultimately, on family structure (Millar, 1998; 
Commaille et al., 2002). Designated government departments are usually 
charged with formulating and implementing policies with this aim in mind. The 
project team was also interested in tracking policy measures that do not directly 
target families as a unit but can have an unintended impact on family life, for 
example labour market and employment policies or measures designed to 
protect children and older people, or prevent social exclusion (Dumon, 1994). 
 Compared to other policy areas, the research found that, in the 11 EU 
member and applicant states selected, family policy objectives have a relatively 
low status in terms of public policy priorities and the differing macro-economic 
or social imperatives driving policy initiatives. Family policy is often the vehicle 
for delivering the objectives of other policy areas – employment, demographic 
balance, economic growth, social cohesion or a reduction in criminality – rather 
than pursuing its own clearly defined set of objectives. It may perform valuable 
rhetorical and electoral functions but tends to disappear from the agenda when 
other pressures increase. 
 Analysis of the family policy process in the project countries, whether it be 
through contextual documents (legal frameworks, regulations), interviews with 
political, economic and civil society actors or with families themselves (Annex 
2), indicated important variations between countries. Differences were found in 
the principles underlying family policy, in the engagement of policy actors with 
family matters and in their approaches to policy formation and implementation, 
all of which help to shape policy responses to socio-economic change. These 
differences are examined in this section in terms of policy environments, public 
perceptions of the design and delivery of welfare benefits and services, and the 
impacts of public policy on decisions about family life.  
 
Family policy clusters 
 
The IPROSEC countries fall into several clusters in terms of the historical 
development of their family policy, its design and structure, and the vehicles 
used for delivery, as illustrated in Figure 2.1. At the one extreme, in France and 
 
Figure 2.1 IPROSEC family policy process clusters 
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Sweden, policy is highly structured and legitimated. Policy actors are strongly 
committed to supporting families. At the other, in the southern European and 
candidate countries, policy is more hesitant, lacking in coherence and under-
resourced. Between the two extremes are countries, including Germany, Ireland 
and the United Kingdom, where the rhetoric is supportive of families, but where 
policy actors are often reluctant to intervene in private life.  

Irrespective of the level of commitment and provision, responsibility for 
family policy is assigned primarily to the state rather than to economic or civil 
society actors. In a few instances, as in France, though still state driven, 
responsibility is shared more equally between all three sectors and co-ordinated 
so that policies are complementary. Elsewhere, co-ordination is minimal or 
absent, and policy tends to be fragmented and piecemeal. 
 
EXPLICIT AND CO-ORDINATED FAMILY POLICY 
 
France stands out as the country in the IPROSEC project where state 
regulation and state intervention in family life and the concept of family-centred 
policy are most clearly and explicitly defined and articulated. Traditionally 
grounded in a strong rightwing ideology that saw the family as the cornerstone 
of social order, patriarchy and pro-natalism, French family policy has 
progressively been tempered by leftwing concerns with vertical distribution, 
equality, social solidarity and liberal values. In Sweden, state regulation of 
family life is also firmly grounded and institutionalized historically, and has a 
long association with pro-natalism. However, Swedish family policy has been 
influenced to a greater extent than in France by social democratic values, and 
has been incorporated within labour market and gender equality policy, resulting 
in more individualized support for family members and pressures on men to 
become active fathers.  
 Today, both countries are characterized by their family-friendly 
environment, their coherent and integrated approach to policy formulation and 
delivery, and their strong ideological commitment to redistributive policy 
intervention based on social solidarity. They offer a high standard of benefits 
and services, providing maximum personal choice and flexibility. At the end of 
the twentieth century, the proportion of social protection spending devoted to 
family benefits was relatively high in both countries, at 9.6% in France and 
10.8% in Sweden, compared to the EU average of 8.2% (European 
Commission, 2003, p. 186). The development of alternative family forms is not 
seen as a problem for society, although the de-institutionalization of family life 
and greater individualization in society are raising questions about the future 
shape and form of family policy in France, and about the balance between 
universal and targeted benefits and services.  
 In addition to differences in the logic and content underlying family policy 
in the two countries, they are distinguished by their welfare funding and delivery 
mechanisms. In France, family policy is presented and funded as a dedicated 
policy domain. The social security system was based traditionally on 
employment-related insurance contributions, administered by a multiplicity of 
schemes. By contrast with other areas of the social protection system, 
employers were the sole contributors to the family allowance fund, and family 
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benefits and services were built upon their contributions. Funds are 
administered by a highly specialized agency, the Caisse nationale des 
allocations familiales (CNAF, National Family Allowance Fund), which has a 
very broad remit. Although family allowances are not paid for the first child, 
France is the EU member state that takes greatest account of family members 
in the taxation system through the family quotient, which favours high income 
earners with several children.  
 In Sweden, with a few exceptions (housing allowance is, for example, 
dependent on the number of children and the level of income), social benefits 
and services are a universal citizenship right paid for by high taxes, levied on 
the whole population without a dedicated family policy funding mechanism or 
agency, and where the family or household is not identified as the primary 
benefit unit. 
 
PARTIALLY CO-ORDINATED FAMILY POLICY 
 
Three of the IPROSEC countries can be characterized as having only partially 
co-ordinated and coherent family policies. In Germany, family policy has 
become increasingly explicit and formalized as family matters have moved up 
the policy agenda. Within the employment-insurance based corporatist welfare 
system, family policy is a distinct area of social policy, ensuring universal and 
generous provision of child benefit and means-tested housing and other 
benefits to support families in need. For example, the proportion of social 
protection spending on family benefits had reached almost the same level as in 
Sweden by the end of the twentieth century. Policy continues, though, to be 
narrowly focused on the conjugal relationship, as reflected in the taxation 
system, which supports the traditional male breadwinner model rather than 
working mothers. Civil society makes an important contribution to policy 
formulation and implementation through the churches and unions. The political, 
economic and civil society sectors are integrated through the taxation system, 
with members of churches paying a tax (Kirchensteuer) collected by employers. 
 During the 1990s, the United Kingdom shifted from a neutral, implicit or 
underdeveloped family policy to more supportive rhetoric, but not to the extent 
that society, and more specifically government, can be said to be inherently 
friendly towards families. The establishment of the Family Policy Unit within the 
Home Office suggests that family policy does not sit comfortably in any 
government department. The family is not identified as the income tax unit: no 
income tax relief is, for example, given for dependent children in the case of 
high-income earners. Emphasis in the welfare system has been on the public 
provision of universal child benefit for all children, increasingly supplemented by 
means-tested benefits and so-called tax credits, targeting low-income families 
(though with a relatively high income threshold), and supporting the transition 
from welfare to work and the notion of employability. The resulting expenditure 
on family benefits as a proportion of all social protection spending fell during the 
1990s to a level below the EU average.  
 The traditional reluctance of the state to be seen to intervene in family 
matters, considered until recently as a strictly private domain, has allowed civil 
society to play an important role in specific well defined areas. Apart from 
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families at risk, where state intervention has long been legitimated, family 
members are largely left to develop their own coping strategies through 
recourse to private sector provision, though with at least moral and rhetorical 
support from the state. Governments expect firms to be sensitive to the 
business case in making arrangements to improve the work–life balance and 
retain older workers, while continuing to argue that over-regulation will harm 
business interests, an argument also used to justify opposition to European 
legislation that might have an impact on the private lives of families. 
 In Ireland, although the constitution and Catholic Church support women 
as homemakers, the stance of governments towards the role of women in 
society and towards family life has been changing rapidly. Whereas mothers, 
especially lone mothers, were previously discouraged from entering the labour 
market, they are now being actively encouraged to seek paid employment. 
Divorce and abortion law reform has been strongly opposed on religious and 
moral grounds, with divorce being ultimately legalized only in 1996. Ireland is 
currently in a period of transition and lacks a coherent family policy, although 
the family unit is targeted by the benefits system, and provision is made for 
alternative family forms. State benefits and services are mainly concentrated on 
low-income earners and families in need, but nonetheless represent the largest 
proportion of social protection spending on family benefits among the IPROSEC 
countries, reaching 13% in 2000, due primarily to the size of the young age 
population. The welfare mix for healthcare encourages high income groups to 
resort to private provision, but leaves middle income families to develop their 
own strategies to ensure family well-being. A review of the voluntary sector’s 
relationship with the state has resulted in legislation to regulate charities and 
has provided formal guidelines covering the contribution of the community and 
voluntary sector to participative democracy and civil society. 
 
TRANSITIONAL FAMILY POLICY 
 
During the Soviet era, the universal provision of housing, child and healthcare 
and, more importantly, jobs, which were the precondition for receiving benefits 
and services, meant that families in the candidate countries did not have to rely 
heavily on their own resources to ensure the basic needs of their members 
were met. In Estonia, Hungary and Poland since transition, government support 
for families has been severely cut back. Child benefits have fallen well below 
inflation, universalistic provision has largely been replaced by means-testing 
and targeting, and low cost facilities for pre-school children and various 
workplace benefits have been curtailed. Responsibility for supporting families 
has shifted away from the state and employers to families themselves in a 
context where labour market restructuring has left many people without paid 
work and other resources to enable them to meet even basic needs. An 
underlying concern is how to rebuild national identity and ensure the survival of 
the nation in the face of population decline, which is lending support to pro-
natalist policies designed to promote population renewal. 
 Although they shared the experience of socialism and of transition, and 
are all preparing to become members of the Union in 2004, the three candidate 
countries were found to differ in their approach to family matters. Despite the 
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fact that Estonia has a minister without portfolio responsible for family matters, 
and governments are driven by their rejection of the Soviet system, they lack 
the vision and resources necessary to enable them to develop a coherent and 
supportive family policy, and have fluctuated between targeting the family unit 
with pro-natalist measures to encourage family building and protecting 
individuals in need. Increasingly, the state is delegating responsibility to local 
government, the voluntary sector, private initiatives and families themselves.  
 Policy actors in Hungary and Poland emphasized the importance of 
traditional family values. Family policy in Hungary is more explicit, and the 
normative definition of the family remains strong, whereas Estonia has moved 
furthest away from traditional family forms. At the rhetorical level, emphasis has 
been on the revival of traditional moral values. In Poland, the focus of policy 
remains the conventional two-parent married family, and governments have 
pursued restrictive policies designed to uphold traditional family forms and 
moral values, while also providing openly pro-natalist financial incentives to 
encourage family building. 
 
FRAGMENTED FAMILY POLICY 
 
In the course of the second half of the twentieth century, the three southern 
European countries in the study experienced the transition from an authoritarian 
regime, which upheld patriarchal values, to a democracy committed to a more 
liberal approach towards family life. They all needed to build up their welfare 
systems from a low base, but have tended to do so in a piecemeal way, 
resulting in fragmentary coverage. Today, they have in common a relatively low 
level of provision of benefits and support services for families, compared to the 
other EU member states in the project. Family policy is implicit and largely 
unco-ordinated, and the state continues to delegate the responsibility for family 
well-being to family members.  
 The social security system is fragmented along occupational lines, 
especially in Greece. Government spending on family policy measures is low in 
relation to the EU average, with households in Italy and Spain receiving very 
little in family-related benefits: 2.7% of social protection spending was devoted 
to this budget head in Spain in 2000 and 3.8% in Italy. Greece was above the 
EU average, but the level fell during the 1990s. Childcare provision is also poor, 
although nursery schooling is widely offered as part of free education, and 
healthcare is available in all three countries on a universal basis. Family 
allowances are means-tested in Italy and Spain. In the absence of social 
assistance in Greece, they serve as a form of income maintenance. Due to the 
lack of explicit and legitimated state intervention, families have the main 
responsibility for their members. The reliance on family networks extends to 
employment and housing, and is reflected in the high proportion of self-
employment and the large number of informal family helpers in southern 
Europe, which is well above the EU average. One worker in 10 is categorized 
as a family helper in Greece, and 44% are self-employed (European 
Commission, 2001, p. 114).  
 Another aspect of fragmentation arises from the delegation of provision of 
benefits and services for families to municipal authorities, resulting in large 
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discrepancies in access and quality between Athens and the rural areas in 
Greece, between the north and south of Italy and between the autonomous 
regions in Spain. 
 
Public perceptions of family policy 
 
Public perceptions of family policy are related to levels of knowledge and 
awareness of policies affecting family life, and to the amount of confidence 
placed in the state to deliver appropriate policy measures. The willingness and 
ability of policy actors to respond to the impacts of socio-economic change on 
families and to implement policies that support family life are, in turn, restrained 
not only by conflicting objectives and priorities but also by the degree of public 
acceptability of external intervention in the private domain. Again, clusters of 
countries can be identified according to public perceptions of family policy, as 
reported in the surveys and interviews carried out with adults representing 
different family types, age and socio-economic groups in the IPROSEC 
countries (Annexes 2–3). Table 2.1 summarizes the findings and brings out the 
contrast between the consistently high ratings for France and Sweden, at the 
one end of the spectrum, and the more consistently low ratings for Greece, Italy 
and Spain, at the other. Germany, Ireland, the Unite Kingdom and the candidate 
countries provide a more mixed picture. 
 
AWARENESS OF POLICY  
 
In general, respondents were most aware of explicit, formal policies targeting 
family life, such as family allowances or child benefit, tax relief for spouses and 
children, childcare provision and parental leave, of which they have had direct 
experience. They were less likely to think spontaneously of education and 
training, health, housing, employment and elder care services as belonging to 
family policy, although they were acutely aware of the contribution such 
services make to the quality of family life.  
 Differences were observed both within and between countries in levels of 
awareness. Women and well-educated population groups across the 11 
IPROSEC countries were found to be most knowledgeable about public policy 
for families, suggesting the need for improved communication networks to 
ensure the spread of information about the availability of benefits and services, 
particularly among lower socio-economic categories.  
   
Table 2.1 Public perceptions of family policy in IPROSEC countries 
 

 FR DE EL IRL IT ES SE UK EE HU PL 
Awareness            

Legitimacy            

Acceptability            

Access/take up            

Workplace            

Voluntary sector            
 
Legend: high  medium  low  
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Respondents in France and Sweden showed most awareness of the interface 
between policy and family life, even though the actual amount received per 
head of population, at constant prices (index 1995 = 100) in family related 
benefits was below the EU average in both cases and had increased less than 
in the other IPROSEC countries during the 1990s (European Commission, 
2003, p. 186). 
 In Germany, despite the high level of benefits, the highest in the European 
Union, respondents had relatively little awareness of current measures and 
considered that family policy was a low priority for government. In the United 
Kingdom, where the level of family related benefits per head of population was 
lowest and falling, media coverage of policy measures has been instrumental in 
raising public awareness of benefits and services for families and children. In 
Ireland, which displays a relatively high figure per capita for family benefits, 
older people tended to assume provision was more widely available than it was 
in reality. 
 In Estonia, Hungary and Poland, families were conscious of the frequent 
changes in family policies but had difficulty in keeping abreast of the 
implications of these changes for their own families. They were more likely than 
respondents elsewhere to accept that policies designed to encourage family 
formation could contribute to national identity building.  
 In Spain, and especially in the south and in rural areas in Italy, families 
were not well informed about the family policy measures available to them. 
Knowledge and awareness of benefits and services tended to be greater among 
better educated respondents in Italy, despite a relatively high overall level of 
family benefits per capita. In Greece, respondents seemed to be aware of 
existing policy measures as far as benefits were concerned but were less 
knowledgeable about service provision for families. 
 
LEGITIMACY OF POLICY 
 
Attitudes towards the legitimacy of outside intervention in family life were found 
to vary both between and within countries according to the area of provision, the 
degree of coercion, the actors involved and individual socio-economic factors. 
Lower socio-economic groups were more likely to be positive about the 
legitimacy of family policies, while women were generally more cautious than 
men about turning to the state for support. Reactions of different age groups 
were largely determined by past experience, with older generations more often 
accepting the legitimacy of policies supporting traditional family forms, and 
younger generations expressing more liberal views towards policies that extend 
freedom of individual choice. 
 Overall, the French respondents reported the highest level of legitimacy for 
state intervention in family life. The state was expected to formulate and deliver 
responsive and proactive public policies that take account of family change. In 
Sweden, where the welfare state was taken for granted, respondents 
acknowledged unquestioningly the legitimacy of universal provision of benefits 
and services.  
 In Germany, Ireland and the United Kingdom, the three countries with 
partially co-ordinated family policies, respondents were more reluctant to accord 
legitimacy to the principle of outside intervention, except in the case of families 
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at risk. They expected the state to play a supportive role but without interfering 
or intruding in family life. In Germany, state involvement in family affairs was 
considered legitimate if the aim is to support the family unit. The state was 
criticized, however, for delegating its responsibility to civil society. In Ireland, 
older respondents and those in rural areas were more likely to consider 
government intervention in family life to be legitimate. British respondents 
recognized the legitimacy of the role of the state only in providing protection and 
a safety net for families. 
 The legitimacy of policy was also contested in Estonia when the state 
intervenes to promote a particular family form but, as in the two other transition 
counties, Hungary and Poland, state intervention in family life was considered in 
most cases to be legitimate and necessary. Legitimacy starts with the provision 
of jobs, reasonable working conditions, adequate wages and pensions, and 
extends to support for families that are unable to meet their own needs and to 
the responsibility of society to guarantee the demographic survival of the nation. 
 In Greece, Italy and Spain, attitudes towards government intervention in 
family life were more ambivalent. The state is expected to provide a permissive 
and enabling legislative framework and to channel resources towards families, 
but without usurping the role of family members. The public, particularly in 
Greece and Italy, displayed a profound distrust of any interference in family life 
by the state, and respondents confirmed their continued heavy reliance on 
mutual support from trusted family networks.  
 
ACCEPTANCE OF GOVERNMENT INTERVENTION 
 
With very few exceptions, respondents did not accept public policies aimed at 
influencing family formation, size or structure, especially pro-natalist measures. 
For example, relatively little support was found across the countries studied for 
legislation prohibiting abortion, unmarried or same-sex cohabitation. Attempts to 
intervene deliberately to promote marriage as opposed to unmarried 
cohabitation, or to make divorce more difficult, were strongly rejected, although 
religious convictions still seemed to be influential in shaping attitudes among 
practising Catholics. Consensus was found across countries in favour of state 
intervention in cases of domestic violence, to help underprivileged families and 
those with disabled members.  
 In France, Sweden and, to a lesser extent, the United Kingdom, families 
strongly supported and expected responsive and, in some cases, proactive 
policy intervention in family life. Although interviewees claimed that such 
intervention was a complement to their own provision, in France and Sweden, 
by comparison to the other IPROSEC countries, services such as those for 
children and older people could, in some cases, be interpreted as a substitute 
for family care.  
 In Germany, the southern European and candidate countries, policy 
intervention was only accepted as secondary to the support provided by the 
family and as a supplement to it. However, German respondents attributed to 
the state the main responsibility for ensuring the basic conditions needed for 
good quality family life. In Ireland and the candidate countries, family obligations 
remain strong, but public perceptions of duties and responsibilities appear to be 
changing, particularly towards older people. Family solidarity, which has long 
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been relied on as the lynchpin of the support system, is weakening, making 
alternative provision all the more necessary. Respondents in Estonia, for 
example, expected support from the state, despite the fact that they knew they 
could not rely on central government to provide it. They did, however, place 
greater trust in local government. 
 Support for state intervention in southern Europe was tempered by the 
reluctance, particularly in Greece and Spain, to admit that families are unable to 
meet their own needs. Cash benefits, therefore, tended to be more readily 
accepted than services, because they leave families free to choose for 
themselves how to meet the needs of their members. In Italy, attitudes were 
more ambivalent about the acceptability of state intervention, and respondents 
were divided between their preference for cash benefits and their demand for 
more individualized services. 
 
ACCESS TO POLICY MEASURES AND TAKE UP 
 
An indication of the acceptance, or otherwise, of state intervention is the extent 
to which the available benefits and services are taken up by those eligible to 
receive them. Relatively few cases were reported of non-take up (none in 
Germany), particularly when benefits and services are provided on a universal 
basis and when efforts are made to inform beneficiaries of their rights, as in 
France. A notable exception was take up of paid parental and paternity leave by 
men. Everywhere, the relatively low take up was explained primarily by 
ingrained perceptions of gender roles, both within families and at the workplace, 
rather than outright rejection of state intervention. In Sweden, where take up of 
parental leave by men is higher than elsewhere, but still lower than might be 
expected in view of the incentives provided, respondents often cited income 
differentials as the reason why men may be less willing to take leave. 
 Across the IPROSEC countries, although the lowest income groups 
receive a disproportionate share of benefits, in most cases the highest rates of 
non-take up were found among the lowest socio-economic groups, defined in 
terms of employment status, educational qualifications and income. In Ireland, 
while respondents in lower socio-economic categories were more likely to be 
entitled to benefits, those in higher socio-economic categories, who were also 
better informed about their entitlements, made sure they received all the 
benefits and services for which they were eligible.  
 Reasons for non-take up varied between and within countries. In the 
United Kingdom, non-take up of some benefits was explained by people 
wanting to remain independent, by the complexity of the system and lack of 
knowledge about entitlements. In Greece, Italy and Spain, non-take up was 
most often attributed to the poor level of public provision, the lack of knowledge 
and awareness of available benefits and services, especially in rural areas, 
mistrust of external intervention, the preference for heavy reliance on family 
members and the view that entitlements do not match the changing needs of 
families. The stigma attached to means-tested benefits was cited as one reason 
for non-take up among older people in Greece.  
 In Estonia, Hungary and Poland, access and take up were practically 
universal, particularly in the case of benefits and services for children. Where 
changes in the system have made procedures more complicated, as in 
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Hungary, and families have difficulty in complying with all the requirements and 
conditions, take up is more limited. In Poland, the rising cost of services has 
made them less accessible. For some respondents, non-take up of subsistence 
benefits is explained by the humiliation they entail and the bureaucratic 
obstacles that have to be overcome. 
 
ACCEPTANCE OF EMPLOYER INVOLVEMENT IN FAMILY POLICY 
 
Effective alternatives to state provision and family solidarity that command the 
support of the public are difficult to find. Private and workplace delivery of 
services is limited in most countries, and nowhere did respondents consider it 
as an appropriate substitute for public policy, particularly with regard to 
childcare and healthcare. The public sector was widely seen as more supportive 
of workers with families than the private sector, which was often regarded with 
suspicion, and where provision is usually more limited. Under EU legislation, 
firms are expected to implement national legislation on leave for family reasons, 
but views were divided between and within countries over the extent to which 
employers should be sensitive and responsive to the private lives of their 
workers.  
 In France, Germany, Ireland and the United Kingdom, women in particular 
believed that employers have a responsibility for creating family-friendly 
workplaces, especially by offering flexible working arrangements. Employees 
were seeking flexibility that is freely chosen and designed to suit their needs, 
thereby serving as a valuable component in the work–life balance. However, 
flexible labour markets were generally considered as a source of economic and, 
consequently, family instability, requiring more rather than less state regulation. 
When flexibility was seen as being imposed by employers, as with part-time or 
temporary work in many countries, or, as in the informal economies of southern 
Europe and the candidate countries, when it offers low wages and little or no job 
protection, it was perceived as threatening and negative. 
 Views on workplace provision of crèches were divided. In Sweden, less 
than half the respondents, and slightly more women than men, felt employers 
should be involved in childcare provision. Respondents in Italy, Spain, the 
United Kingdom and Poland were least supportive. In Spain, workplace crèches 
were regarded with suspicion on the grounds that employees on temporary 
contracts or in small firms would be discriminated against, and that employers 
would take advantage of the existence of crèches to extend working hours. 
 Attitudes towards employer involvement in the provision of leisure facilities 
were ambivalent. The opinion was expressed, in most of the EU member states, 
that employers should not be involved, possibly due to the fear of employer 
paternalism, although facilities and services provided by workplace 
organizations, such as the comités d’entreprise in France, or initiatives by trade 
unions in Germany, were welcomed. Male respondents in Sweden considered 
leisure time as an area where employers could intervene.  
 In the candidate countries, where, under Soviet rule, employers had 
played an important role in delivering welfare services, including housing, 
opinions varied with regard to the situation today. In Estonia, for example, lower 
income groups and the older generation expected more support from 
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employers. The involvement of employers in the organization of leisure activities 
was widely accepted.  
 
 ACCEPTANCE OF VOLUNTARY SECTOR INVOLVEMENT IN FAMILY POLICY 
 
Little awareness was found across the IPROSEC countries of the role played by 
the voluntary sector in family life. The sector was generally ill defined and was 
referred to only insofar as it complements, or is a substitute for, public policy, 
particularly in the case of families at risk.  
 In France, which has a vibrant network of family associations working 
closely with government, the voluntary sector, as distinct from the associative 
network, was seen primarily as providing a safety net for families in difficulty. 
This was also the main role attributed to the sector in the United Kingdom, 
where co-ordination between organizations is less developed. The voluntary 
sector in Sweden was seen as playing only a limited role in policy formulation 
and even less in implementation. 
 In Germany, the voluntary sector and, more especially, the churches, were 
recognized for the valuable role they play in the provision of social care. In 
Ireland, religious organizations occupied a more powerful position in the past. 
Today, they are being supplemented by secular organizations, which also 
tended to be viewed with suspicion, particularly among younger respondents. 
 In the southern European and candidate countries, where the involvement 
of non-religious organizations is limited, relatively little awareness was shown of 
the contribution the voluntary sector made, or could make, to family well-being, 
The potential for developing such a role was, however, moving onto the 
agenda, particularly in Estonia and Hungary, and instances were found in Italy 
of voluntary organizations actively intervening in family affairs. 

 
The impact of public policy on decisions about family life 
 
Just as opinions are divided about the legitimacy and acceptability of 
government intervention in family life, views also diverge over the extent to 
which public policy has an impact on the decisions taken about family life. 
Public policy in general would appear to have a greater indirect influence on 
such decisions than do specific family policy measures. Few respondents 
readily admitted that their decisions about family formation and structure had 
been directly determined by the availability, or otherwise, of family policy 
measures, although they regularly cited as a primary consideration the 
economic and financial situation of the family unit, which is influenced by 
employment and welfare policy. In the southern European and candidate 
countries, the overall impact of family policy is thought to be negligible, or even 
negative, due to the low level of provision and the low profile of the state in this 
policy area. 
 
FAMILY FORMATION 
 
Respondents admitted that family events were not always the result of rational 
decisions, reached after careful reflection and negotiation. Public provision of 
benefits and services for families were secondary considerations in encouraging 
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family formation, whereas a secure income from employment, affordable 
housing and a sufficiently high standard of living were widely seen as 
preconditions for raising children.  
 In France and Sweden, while not directly determining decisions to have 
children, the overall generosity of public policy support for families was widely 
believed (by policy actors in the case of Sweden) to create an environment 
conducive to family formation.  
 In Germany, policy measures were felt to be more relevant to the 
management of everyday life than to decisions about whether or not to have 
children. Respondents in the United Kingdom did not mention policy as a factor 
affecting decisions about whether or not to have children, but the family’s 
economic circumstances were said to influence the timing of births. Irish 
respondents made a similar point. The job situation and the state of the 
economy were considered to be more influential in decisions about family 
formation than specific family policy measures. However, changing social norms 
and the availability of effective forms of contraception, which are dependent on 
public policy, were also found to influence the ability of families to achieve their 
ideal family size. 
 In Greece, Italy and Spain, in the absence of family-friendly public policies, 
the availability of family support networks was considered to be an important 
factor determining decisions about family building, particularly for lower socio-
economic groups.  
 Access to employment and a living wage were central factors in the 
decision-making process in the candidate countries. In Estonia, Hungary and 
Poland, decisions about whether or not to have children, and about family size, 
were affected to a large degree by the availability of jobs, reasonable working 
conditions and pay, the overall level of support for families in the community at 
large and the confidence people had in government to deliver a high standard of 
public services (health and education). The reduction in the provision of benefits 
and services, including housing, previously mediated through the workplace, 
was perceived as a disincentive for family building. 
 
FAMILY LIVING ARRANGEMENTS 
 
In most countries, respondents saw specific family policy measures as 
responses to socio-demographic change rather than as attempts to determine 
family living arrangements, for example the alignment of benefit entitlements 
between unmarried and married cohabiting couples. They were more willing to 
admit they took some account of public policy in deciding about their living 
arrangements, at least insofar as provided for by legal frameworks, than about 
family formation. 
 In countries where unmarried cohabitation is widespread, unmarried 
partnerships can be formalized through cohabitation contracts, as in France, 
Germany and Sweden, or solicitors can draw up legally binding contracts 
between unmarried cohabiting couples in the United Kingdom with regard to 
property, home ownership, savings and investments. Permissive legislation 
means that the main factors said to affect decisions about whether to marry or 
cohabit in these countries were personal feelings about the value of marital 
status, which may, in turn, be reflected in public policy. 
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In France and Poland, some younger couples had calculated the difference 
marriage would make in benefits and tax concessions, particularly when they 
were planning to have children. In Estonia, couples were found to take account 
of the fact that joint taxation of married spouses can give tax relief. 
 In Germany, decisions to marry rather than live in consensual unions were 
influenced by a policy environment favouring married couples. Elsewhere, 
decisions about whether to divorce or separate, and remarry, were affected not 
only by the legislation in place but also by the cost of divorce procedures. 
Prohibitive or restrictive legislation on abortion and divorce, as in Ireland and 
Poland, was found to influence decisions by limiting freedom of choice. In 
Greece, Italy and Poland, where moral opprobrium is still attached to unmarried 
cohabitation and lone parenthood, social pressure, as reflected in legislation, 
was an important factor determining decisions about whether or not to marry.  
 To a greater extent than in the other countries, especially in the middle 
and higher income groups, respondents in the United Kingdom were prepared 
to admit that the choice of where to live had been determined by the quality of 
local services, especially for childcare and education.  
 In southern Europe and the candidate countries, respondents had chosen 
where to live primarily due to the proximity of family members, but their choice 
was also determined by the availability of suitable and affordable housing. In 
these countries, parents expected to be able to secure jobs for their offspring 
and to assist them with housing rather than relying on the state to provide for 
them. 
 In Greece, Italy and Spain, decisions by adult children about whether to 
continue to live in their parents’ home, or by families about whether older people 
should live with their children, were taken to a large extent according to the 
availability of morally acceptable and financially viable alternatives, and were 
influenced by the legal obligations placed on families to maintain their members. 
In Ireland, generous public policies to support people in old age were seen as 
instrumental in decisions about the living arrangements of older people, 
determining whether or not they could remain independent. 
 
WORK–LIFE BALANCE 
 
The extent to which public policy affects decisions about whether or not women 
enter and remain in paid employment was found to vary according to the 
approaches adopted by governments towards labour market policy and towards 
issues concerning work–life balance.  
 In France, Sweden and the United Kingdom, the most important factors 
said to influence decisions about whether or not mothers should take paid 
employment were the availability, or otherwise, of public policy support for good 
quality affordable childcare in harmony with working hours, freely chosen 
flexible working patterns and parental leave arrangements, particularly for the 
medium socio-economic groups in France and the United Kingdom.  
 Views about parental leave were ambivalent in Germany insofar as they 
could be interpreted as a measure to avoid the need for public childcare 
provision and confirmed women as primary carers, since women are much 
more likely than men to take leave. The taxation system was perceived as 
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favouring the male breadwinner model and providing a further disincentive for 
women to remain in employment 
 In the United Kingdom, where taxation is individualized, but tax credits are 
re-establishing the family as a tax unit, and in countries where tax incentives are 
designed to encourage women to remain in the workforce, the tax system was 
believed to penalize the male breadwinner family. 
 In Greece, Italy, Spain, Estonia, Hungary and Poland, decisions about 
whether or not women with young children undertake paid work were affected to 
a much greater extent by the ability of employment policy to deliver suitable and 
secure jobs, compatible working hours and a reasonable level of pay than by 
policies on leave and childcare. Families also took account of the overall level of 
support in the community at large. In the absence of state provision, particularly 
in rural areas, the availability of family care was the most usual arrangement 
making it possible for women to enter and remain in the workforce, but was 
rarely seen as the most satisfactory means of achieving work–life balance. 
 
Matching policy and expectations 
 
When information from the analysis of policy contexts and interviews with elite 
policy actors, as depicted in Figure 2.1, is combined with survey data and the 
views and opinions of family members, as presented in Table 2.1, a close 
match is found between the explicit, coherent, state-centric and co-ordinated, or 
joined up, family policy process in France and Sweden and the high level of 
awareness, legitimacy and acceptability of family policy measures. This 
concordance translates into a high level of take up of policy measures and the 
recognition of the role played by economic and civil society actors. The 
interviews with family members confirmed the high expectations they had of the 
state to deliver family support measures and their belief in the right of citizens to 
demand and receive high quality, affordable services. 
 At the other end of the continuum, the three IPROSEC countries 
characterized by fragmented, unco-ordinated and underfunded systems of 
welfare provision for families, namely Greece, Italy and Spain, displayed almost 
consistently low levels of awareness, legitimacy, acceptability and take up of 
benefits and services, and involvement of economic and civil society actors. 
The reports from the interviews demonstrated that expectations of the state to 
deliver family policy were equally low. Respondents were not, therefore, 
disappointed. They were far from being confident that the state and, more 
especially, central government could do better, precisely because the welfare 
system was so fragmented, lacked co-ordination and was unlikely to receive a 
large injection of funding. They were, however, concerned that intrafamilial 
solidarity was becoming more fragile with the result that they might not, in the 
future, be able to rely so heavily on family members and would need more 
support from the state. 
 The three countries depicted in Figure 2.1 as having rhetorical, indirect 
and partially co-ordinated family policies, Germany, Ireland and the United 
Kingdom, diverge with regard to public perceptions of family policy, as recorded 
in the fieldwork. While German respondents report a relatively low level of 
awareness of policy measures for families, and a medium level of legitimacy 
and acceptability of government intervention, their access to benefits and 
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services and reliance on the voluntary sector put them in a more advantageous 
position than respondents in Ireland and the United Kingdom. The countries in 
this cluster share their criticism of the gap between political rhetoric and reality 
and their reluctance to see government intervention intrude any further into the 
private lives of families.  
 Respondents in the three transition countries are characterized by their 
shared sense of the legitimacy of state intervention to support families, as well 
as their concern that the state has not been able to deliver the benefits and 
services needed to ensure a sufficiently high standard of living to make family 
formation and childrearing a viable option.  
 With the notable exception of France, respondents in the IPROSEC 
countries are not seeking a coherent set of policies that identify families as the 
deliberate target of specific actions, and that have an impact on family structure. 
They do, however, expect governments to deliver policy measures that impact 
on family life, including public provision of education and healthcare, labour 
market and employment policies, and measures designed to protect children or 
older people, and prevent social exclusion. 
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3.  Population Decline and Ageing 
 
By the end of the twentieth century, low fertility rates in combination with greater 
life expectancy had resulted in population decline and ageing across Europe. 
Predictions for the twenty-first century indicate that the problems associated 
with these demographic trends will be exacerbated and are set to create serious 
challenges for societies. In this section, the main socio-economic trends 
associated with population decline and ageing are identified, followed by an 
analysis of the issues they raise for governments in the 11 IPROSEC countries. 
An overview is provided of the responses to change attempted by policy actors 
in each country, together with an assessment of the possible outcomes of the 
measures being implemented. The conclusion explores ways of improving the 
match between policy and practice.  
 
Falling fertility rates 
 
Low fertility is characteristic of an advanced stage of demographic transition. In 
combination with population ageing, falling fertility rates can threaten the 
demographic balance, engendering economic and political problems for 
democratic societies.  
 The total fertility rate (TFR) provides a snapshot of trends in fertility for 
women at a particular point in time. It refers to synthetic cohorts and is based on 
the sum of fertility rates by age over the period under consideration for women 
of different ages (Leridon, 1990). The measure affords a good indication of 
fertility if reproductive behaviour is stable, but is less reliable if sudden changes 
take place, as for example with the downturn following the transition in the 
candidate countries or the ‘millennium effect’, which may help explain the upturn 
in the TFR in France in 2000. In relation to the rest of the world, the European 
Union displays a relatively low TFR (1.48), albeit above that for Japan (1.41) 
and the Russian Federation (1.25) (Eurostat, 2002a, table A–3).  
 As shown in Figure 3.1, TFRs fell in all the IPROSEC countries between 
1970 and 2000, despite momentary upward fluctuations in Germany, Sweden 
and Poland. The fall has been particularly marked in Ireland, which started from 
 
Figure 3.1  Total fertility rates in IPROSEC countries, 1970–2000 
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Source:  Eurostat, 2002a, tables E–4, J–8. 
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a much higher base, but remained well above the EU15 mean: on average, 
women in Europe were producing only 1.48 children in 2000. Among the 
IPROSEC countries, the highest TFRs were recorded at the turn of the century 
for Ireland (1.89) and France (1.88). Very low levels were reached in Italy 
(1.24), particularly in the north, and in Spain (1.23). The rate had fallen to the 
lowest level of all (1.22) in the Länder of the former German Democratic 
Republic. In common with the other candidate countries, Estonia and Poland 
saw their TFRs fall steeply from the early 1990s during the turbulent period of 
transition from the Soviet era. 
 A factor contributing to the decline in TFRs is the growing number of 
women who are remaining childless. As shown in Figure 3.2, according to the 
available data, Ireland and Italy, as many as one in five women are childless at 
the age of 35, and at the age of 40 in West Germany, and England and Wales. 
Childlessness is a much less widespread phenomenon in France, Estonia and 
Hungary and has stabilized in Sweden at a medium level. 
 
CHALLENGES 
 
The speed at which TFRs have fallen and at which the level of childlessness is 
growing, sometimes described as the ‘birth strike’, are seen as causes for 
concern, both in media debates and among policy actors, not only in Germany, 
the southern European and candidate countries, where fertility rates are very 
low, but also in countries such as Sweden where they are above the EU15 
average or, as in France, where they are relatively high and rising. The 
challenge for governments is whether to intervene to curb falling birth rates and 
encourage childbearing and, if so, how to find measures that are likely to be 
accepted by the public and that would prove effective in reversing the trend. 
 
RESPONSES 
  
Government intervention, where it does exist, may take the form of prohibitive 
legislation to restrict abortion and contraception, as in Poland, or to make it 
illegal, as with abortion in Ireland. Most societies reject prohibitive and explicit
 
Figure 3.2 Proportion of childless women, 1940–65 birth cohorts 
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pro-natalist policy measures (population policy) aimed at deliberately influencing 
population size and seen in southern Europe as a legacy of totalitarian regimes.  
 Respondents in the IPROSEC study were generally opposed to any 
government intervention that might be construed as an attempt to force couples 
to have children. As one Hungarian female divorcee with two children 
commented: 

There shouldn’t be an obligation towards society to give birth. Subsidies shouldn’t 
be distributed with the implicit goal of making more people have babies. 

In societies where proactive intervention is accepted, policy may be designed to 
promote childbearing by giving a high priority to family matters, as in France, by 
creating a family-friendly social and workplace environment, as in France and 
Sweden, or by providing financial incentives to couples, such as tax breaks for 
children in France, Germany, Greece, Spain and Hungary, and tax relief from 
the third child in Estonia. In addition, Estonian students with loans are allowed 
to suspend repayments for a year after graduation if they give birth to a child. 
 Whether or not the aim is explicitly to encourage family building, all 
IPROSEC countries, except Germany, Spain and the United Kingdom, provide 
higher levels of benefit for larger families or supplementary benefits. In specified 
circumstances, the cost of fertility treatment is covered in France, Germany, 
Spain, Sweden, the United Kingdom and Hungary, although the subsidies paid 
in Spain are very low, and access to treatment is extremely difficult to obtain. In 
Ireland and Poland, fertility treatment is not controlled by legislation. 
 In Spain, Hungary and Poland, economic hardship and job shortages are 
believed to be contributing to falling fertility, as explained by one cohabiting 
Spanish woman with two children, who was working full time. 

Regarding whether or not the state should give incentives so that people have 
more children, that’s a private decision. What I think is sad is that there are 
external conditions (employment, the size of dwellings) that end up making you 
decide one way or the other. That’s what needs to be resolved. … If we were in a 
wealthier society, people would be having more children. A more favourable 
climate needs to be created. 

The shaded boxes in Table 3.1 indicate the policy responses that may help to 
curb falling fertility in the IPROSEC countries. France, Germany and Hungary 
all offer specific proactive family policy measures to support family formation 
and assist couples with infertility problems, in the form of tax incentives, higher 
benefits for large families and subsidized fertility treatment. Only Ireland and 
Poland have enacted prohibitive legislation, and together with Italy and the 
United Kingdom, they make available just one of the three supportive measures 
listed. The remaining countries have implemented at least two of the supportive 
measures, but with the exception of Sweden, generally under restrictive 
conditions that limit access. 
 
Table 3.1 Policy responses to falling fertility 
 
 FR DE EL IRL IT ES SE UK EE HU PL 

Prohibitive abortion law - - -  - - - - - -  
Tax incentives to promote child birth    - -  - -   - 
Higher benefits for large families      -  -    
Cover for fertility treatment   - - -    -  - 
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OUTCOMES  
 
No evidence was found to show that negative or prohibitive measures designed 
to reverse the fall in birth rates are successful in achieving their aims. In Ireland, 
for example, women seeking an abortion continue to travel abroad to obtain it. 
Nor was unequivocal evidence available to demonstrate that supportive family 
policy measures are necessarily responsible for an increase in the number of 
births, although the indications are that the lack of such measures and, more 
especially, of effective economic policies may be contributing to the continuing 
fall in fertility rates. In this case, the use of targeted job creation schemes and 
income support to improve the employment situation may have the side effect of 
encouraging family formation.  
 It may be no coincidence that countries such as France, where the policy 
environment is overtly supportive of family life, have maintained TFRs above 
the EU15 average, or that levels have fallen in southern Europe where state 
support is limited. However, the extensive welfare provision in Sweden would 
not seem to be sufficient to prevent fluctuations in the relatively high TFR: in 
2000, it had fallen below the EU15 average and was lower than in the United 
Kingdom, where the policy environment was much less supportive of family life. 
 
Non-replacement of population  
 
A more accurate indicator of trends in fertility over time is provided by the 
completed fertility rate (CFR), since it measures the actual number of children 
produced by a given cohort of women by the time they reach the end of their 
natural reproductive period. The CFR indicates whether the fall in TFR is being 
compensated at a later age and is merely a result of postponed childbirth. It 
thus provides evidence of underlying trends. 
 As Figure 3.3 shows, by 2000 for the 1930–60 cohorts of women, CFRs 
fell consistently across the IPROSEC countries, with the exceptions of Sweden, 
Estonia and Hungary, where the statistics registered an upturn for the most 
recent generation of women. Only in Ireland (2.41), Poland (2.18) and France 
(2.1) was CFR above the replacement level of 2.1 children for women born in 
1960. The lowest levels were reached in Germany (1.65) and Italy (1.67). 
 The non-replacement of population due to low fertility is contributing to 
negative natural population growth, which had slowed down to 1 per 1000 
across the EU by 2000. As shown in Figure 3.4, the level had already fallen 
below 0 in Germany, Greece, Italy and Sweden, Estonia and Hungary, with 
Estonia suffering a dramatic decline in growth over the period. Eight of the 10 
candidate countries set to join the European Union in 2004 were recording 
negative natural population growth in 2000.  
 If the very low fertility rates in Germany, Italy and Spain, and many of the 
candidate countries persist, the EU and, more especially, the enlarged Union as 
a whole could experience negative natural population growth within the next 
decade, in the absence of compensating factors such as non-EU immigration.  
 Since the 1970s, net migration rates have fluctuated markedly across the 
IPROSEC countries. While rates appeared to be falling in several of the 
countries that had previously been the destination for migrants, by the end of 
the twentieth century, as illustrated by Figure 3.5, Ireland, Italy and Spain, as 
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Figure 3.3  Completed fertility rates in IPROSEC countries 1930–60 birth 
cohorts 
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Sources:  Bolesławski, 1993, table 1; Eurostat, 2002a, table E-6, 2002c, p. 30; 

Sardon, 2002, table 4. 

 
Figure 3.4 Natural population growth in IPROSEC countries, 1970–2000 
 

-4
-2
0
2
4
6
8

10
12

FR DE EL IR IT ES SE UK EE HU PL EU15
1970 1985 2000

 
Source: Eurostat, 2002a, tables B–2, J–4. 
 
Figure 3.5  Rate of net migration in IPROSEC countries, 1970–2000 
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well as Hungary, which were not traditionally hosts for migrants, had seen their 
rates increase. 
 
CHALLENGES 
 
Widespread concern is being expressed about the impact of non-replacement 
on population dynamics, the future labour supply, and economic and social 
development. The prospect of negative natural population growth raises issues 
about the desirability of immigration as a means of sustaining population 
growth, at a time when all governments are attempting to seal their borders 
against illegal migrants, when racial tensions are growing, as for example in 
France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, Sweden and the United Kingdom, and when 
racial discrimination is being outlawed at EU and national level. 
 The challenge for governments faced with non-replacement of population 
is how to sustain the labour supply, and how to plan and fund public provision to 
meet the social needs of a declining population. Governments must decide 
whether to relax control over non-EU immigration, and how to avoid racial 
tensions, while integrating foreign workers into the host community. 
 
RESPONSES  
 
In keeping with the European employment guidelines, governments across the 
EU are introducing proactive measures to bolster the future labour supply, 
including the removal of barriers to labour market entry for young people 
through training schemes designed to enhance employability. Tax and social 
insurance incentives are being used to encourage employers to take on 
unemployed and underemployed people and to recruit workers in areas of 
labour shortage, with the exception of Greece. Domestic services and care work 
are being regulated and protected to bring them within the formal economy in 
France, Germany, Spain, Sweden, the United Kingdom and Estonia. 
 Where benefits and public services are funded primarily from employment-
related insurance contributions, as in the continental welfare states, 
governments are introducing higher levels of contributions, and are seeking 
alternative sources of funding to avoid reducing benefits. Where they are 
funded primarily through taxes, as in Sweden, exemplifying the Nordic states, 
thresholds are being raised as far as is politically acceptable.  
 Fixed-rate charges have been introduced for some services, including in 
Sweden, where provision is universal. Child benefit and family allowances are 
means tested in Italy, Spain and Poland. In Greece and Spain, they are taxed 
and, in Greece, they are dependent on the beneficiary being in waged work.  
 Voluntary organizations are increasing their involvement in service 
provision, and public–private partnerships are being developed in Ireland, Italy, 
Spain, the United Kingdom, Estonia and Poland, for the delivery of services. 
 Opinions among policy actors are divided in many countries over the 
acceptability of immigration as a means of supporting population growth, as 
illustrated by the comments from a representative of a quango in France: 

Demographic policy is concerned with numbers. When I talk about demographic 
policy, I try to point out that there are two ways of increasing the population, 
through the birth rate and through immigration. Those who are dubbed as 
supporting population growth are in favour of increasing both the birth rate and 



Population Decline and Ageing   37 
 

      

 

Cross-National Research Papers 6 (7), June 2003 European Research Centre 

immigration. I belong to that category. In France, there are some people who 
support an increase in the birth rate but who are opposed to immigration. 

In the context of EU enlargement, national governments are reluctant to relax 
control over non-EU immigration to make up for the shortfall in labour, except 
for the recruitment of well-qualified working age migrant labour in areas of 
labour and skills shortages, as in the health and education sectors in the United 
Kingdom, or through targeted schemes in Ireland in high tech industries and in 
research and development in Sweden.  
 Governments are implementing supportive measures (education, training, 
employment and housing schemes) for the integration of migrants and their 
families into the host community in France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, Spain, 
Sweden and the United Kingdom, or to relieve ethnic tensions in Estonia. In 
Italy, residence permits are being linked to the employment contract. In Sweden 
and the United Kingdom, provision is made for children from ethnic groups to 
learn their mother tongue as well as the host country’s language. 
 The summary of policy responses in Table 3.2 indicates that none of the 
measures to offset the effects of non-replacement of population is universally 
applied across the IPROSEC countries. Greece stands out as the country 
where policy responses are most limited and contrasts sharply with Italy and 
Spain, where governments have been more proactive in responding to the 
slowing down of population growth. Greece is, moreover, the only country not to 
offer tax breaks as an incentive for employment creation. The British 
government has also implemented all but one of the measures listed, primarily 
in an effort to curb public spending. In the two countries most affected by 
negative population growth, namely Estonia and Hungary, governments have 
not responded to the same degree, suggesting they may be faced with 
competing or conflicting priorities. The two countries displaying the highest rates 
of net migration, Ireland and Spain, are both actively recruiting non-EU migrant 
labour, but differ in their approach with regard to the integration of immigrants. 
 
Table 3.2 Policy responses to non-replacement of population 
 
 FR DE EL IRL IT ES SE UK EE HU PL 
Tax breaks for employment creation   -         
Regulation of domestic services   - - -     - - 
Charges for public care services - -  -        
Means-tested child benefit - - - -   - - - -  
Public-private partnerships - - -    -   -  
Voluntary sector care delivery   -    -  -   
Active recruiting of non-EU migrants - - -  - -   - - - 
Measures to integrate immigrants   - -      - - 

 
OUTCOMES 
 
It is too early to assess the longer term impact of most of the responsive 
measures that are being put in place to offset the negative effects of non-
replacement of population for the labour supply. However, indications can be 
found of rising employment levels among previously under-employed population 
groups, especially women, in northern Europe and Ireland, as reported in 
Section 5 of the present volume.  
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Measures to achieve more balanced funding of benefits and services seem, as 
yet, to be having only a limited impact on levels of spending. As a percentage of 
gross domestic product, social protection expenditure fell throughout the 1990s 
in Ireland and Spain. After fluctuating, the proportion had fallen by the end of 
the period in Sweden and had increased in the other EU IPROSEC countries. In 
2000, Ireland was spending the smallest (14.1%) and Sweden the highest 
(32.3%) proportion of GDP on social protection (European Commission, 2003, 
p. 186). Comparable data are not available for the candidate countries for this 
variable.  
 The available evidence suggests that non-EU immigration is sustaining 
population growth in Germany, Greece, Italy and Sweden, and is supplementing 
the labour supply in specific areas of employment. Although policies to promote 
multiculturalism have become an agenda item, the issue remains problematic 
for most societies, and increasingly so for southern Europe, which had long 
been accustomed to outward rather than inward migration. Ireland has also 
seen a reversal in patterns of migration, as the economic boom of the 1980s 
and 90s encouraged the return of Irish emigrants as well as attracting new 
waves of non-EU immigration. 
 
Population ageing  
 
Another characteristic of an advanced stage of demographic transition is 
prolonged life expectancy. Across the IPROSEC countries, life expectancy at 
birth has been rising since the 1970s, as shown by Figure 3.6, though it started 
from a much lower base in the candidate countries and changed very little 
between 1979 and 1985. In 2000, Sweden, Spain and France were recording 
the longest life expectancy. By 2025, Germany and the United Kingdom will 
also be above the EU15 average. The three candidate countries will have made 
up some of their lost ground, but will still have lower life expectancies than the 
other IPROSEC countries. 
 Falling fertility in combination with greater life expectancy is resulting in a 
rise in the average age of the population across the European Union, as shown 
in Figure 3.7. In 1970, the EU15 average was above that for the United States 
of America and Japan but, since 1985, Japan has recorded the highest average 
age and will continue to do so into the foreseeable future. By 2025, at 45 the 
EU15 average age will be seven years above the level in 2000, and Italy will 
have reached a higher figure than Japan. Among the IPROSEC countries, 
Ireland consistently displays the youngest average age over the period. In 2000, 
the countries with the oldest average age were Italy, Germany and Sweden. By 
the year 2025, while Italy is predicted to retain its position, Germany and 
Sweden will be overtaken by Spain and Greece. 
 The combination of low fertility and life expectancy also determines the 
proportion of older people in the population. The population aged over 65 and 
over 80 has been increasing at a faster rate in the European Union than in the 
United States of America, but at a slower rate than in Japan, as shown in Figure 
3.8. Among the IPROSEC countries, in 2000 Greece, Italy and Sweden had 
reached a level close to Japan for the proportion of the population aged 65 and 
over, and Sweden had overtaken Japan for the population aged 80 or above.
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Figure 3.6 Life expectancy at birth in IPROSEC countries, 1970–2025 
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Source: United Nations, 2002 (online). 
 
Figure 3.7 Average age in IPROSEC countries, the USA and Japan, 
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Figure 3.8  Population by age group in IPROSEC countries, USA and 

Japan, 1970–2025 
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Between 2000 and 2025, the proportion of the population aged over 80 is set to 
double in Germany and Estonia. 
 The combined impact of population decline and ageing over time can be 
assessed by comparing indicators for total fertility, natural population growth 
and net migration to those for life expectancy at birth, average age and the 
proportion of the population aged under 24, or over 65 and 80, in relation to the 
EU15 average. When plotted for three data points (holding the population 
growth/decline indicators at 2000 levels for 2025), change is found to be 
occurring at a different rate and pace across the IPROSEC countries, and it has 
been moving in different directions, both between countries, as shown in Figure 
3.9, and within countries, as reported in the second issue of this series of 
papers.  
 In the composite graph, Ireland stands out as the only country consistently 
displaying a high population growth rate in conjunction with a relatively young 
population across the period. France is distinguished at the three data points by 
relatively high population growth and by ageing in the earlier periods, though 
not in 2025. The indicators for the three candidate countries fall almost solely 
into the quadrant for young age and declining population, with the notable 
exception of Estonia for the earliest period. Spain has moved in the opposite 
direction to France, from a position in the 1970s where population was growing 
and relatively young to one where growth was combined with population ageing 
by 2000. The United Kingdom is distinguished from most of the other IPROSEC 
countries by its shift from combined ageing and declining population in the 
1970s to a growing and ageing population in 2000, but with anticipated growth 
and rejuvenation by the year 2025. Sweden remains in the ageing and declining 
quadrant throughout the period but moves closer to the EU15 mean, while Italy 
 
Figure 3.9  Population decline and ageing in IPROSEC countries in 

relation to the EU15 average, 1970–2025 

 
Sources:  Eurostat, 2002a, tables B-2, B–3, E-4, J–4, J-5, J–6, J–8; United 

Nations, 2002 (online). 
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and Greece are moving in the opposite direction. In the same quadrant, 
Germany moved closer to the mean in 2000, but is expected to move further 
away from it in 2025. 
 
CHALLENGES 
 
The consequences of population ageing for economic and social well-being are 
a cause for concern in EU member states where third and fourth age population 
groups have already reached an unprecedented size. These issues are 
expected to become of greater concern over the coming decade in Germany, 
Greece, Italy, Spain and Sweden. The topic has also begun to appear on the 
political agenda in the candidate countries, where the proportion of older people 
is expected to rise steeply over the next quarter of a century. Life expectancy 
should be extended as improvements are made in living and working 
conditions, and in the treatment of debilitating diseases. The challenges raised 
for governments by population ageing are whether anything can be done to 
curb the trend and to offset its negative effects on society, in particular by 
ensuring the future viability of pension schemes and the provision of good 
quality, affordable social and medical care for older people. Governments are 
also being called upon to introduce measures to prevent age discrimination 
(ageism). 
 
RESPONSES 
  
Permissive legislation has been introduced to allow euthanasia for people 
suffering from chronic illnesses in Belgium and the Netherlands, but not in the 
IPROSEC countries, although in some cases assisted suicide is practised 
without being legally recognized. Governments in northern Europe and the 
United Kingdom are investing in research into diseases associated with ageing 
in an effort to reduce their impact on society. Everywhere except Greece and 
Poland, governments are implementing preventive measures to reduce health 
risks (smoking, alcohol consumption, substance abuse, road accidents), 
particularly among younger people. Legislation on soft drugs is, however, being 
relaxed in the United Kingdom. Campaigns in the same countries are designed 
to promote healthier living, in an attempt to improve health standards in old age. 
 All EU member states have launched reforms to ensure adequate incomes 
for older people without jeopardizing public finances. Proactive measures are 
being extended to make pension schemes sustainable and equitable. Reform of 
funding mechanisms is aimed at guaranteeing their viability. The number of 
years of contribution has been increased in France, Germany, Italy, Spain, 
Sweden and Hungary. Most countries are introducing supplementary and 
private pension schemes, and are tightening up regulations to ensure their 
financial sustainability. Germany, Italy, Estonia and Hungary are raising 
retirement age. All countries except Greece, Ireland and Poland are introducing 
flexible retirement arrangements. Early retirement is being discouraged in Italy, 
Spain and Sweden. Alternative funding mechanisms are being introduced to 
cover the costs of social and medical care for older dependants in their own 
homes and in residential care in France, Germany, Ireland, Sweden, the United 
Kingdom, Estonia and Hungary (see also Section 6).  
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Powerful lobbying groups at national and EU level are campaigning to protect 
the interests of older people in the context of fundamental rights legislation. 
Measures to prevent age discrimination include provision under equal 
opportunities legislation for removing age barriers in recruitment and training for 
older people in Spain, Sweden, the United Kingdom and Hungary, as proposed 
in the European Code of Good Practice on Ageing and Employment. In Estonia, 
all references to age are prohibited in job advertisements. 
 The summary provided by Table 3.3 of policy responses to population 
ageing in the IPROSEC countries suggests that Spain and Sweden, two of the 
countries most affected by ageing, have introduced the largest number of 
measures to offset its negative effects, albeit with substantial differences in the 
level of provision and the extent of implementation. Although Sweden has not 
raised retirement age further, it already has the latest age of retirement in the 
European Union: workers can retire between the ages of 61 and 67, and the 
actual average age of retirement is 61. The two countries that have to date paid 
least attention to the problems of population ageing are Greece and Poland, as 
indicated by the almost complete absence of designated policy measures.  For 
Poland, ageing is a less immediate concern, given the relatively low life 
expectancy, but for Greece the issue is increasingly pressing and needs to be 
addressed urgently. 
 
Table 3.3 Policy responses to population ageing 
 
 FR DE EL IRL IT ES SE UK EE HU PL 
Health promotion campaigns   -        - 
Increase in contribution years - - - -     - - - 
Supplementary/private schemes            
Raising retirement age -  - -  - - - - - - 
Flexible retirement age   - -       - 
Discouragement of early retirement - - - -    - - - - 
Reform of social care funding   -  -      - 
Anti-age discrimination  - - - -      - 

 
OUTCOMES 
 
The absence of permissive legislation on euthanasia and assisted suicide is 
resulting in high profile cases being brought to the attention of the media, for 
example when individuals with chronic illnesses are reported to have travelled 
abroad to countries where euthanasia is not outlawed. Legal challenges are 
being mounted in the courts as a human rights issue.  
 Measures to prevent premature deaths, such as anti-smoking and road 
safety campaigns are meeting with some success, as demonstrated by 
indicators for deaths from these causes. Despite the much greater density of 
traffic, the number of deaths in road accidents fell substantially across the 
European Union during the 1990s, although it remained much higher in Greece, 
Poland, Estonia, France and Spain, which recorded levels well above the EU15 
average in 2000 (European Commission, 2002c, pp. 129, 142). 
 The full impact of population ageing on pension schemes has yet to be 
felt. Early indications are that the measures being taken may help alleviate the 
problem, but probably at the cost of higher contributions from employees, lower 
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pensions, a longer working life and greater expenditure on care provision. The 
fear that their situation will deteriorate as a result of such measures has 
provoked strong opposition from workers in some countries, as testified by the 
waves of strikes that hit the public sector in France whenever pension reform is 
on the parliamentary agenda, as in autumn 1995 and early summer 2003.  
 Evidence from firms and trade unions indicates they are starting to 
recognize the importance of the ‘business case’ for employing older people, 
primarily on the grounds that they can obtain a return on their investment in 
human capital. Early labour market exit, which was a widespread practice in 
firms seeking to restructure their workforce in the 1990s, has been called into 
question, but practices are changing only very slowly. Despite European 
guidelines, measures to combat ageism in the labour force have not been 
implemented across the IPROSEC countries, and wide variations are found in 
effective retirement age. In 2000, at age 55–64, less than 48% of the male 
population in EU15 were in employment, ranging from as low as 33% in France 
and Hungary to 60% in the United Kingdom, 63% in Ireland and almost 68% in 
Sweden (European Commission, 2001, pp.110–33). 
 
Matching policy with practice 
 
When the composite indicators presented in Figure 3.9 are compared to the 
policy responses of governments in the IPROSEC countries, the 
appropriateness and commensurability of policy measures is found to vary 
considerably from one country to another. The level of debate and of policy 
interest does not always match the extent of change and its actual or potential 
implications. It is not necessarily the governments in the countries that are likely 
to be facing the most serious problems over next two decades who see the 
situation as most problematic or who are taking the most effective evasive or 
preventive action.  
 In addition, governments concerned about their country’s demographic 
future were generally found to react to short-term fluctuations in fertility rates, 
rather than paying attention to indicators of trends in the longer term. As can be 
seen from comparing the data in Figures 3.1 and 3.3, fluctuations in TFRs may 
be no more than an effect of timing, as exemplified by Sweden, Estonia or 
Hungary. Rather than adopting precipitate reactions, governments need to take 
account of underlying trends in fertility rates, as recorded by CFRs, and to 
consider their impact in combination with other indicators, particularly life 
expectancy and migratory movements, to enable them to engage in longer term 
planning. 
 Governments also need to be mindful of the acceptability and 
effectiveness of policy measures. As demonstrated in this and the second 
section in the present volume, families seem to take little account of specific 
individual family policy measures, such as the level of child benefit, when 
deciding whether or not to have children, and they reject prohibitive and 
constraining measures. They pay much more attention to the overall financial 
and political climate, and the prospects of maintaining or improving their own 
standard of living. Governments, therefore, need to pursue policies designed to 
create a general socio-economic environment conducive to family building and 
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supportive of family life, but without resorting to targeted, coercive and intrusive 
populationist measures. 
 Although the challenges raised by population ageing may appear to be 
similar, analysis of the experience of population ageing and future predictions 
produces a very different picture from one country to another. In its first 
evaluation of national strategies for adequate and sustainable pensions, 
adopted in December 2002, the European Commission drew attention to the 
fact that not all member states had comprehensive strategies to allow them to 
claim they were ready to meet the ageing challenge. In this respect, the target 
set by the Barcelona European Council, to raise the average age of withdrawal 
from the labour force by five years by the year 2010, requires much greater 
efforts in some countries to improve the employability of older workers and to 
ensure the financial sustainability of pension systems.  
 While Italian governments seem to be aware of the urgency of their 
situation and have taken action to alleviate the problems associated with it, 
Greece, for example, seems ill prepared to deal with the impact of the 
demographic time bomb. The measures taken in Sweden, Germany and the 
United Kingdom put them in a more comfortable position, the more so in 
Sweden, since, in the longer term, the effects of population ageing are expected 
to level off. Ireland will remain in a relatively favourable position as its younger 
population progresses through the age pyramid, but Irish governments were 
found to be taking pre-emptive action. Although France is faced with less 
severe problems of population decline and ageing in the immediate future, the 
early retirement policies pursued in the past will impact on the viability of 
pensions in the coming decades, as the postwar baby boom generation reaches 
retirement age. The current economic conditions in the candidate countries, 
associated as they are with low wages and high levels of unemployment, will 
affect their ability to cover the pensions of their older population as life 
expectancy increases. 
 The information collected for the IPROSEC project suggests that a one-
size-fits-all solution is not appropriate to deal with the consequences of the 
slowing down of population growth for population dynamics, the labour supply 
and social protection systems. As illustrated by the data in this section, the 
predictions for population decline are very different from one country to another, 
but so are their welfare arrangements and policy orientations, suggesting that 
governments should seek solutions that are appropriate to the socio-economic 
conditions and the policy environment, while paying attention to public opinion 
regarding the legitimacy and acceptability of public policy interventions. 
 Governments seeking to offset the effects for social protection of the non-
replacement of population need to consider the readiness of the public to pay 
higher taxes and social insurance contributions. They are being required to take 
account of the availability of untapped labour within an enlarged Union and the 
issues associated with further non-EU immigration. The countries that have 
hitherto not developed effective policies to prepare for population decline and 
ageing might usefully observe and learn from the experience of their 
neighbours. 
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4.  Changing Family Structure 
 
In the closing decades of the twentieth century, major changes were being 
reported in patterns of family formation across Europe, as non-conventional 
living arrangements became more widespread, raising doubts about the viability 
of the family unit (Coleman, 1996; Commaille and de Singly, 1997; David, 1998; 
McRae, 1999; Chauvière and Bussat, 2000; Carling et al., 2002). 
 De-institutionalized family forms have not, however, developed to the 
same extent across all the IPROSEC countries. The challenges facing policy 
actors and their reactions to them also vary between countries, but without 
necessarily being commensurate with the pace and nature of the changes 
observed. This section explores and contrasts changing patterns of family 
formation, the de-institutionalization of family living arrangements and persistent 
and new forms of social inequality associated with them, both between and 
within societies, requiring policy responses from governments. The reactions of 
policy actors are examined as well as the possible outcomes of policy measures 
for each of the topics, leading on to proposals for improving policy responses.   
 
Changing patterns of family formation  
 
In the postwar period, for most people in European societies, marriage was 
considered as the first stage in family formation and as a socially normative 
precondition for childraising. This is less often the case today, particularly 
among the younger generations. Marriage rates have been falling across the 
European Union and, more especially, in the candidate countries since the 
1970s, but with marked variations in pace and degree, as illustrated by Figure 
4.1. By the year 2000, the IPROSEC country displaying the lowest marriage 
rate and recording the steepest decline was Estonia, with a total of 4 marriages 
per 1000 population, compared to 10 in 1960. Among the IPROSEC EU 
member states, the lowest marriage rates were found in Greece and in Sweden, 
which already had the lowest level at the beginning of the period under 
consideration. Poland maintained the highest rate in 2000, followed by Spain 
and France, which were the only two countries to register an upturn between 
1985–2000. 
 One of the reasons helping to explain the fall in the marriage rate at a 
given point in time is that marriage is progressively being postponed, as also 
shown by Figure 4.1. Across the European Union in 2000, first marriages for 
women were being delayed by almost five years until after the age of 28, 
compared to 23.2 in 1970. Among the IPROSEC countries, Estonia, Hungary 
and Poland recorded the youngest age at first marriage. Poland displayed both 
the youngest age and the highest marriage rate at the end of the century. 
Sweden had seen the most marked postponement in age at first marriage, by 
more than six years, whereas the change in Estonia was relatively small and, as 
in Spain, age at first marriage had fallen by the middle of the period. 
 In line with the later age of marriage, age at first childbirth and mean age 
at childbirth have also been postponed, as shown by Figure 4. 2. Women in the 
United Kingdom are having their first child at 29.1 years, compared to 24 years 
in Estonia. The EU15 average age at childbirth has risen to 29.3. In Ireland, 
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Figure 4.1 Marriage rates in IPROSEC countries and age at first 
marriage, 1970–2000 
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Source:  Council of Europe, 2001 (online); Eurostat, 2002a, tables F–3, F–9, J–

13, J–15. 
 
Figure 4.2  Mean age at birth of first child and for all childbirths in 

IPROSEC countries, 1970–2000 
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Figure 4.3 Live births per 1000 women aged under 20 in IPROSEC 

countries, 1970–2000 
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where the total fertility rate is high, but also in Italy and Spain, where it is 
relatively low, average age at childbearing is over 30. 
 While age at first childbirth has been rising, the number of teenage 
pregnancies has generally been falling, as shown in Figure 4.3. Exceptions are 
Ireland, which started from a low base, and Spain, where the rate rose in the 
mid-1980s. The lowest teenage pregnancy rate had been reached in Italy by the 
end of the period, in sharp contrast to the level recorded in the United Kingdom, 
Estonia and Hungary. 
 
CHALLENGES 
 
The combination of falling and delayed marriage rates with the postponement of 
age at childbirth is raising a number of questions for governments concerned 
about the effects of the timing of births on family structure, and ultimately on the 
future demographic health of the nation. Some governments are also looking at 
the health risks associated with delayed childbirth and are seeking ways of 
dealing with the high number of teenage pregnancies and abortions. Not all 
governments, however, are reacting in the same way to ostensibly the same 
phenomena. The high level of teenage pregnancies is an issue of continuing 
concern in the United Kingdom and Hungary, insofar as it is often associated 
with lone motherhood and, consequently, social and economic problems. In 
Estonia, where births are encouraged among women of all ages, it is the large 
number of abortions among teenagers that is a cause for concern and not 
teenage pregnancies. The issue is also receiving attention in Spain, although in 
relative terms, the level is much lower. 
 
RESPONSES  
 
In northern Europe, policies designed to influence the timing of births have 
generally concentrated on measures designed to discourage teenage girls from 
having children, often on the grounds that teenage pregnancy is undesirable 
both for the women involved and for society at large, and can be interpreted as 
a failure of birth control among young women who have not established stable 
relationships.  
 All IPROSEC countries except Greece and Poland include guidance on 
contraception in sex education programmes, although schools may not always 
implement such programmes systematically, as was found for example in Italy. 
In Estonia, in addition to sex education, attention is focused on the promotion of 
reproductive health in an effort to prevent recourse to abortion. In France, 
contraceptives are made available in schools. Access to abortion is facilitated to 
avoid unwanted pregnancies in the girl’s best interests in Sweden, and young 
people are encouraged to attend counselling clinics. In the United Kingdom, 
effort is concentrated on getting teenagers into education, training or 
employment and on improving access and use of effect methods of 
contraception.  
 While most governments have been seeking to discourage women from 
having children at an early age, less attention has been paid to the health risks 
and medical complications often associated with later pregnancy. In France, the 
United Kingdom, Estonia and Hungary, women giving birth to their first child at 
an older age are made aware of the health risks by medical practitioners and 
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are given advice and support. Most countries have put in place legislation to 
regulate the conditions under which couples can obtain fertility treatment, since 
older men and women are more likely to suffer from infertility. Although a similar 
scheme operated in France in the immediate postwar period, only in Sweden is 
a speed premium paid to women to accelerate the timing of births. Women who 
have their second child within 21 months of the first receive the premium, the 
expectation being that they will have more children if the gap between births is 
shorter.  
 As illustrated by Table 4.1, measures designed to influence the timing of 
family formation are mainly concerned with persuading teenagers to avoid 
unwanted pregnancies. Only Greece and Poland have not adopted any of the 
measures implemented in the other IPROSEC countries.  
 
Table 4.1 Policy responses to changing patterns of family formation 
 
 FR DE EL IRL IT ES SE UK EE HU PL 

Speed premium - - - - - -  - - - - 
Support for older mothers  - - - - - -    - 
Sex education in schools   -   -      - 

 
OUTCOMES 
  
In the same way that families do not accept policies considered to have pro-
natalist objectives, the available evidence suggests that measures aimed at 
influencing the timing of births by encouraging couples to start raising a family 
before they are ready for it are not well received and are not effective. The 
IPROSEC respondents were almost unanimous in rejecting what they saw as 
coercive government intervention to promote fertility, a view that was underlined 
by a comment from one Swedish mother at home, with a reconstituted family: 

It should not be social benefits that decide the size of the family or when you 
have your children. Many people are perhaps not ready to have a second child 
but feel they must have a second child in order to benefit from the system [speed 
premium]. The first might not be old enough. 

A male Hungarian respondent, in his late forties, married with one child, 
expressed his views about state intervention in the following terms: 

If I’m not enthusiastic about children, if I don’t want to have children, then the 
state can’t make me want them. The state should make sure that, in the long run, 
the country’s population doesn’t die out, but this is primarily the responsibility of 
families, of people who want to have children, who feel capable of dealing with 
the accompanying worries and problems. … Everybody’s grateful for the various 
forms of support, but we shouldn’t rely on them too much. … Children were born 
during the 1950s and the war as well; those people weren’t thinking about getting 
subsidies.  

While efforts to raise awareness of the risks to health from postponing the age 
at the birth of the first child appear to be having little impact on age at childbirth, 
they do seem to be resulting in older women seeking closer medical supervision 
during pregnancy.  
 Over the longer term, as shown by Figure 4.3, the number of teenage 
pregnancies has been falling, though to a lesser extent in the United Kingdom 
than in Sweden. Data on teenage pregnancies and abortion rates in Estonia 
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indicate that both rates are declining, although the reasons have not been 
documented, and the trend in teenage pregnancies runs counter to government 
objectives. In Spain, where the teenage pregnancy rate is relatively low, and 
age at first childbirth and all births is relatively high, the explanation given for 
delaying childbirth is not that women are taking account of policy measures 
designed to influence the timing of births, but rather that they are considering 
their own interests. This suggests that the thinking behind policy in Sweden may 
also apply in other countries. One of the older respondents in Spain, who was 
married with two daughters, aged 25 and 28 still living at home, and who was 
not out at work herself, attributed the postponement of childbirth to the lack of 
independence among young people, a situation that can only be resolved by 
policies aimed at enabling young people to become financially self-sufficient: 

Now I see that people don’t think of having children so soon. I became a mother 
for the first time when I was 25, and I see my daughter and her friends at that 
age, and no way! I began to be economically independent when I was 19, and 
the same was true for my husband. Now people have to depend on their parents 
for longer, and can’t even think of having children. 

 
Family de-institutionalization 
 
Lower marriage rates and postponement of family formation can be explained in 
part by the development of alternative non-institutional family forms. Unmarried 
cohabitation has become a widespread practice in Sweden and the United 
Kingdom, as shown by Figure 4.4, although the rate appears to have peaked in 
the Nordic states. In the southern European countries and Ireland, the overall 
rates are as low as 1–4%. The IPROSEC candidate countries range between 
the two extremes, with Poland nearer to southern Europe. For the 16–29 age 
group, the level had reached 70% in Sweden in line with the delay in age at 
marriage. In southern Europe, it was much lower for this age group. In France, 
Italy and Spain, the prevalence of unmarried cohabitation declined among the 
younger generations during the 1990s. If in the past unmarried cohabitation was 
seen as a prelude to marriage, with the relationship being replaced by marriage 
when children were planned, in northern Europe, it is seen as a substitute for 
marriage and a more enduring form of partnership than previously. 
 Similarly, divorce has also become less stigmatizing in northern Europe, 
where it is a widespread practice. The number of marriages ending in divorce 
has been increasing in all the IPROSEC countries since the 1960s. As shown in 
Figure 4.5, the rate per 1000 population had reached its highest levels by the 
turn of the century in the United Kingdom and Estonia though, in both cases, it 
had fallen by the end of the period. The divorce rate per 100 marriages had 
reached its highest level by 2000 in Sweden, followed by the United Kingdom 
and Estonia, which again both marked a slight fall at the end of the period. In 
these two countries, more than 40% of marriages contracted in the early 1980s 
had ended in divorce by 2000. Much lower rates were recorded for both 
indicators in southern Europe and Poland. In Ireland, where divorce was not 
legalized until 1996, the rate did not rise as sharply as might have been 
anticipated. 
 As illustrated by Figure 4.6, the spread of unmarried cohabitation and 
divorce is associated with an increasing number of extramarital births, 
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Figure 4.4 Percentage of couples aged over 15 living as unmarried 
couples, 1994,1997 
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Sources:  1994 ECHP data supplied by Eurostat; Kuciarska-Ciesielska, 1997, p. 

122; European Commission, 2002c, p. 118; Eurostat, 2002c, p. 34. 
 
Figure 4.5  Divorce rates per 1000 population, 1960–2000, and divorce 

rates per 100 marriages, 1970–2000, in IPROSEC countries 
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Sources:  Eurostat, 2002a, table F–15, F–16; Sardon, 2002, table 10. 
 
Figure 4.6 Extramarital birth rates in IPROSEC countries, 1970–2000 
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particularly in Sweden and Estonia, where they account for over 50% of all 
births. The level falls to single figures in Greece and Italy and is also low in 
Poland. 
 According to the available data, as presented in Figure 4.7, a similarly 
diversified pattern applies for lone motherhood. By the late 1990s, about 10% of 
all dependent children were living in lone-parent households, ranging from 20% 
in the United Kingdom to as low as 3% or less in Greece and Spain. The scant 
data available for the candidate countries suggest that the rate in Hungary is 
relatively high, whereas in Poland it is relatively low. 
 While the proportion of marriages ending in divorce has been rising, so 
has the number of reconstituted families, as couples repartner and bring with 
them children from previous relationships. Transitions between different family 
living arrangements are thus becoming a more common experience, although 
they are not, as yet, well documented for all the countries in the project. In 
Sweden, for example, by 1999, 6% of all children aged 0–17 were recorded as 
living in reconstituted families. In France, the figure was of a similar order. The 
2001 census in the United Kingdom showed that 10% of dependent children 
under the age of 18 were living in step-families (ONS, 2003 online). Already in 
the mid-1990s, nearly 10% of all marriages contracted in Germany contained a 
partner with children from a previous union. In Italy, 4.3% of all families were 
described as reconstituted in 2000/01, of which 61% were married and 39% 
were unmarried (Istat, 2003, p. 9). 
 As shown in Figure 4.8, another living arrangement that has become 
increasingly widespread as a result of changing patterns of family formation and 
dissolution is single-person households. By the year 2000, almost 30% of 
households were estimated to be composed of a single person, an increase 
from 25% in the mid-1980s. In 2000, the highest recorded rates were in Estonia 
and the lowest in Spain. 
 Despite the development of alternative family forms, the majority of 
children still grow up in two-parent families. In 1999 in Sweden, 76% of children 
aged 0–17 lived with their married (55%) or cohabiting parents (21%). In
 
Figure 4.7 Children (0–14 years) living in families with only one adult as 

% of all children (0–14) living in families in IPROSEC 
countries, 1990–2000 
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Estonia, 75% of children were living with both parents. In the United Kingdom, 
65% of dependent children were living with both their natural parents in 2001 
(ONS, 2001 online). 
 When indicators for delayed family formation (late age at marriage and at 
birth of first child, late mean age for all births) and family de-institutionalization 
(low marriage, high extramarital birth and divorce rates) are combined and 
compared to the EU average at two data points, as illustrated by Figure 4.9, 
Sweden was found to have gone furthest in delaying family formation and in
 
Figure 4.8 Population living in one-person households as a proportion 

of all private households in IPROSEC countries, 1985–2000 
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Figure 4.9 Changing family forms and family structure in IPROSEC 

countries, 1970, 2000 
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adopting de-institutionalized family forms by 2000, as was already the case in 
the earlier period. France shared this combination of characteristics in 2000, but 
to a lesser degree. The United Kingdom had outpaced France for the de-
institutionalization indicator, but had retained slightly more conventional timing 
of family formation. Germany shows conventional patterns for both indicators, 
though they had moved closer to the mean. Italy and Spain remained in the 
quadrant for delayed family formation and traditional family forms, while Ireland 
had moved in that direction. Greece combined traditional family forms with 
conventional family formation throughout the period but had moved closer to the 
EU15 mean for de-institutionalization in 2000. Two of the candidate countries 
fall into the conventional–de-institutionalized quadrant, with Estonia displaying 
the most extreme position, while Poland is most firmly located in the 
conventional–traditional quadrant. 
 
CHALLENGES 
  
Policy actors, including families, are divided over the question of whether the 
spread of de-institutionalized family forms should be addressed by 
governments. Concern is expressed in Germany (among conservative 
politicians), Greece, Ireland, Italy (among politicians) and Poland, on religious 
and moral grounds, about the extent to which family de-institutionalization 
poses a threat to a social order founded on the commitment to the marital bond 
between heterosexual couples and the married two-parent family.  
 Everywhere questions have been raised regarding the rights, duties, 
responsibilities and obligations of family members towards one another in de-
institutionalized families. In the countries where alternative living arrangements 
are most widespread, debate has focused on the rights of cohabiting couples 
and, more especially, same-sex couples, and of children in relation to their 
biological parents. In the southern European countries, where alternative family 
forms are much less common, particularly in Greece, attention has focused 
rather on changing relationships within marriage. The specific questions 
addressed in policy are whether and how to intervene to prevent or discourage 
the development of alternative family forms, and whether to legislate to extend 
rights and duties to alternative family relationships. 
 
RESPONSES 
  
In most countries, measures are being taken to support the institution of 
marriage, such as pre-marriage and marriage guidance services, but they are 
generally provided by religious and civil society organizations rather than the 
state. Tax incentives are used to encourage conjugal families in Germany, Italy, 
Estonia and Poland. In Ireland and Poland, where the public is less united in its 
opposition to government intervention aimed at preventing the development of 
alternative family forms, and the Catholic Church acts as a powerful restraining 
force, divorce law is still restrictive. Nor is divorce easy to obtain in Italy.  
 Most governments are introducing permissive measures to formalize rights 
and duties within alternative living arrangements, including the creation of legal 
contracts for unmarried cohabitees in France, Spain and Sweden. Provision of 
benefits and services for couples irrespective of their marital status is being 
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extended across the IPROSEC countries, but the entitlements of unmarried 
cohabiting couples are still more limited than those of married couples in 
Germany, Greece, Italy and Hungary. Government intervention to determine 
living arrangements was rejected by most respondents in the IPROSEC 
countries. One of the Estonian political actors suggested that governments may 
need to resort to subterfuge to avoid being accused of interfering in the private 
lives of individuals: ‘Choices are up to the individual, but national policy should 
be sufficiently “clever” not to promote other alternatives [to legal marriage].’ 
 Although reconstituted families are becoming a more common and more 
readily accepted experience, in most countries the legal status of the new 
parent in reconstituted families has not been resolved. In Sweden, the legal 
obligations of step-parents in reconstituted families are clearly laid down: 
biological parents continue to have the right to joint custody. Step-parents can 
adopt their step-children, although custody cannot be granted to more than two 
people. Spain and the United Kingdom make some provision for step-parenting, 
such as shared residence orders in the United Kingdom. In Estonia, step-
parents can adopt a child only if the biological parents relinquish their rights. 
 Formal contracts for same-sex cohabiting couples can be drawn up in 
France, Germany, Spain and Sweden, although same-sex partners do not enjoy 
all the same rights as heterosexual couples and, in Estonia, they are described 
as being invisible as far as social rights are concerned. In Spain, whereas 
heterosexual couples have the right to choose whether to be taxed jointly or 
individually, same-sex partners do not have such a choice. The right of same-
sex couples to adopt has been accepted in Sweden and the United Kingdom, 
and in the provinces of Asturias and Navarra in Spain. Elsewhere in Spain, they 
can adopt individually but not as couples, as is also the case in Estonia.  
 The rights of children in de-institutionalized families have been addressed 
in most countries. Everywhere except Germany, Greece and Poland, children 
have the right to know the identity of their biological parents. A contact veto 
register is kept in Ireland for parents who do not want to be reunited with their 
children. In Estonia, the right applies in the case of adoption but not fertility 
treatment. 
 As shown in Table 4.2, Sweden is the IPROSEC country that has gone 
furthest in introducing policy measures in response to the de-institutionalization 
of family forms. Measures have been implemented in support of individuals and 
couples who are adopting non-conventional living arrangements to the extent
 
Table 4.2 Policy responses to family de-institutionalization 
 
 FR DE EL IRL IT ES SE UK EE HU PL 

Constraining divorce law - - -   - - - - -  
Tax incentives for married couples -  - -  - - -  -  
Marriage counselling/guidance - - -         
Formal cohabiting contracts   - - -     - - 
Right of unmarried couples to adopt - - - - -  -   -  - 
Entitlements for unmarried couples   -  -   -      - - 
Same-sex cohabiting contracts    - - -    - - - 
Right of same-sex couples to adopt - - - - -  -   - - - 
Legislation on step-parenting - - - - -     - - 
Right to identity of biological parents  -  -  -     -  - 
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that these alternatives could be described as institutionalized, since they 
ascribe rights, duties and responsibilities. The United Kingdom has also 
introduced a raft of measures recognizing alternative family forms. Spain 
provides a mixed picture, reflecting variations in policy initiatives in the different 
autonomous regions. Italy and, especially, Poland have retained more 
restrictive legislation in their efforts to protect the family as an institution, while 
Greece is characterized by an almost complete policy vacuum. 
 
OUTCOMES  
 
Prohibitive and restrictive legislation limits the number of divorces, but does not 
curb the underlying trend towards marital dissolution, as illustrated by Ireland, 
where judicial separation was authorized before the ban on divorce was lifted, 
and remains a less costly and simpler solution to the breakdown of marriage.  
 Proactive measures to promote the formal two-parent married couple are 
not associated in the statistics with markedly higher marriage rates or 
consistently lower unmarried cohabitation rates. A few of the younger 
respondents in France and Poland admitted that they took account of 
entitlements to benefits and fiscal policy when deciding whether or not to marry. 
 In countries where de-institutionalized family forms are widespread, 
particularly the Nordic states, law reform extending rights to unmarried 
cohabiting couples, same-sex couples, children born out of wedlock or living in 
reconstituted families has largely removed the stigma associated with 
extramarital relationships by legitimizing and normalizing the de facto situation. 
In Greece, comments from respondents indicate that social pressure to 
maintain conventional living arrangements is still very strong and that the public 
has little appetite for reform. As stated by a representative of the Greek 
Federation for Large Families: ‘single parent families … should not become a 
norm; if this is the case, what kind of society will we create? Society can’t exist 
like this’. 
 Many of the IPROSEC respondents felt strongly that government policy 
should align tax and welfare entitlements of individuals living in non-
conventional arrangements with those of married couples as a means of 
preserving choice, as testified by a young male French unmarried cohabitee 
with one child:  

Today, we live in a society that’s free. People don’t necessarily want to get 
married. Some people sign a cohabitation contract. Marriage seems to me to 
belong to another age. When people are really living together, that should suffice.  

Public opinion continues to be divided over legal reform to recognize same-sex 
partnerships, as demonstrated by the heated debates leading up to the 
introduction of cohabitation contracts in France (pacte civil de solidarité) in 1999 
and Germany (Lebenspartnerschaftsgesetz) in 2001. Attitudes towards same-
sex couples are slowly changing across Europe. Estonian society is, for 
example, tolerant of same-sex relationships, but governments prefer to pretend 
they do not exist. One Hungarian woman in her early fifties, with two grown-up 
children, living in a same-sex relationship described her own perceptions: 

In short, for me a family is the smallest economic and emotional community that 
people live in. I don’t necessarily think of a family as the traditional daddy, 
mummy, and children. There is also daddy, daddy and children, and mummy, 
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mummy, and children. For me this all fits into the concept of family. The family is 
a community, a place, where you can find refuge from the problems of the world, 
where there’s quiet, and love … a place to start from and come back to, 
everybody doing their own thing. 

A vignette on same-sex adoption carried out for the project, based on the British 
case, demonstrated that, despite law reform, the issue remains contentious in 
the United Kingdom. It also showed that public opinion in most countries is not 
yet ready to accept that same-sex couples should be allowed to adopt children.  
 The development of alternative family forms does not, however, mean the 
family is no longer a central life value. Data from the 1999/2000 European 
Values Survey for the IPROSEC countries indicate that for almost 90% of 
respondents, the family is a central value in their lives (Abela, personal 
communication, based on weighted cases by country). The percentage saying 
that the family is ‘very important’ varies, however, quite markedly between 
countries, with Ireland and Poland reaching the highest figures at 92%, followed 
by Italy with 90%. Sweden, the United Kingdom, Hungary and France all 
recorded scores close to 90%. Greece and Spain fall below the IPROSEC 
average with 86%. East and West Germany differed by four percentage points, 
with 78 and 82% respectively. The lowest figure is registered in Estonia, at 
68%, but this does not mean the family is not important since 28% of 
respondents said it is ‘quite important’ and none that is ‘not important at all’. 
 
Family well-being and security 
 
Reliable time series are not available to enable close tracking of the 
components of family well-being, security and inequality up to the close of the 
twentieth century1. Analysis of data for the EU IPROSEC countries in the mid-
1990s suggests, however, that changes in patterns of family formation and 
structure were contributing to greater heterogeneity of family living 
arrangements that seemed to be associated with persisting and emerging 
inequalities between families within countries.  
 Figure 4.10 illustrates the household types in which individuals are most at 
risk of falling into poverty in EU member states, namely those composed of a 
 
Figure 4.10 Risk of poverty by household type (60% of medium 

equivalized income), 1997 
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two adults with three or more children (41%) or a lone parent with at least one 
dependent child (35%). Large families are most at risk of falling into poverty in 
Germany, followed by Italy, whereas lone parents with children are most at risk 
in Ireland, and then in Germany and the United Kingdom. Lone-parent families 
are least likely to fall into poverty in Greece, where they are, in any case, few in 
number. Large families are least exposed to poverty in Sweden. 
 The erosion of institutional family structures has led to closer media 
scrutiny of relationships within households, resulting in an increase in the 
reported incidence of domestic violence against women and children. In Spain, 
for example, nearly 19 000 complaints were lodged about domestic incidents in 
1997, and in Greece, one man in four aged 25–35 was found to have beaten his 
partner at least once. In the United Kingdom, of 224 female homicide victims, 
47% were killed by partners. Of 426 male homicide victims, 8% were killed by 
partners. Of all violent crime experienced by women, 43% is domestic 
(International Federation of Human Rights Leagues, 1999).  
 Child abuse within families has been given high media coverage since the 
mid-1980s, particularly in France, Ireland and the United Kingdom, but less 
attention has been paid to cases of elder abuse, except in residential homes for 
older people. One in eight community nurses report having seen abuse of an 
older person in the United Kingdom. Most cases are by a family member, often 
the main carer, and in 78% of cases, abuse takes place in the victim’s own 
home (Help the Aged, 2003). In France, 5% of people aged over 65 are 
reported to have suffered abuse, in 49% of cases by family members  (sitting of 
the French Senate, 08.01.2002) and, in Italy, awareness of the issue is growing 
among NGOs, trade unions (CGIL) and municipal authorities. 
 
CHALLENGES 
  
Concern is expressed in many of the IPROSEC countries, and especially in 
Estonia, Ireland and the United Kingdom, about growing family insecurity as a 
result of divorce, separation and lone parenthood, since family dissolution is 
often associated with poverty and indebtedness.  
 Some governments are concerned about the loss of control by parents 
over their children and problems of truancy and juvenile delinquency. These 
social problems have heightened the debate about the relative merits of 
universal as opposed to targeted benefits and services for families at risk of 
falling into poverty.  

Across the IPROSEC countries, violence within the home is a topic of 
growing concern, and in Sweden is being examined by a government task 
force. Child abuse and physical violence against women in the home have been 
extensively analysed, but the issue of elder abuse has only recently begun to 
move onto the political agenda, and is giving rise to concern in France, 
Germany, Spain, the United Kingdom and, to some extent, in Ireland and Italy. 
The challenges raised for governments are whether and how to intervene in 
family life to assist families in promoting the well-being of their members, and to 
deal with the problems associated with family insecurity and domestic violence. 
 In several of the IPROSEC countries, concern is expressed about 
inequalities observed in socio-demographic trends: between the north and 
south of Italy, East and West Germany, the regions in Sweden and the United 
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Kingdom, rural and urban areas in the southern European and candidate 
countries, and Ireland. In France, Germany, Ireland, Sweden, the United 
Kingdom, Estonia and Hungary, concern is widespread about growing 
inequalities between ethnic groups. The issue is also moving onto the agenda in 
southern Europe. The challenge in these cases is how to reduce the disparities 
in economic and social development between regions and within society. 
 
RESPONSES  
 
Whereas government intervention is not generally accepted when it is believed 
to be forcing people to take decisions about family formation and structure, few 
respondents in the IPROSEC countries are opposed to the state intervening to 
help deal with the consequences of family breakdown, although they do not 
always have confidence in the available policy measures. Everywhere parents 
are obliged to maintain their children. The absent parent is pursued after 
divorce or separation, except in Greece, and failure to observe maintenance 
obligations can result in fines or imprisonment for defaulters, although in 
Estonia, the pursuit of the defaulting parent has been relaxed since transition. 
 France, Germany, Sweden, the United Kingdom, Hungary and Poland 
support lone parenthood resulting from divorce by making advance payments of 
maintenance from public funds, if necessary. Family allowances are increased 
for lone parents in Greece and Italy, although their status is not formally 
recognized. In Spain, no scheme applies nationwide. A minimum income is 
guaranteed in France, and a means-tested scheme operates in Ireland. In Italy, 
the minimum income applies to older but not to young people. A designated 
benefit is paid to all lone parents in Estonia. In France, Ireland and the United 
Kingdom, measures including subsidized childcare have been put in place to 
help lone mothers to become self-sufficient by taking up employment. 
 The state usually intervenes, where necessary, to provide financial and 
logistic means-tested support for families as units when their members are in 
situations that place them at risk of falling into poverty. In the United Kingdom, 
the Working Families Tax Credit is intended to make families better off in work 
than on benefits, and a similar scheme operates in France. In Sweden, general 
support is provided for families through social assistance, and in Estonia the 
household unit is targeted. 
 All IPROSEC countries, except Greece, Italy and Poland, operate income 
redistribution schemes, including national minimum income guarantees. Medical 
care is provided free of charge or at minimal rates for low-income groups or 
those without insurance in all countries except Greece and Poland. Housing 
support is available except in Greece and Spain. Germany has introduced a 
social care insurance scheme for older people. An integrated approach has 
been developed to service delivery in France, Ireland, Italy, Sweden and the 
United Kingdom, for example through one-stop service information points. 
 In several countries, parents are held responsible for the demeanors of 
their children and can be punished for losing control over them. Problems of 
truancy and juvenile delinquency are, for example, being addressed in France 
by withholding family allowances, and exclusion orders can be issued for 
disruptive behaviour at school in the United Kingdom and Hungary. Parents can 
be issued with court orders requiring them to exercise proper control over their 


