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Economic, technological, and
societal developments have been
remarkable over the last few
decades. Today, more than ever
before, it is generally accepted
that there are important interactions between these trends. As
the future unfolds, we need to
ensure that the positive developments, like those provided by the
information revolution are exploited to the full, and not
allowed to create tensions in our
societies. The Lisbon extraordinary summit Employment,
Economic Reform and Social
Cohesion — towards a Europe of
Innovation and Knowledge has
been an important step in recognising the role of social policy in
the strategy for the European
Union. By setting social cohesion
as one of the main elements of
the European strategy for the
future, the Lisbon Summit has
reaffirmed the European citizen
that the Union remains funda-

In fact over the last ten years,
some important social challenges
have emerged. The European
population is ageing. Across
Europe, women have a new role
to play in the economic and
social life. The combination of
increasing education and
changing attitudes means that
employment rates of women are
converging to those of men.
Between 1988 and 1998, they
rose from 45 percent of the
working-age population to 51
percent whereas those of men
declined from 74 percent to 71
percent. At the European level,
this increased participation of
females is likely to continue.
However, women still have
particular problems in gaining
equal access to the labour market, and also in reconciling
professional and family life.
Even though changes in lifestyle
have been very significant, it
would be a big mistake to think
that the role of the family is
declining in importance. Social
trends prove quite the opposite.
With increased life expectancy,
it is not unusual to find today
three or four generations living
at the same time, and increased
demographic ageing is set to
make this even more common.
Moreover, recent family statistics

show that nowadays young
people are staying much longer
with their parents. Last but not
least, a recent study on several
EU Member States has shown
that problems related to the
family environment in which
children are raised, may be one
of the main causes, together with
youth unemployment, of the
increase in delinquency and
higher crime rates observed
among youngsters.
These are some aspects showing
that the role of the family remains particularly important for
the future of our society. I am
confident that the new political
climate following the European
Council of Lisbon will create
more favourable conditions for
promoting the debate on all
issues related to social cohesion
and social inclusion including
population trends and family
issues.
The European Union has an
important role to play in
identifying the similarities and
differences in the ways that
Member States react to these
changes. It can also keep stimulating a Union-wide debate on
the subject of the family by
encouraging Member States to
share information and pool their
experiences while, at the same
time, respecting the principle
of subsidiarity. Within this last

In January 2000, I was entrusted with the challenging
task of chairing the co-ordination team of the European
Observatory on Family
Matters. Established to monitor the development of families
in the European Union, the
Observatory is a key actor in
the European system of social
reporting. To fulfil its extensive
mandate, the Observatory
works along several lines.
Every year a special topic is
selected as monitoring focus.
For 2000, we analysed fertility
trends, a topic also addressed
in the last issue of the Family

objective, the Family Observer is
called on to provide its valuable
contribution, by serving as a
platform for discussion and
exchange of experience and
ideas between Member States
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Observer. In 2001, the Observatory’s work will concentrate
on social quality and family
forms. The objective is to
provide the European Commission and the public at large
with information on developments in the areas of family
and partnership, taking into
account aspects of gender and
generational relations. The
Observatory’s homepage
(http://europa.eu.int/comm/employment_
social/family/observatory/home.html)
and the Family Observer are
the main channels for disseminating the results of our work.
We hope that this strategy will
not only contribute to a
knowledge-based policy in
Europe but will also enrich the
public debate on the role of
family in our society.
Rudolf Richter
President, Austrian Institute
for Family Studies
Chairman, European
Observatory on Family
Matters

on demographic issues and
family matters.
Gabrielle Clotuche,
Director of Social Policy, DG for
Employment and Social Affairs,
European Commission

Portuguese
EU presidency
Under the Portuguese EUpresidency, the European conference on Maternity, paternity
and reconciling professional
and family life was held at the
University of Évora in May
2000. The main results are
summarised below:
• A balanced participation of
women and men in professional and family life is a
fundamental prerequisite for
the equality between women
and men.
• Motherhood, valued highly
in society, must not lead to the
discrimination of women on
the labour market.
• The time invested in paid
and unpaid work must be
approximately the same for
women and men.
• As long as women have to
take on the lion’s share of
family work, there will not be
true equality between women
and men at work.
• However, cultural resistances
are particularly deep-rooted in
this area and solutions have to
be adjusted to the realities in
the different countries.
• National and European laws
must take due account of the
reconciliation of professional

Dear reader,
The second Family Observer prepared by the European Observatory
on Family Matters might strike you as somewhat different compared
to the first issue: The cover has changed from green to ‘mauve’. The
change of colours indicates that Unit E/1 of the Directorate General
for Employment and Social Affairs, headed by Paolo Bacchielli, is
now in charge of the Observatory. The Observatory network has also
seen some changes: Rudolf Richter (of the University of Vienna and
President of the Austrian Institute for Family Studies) became
Chairman of the Observatory at the beginning of this year. New
National Experts were appointed for Greece and Sweden: Christos
Bagavos (Panteion University, Athens) and Eva Bernhardt (Stockholm
University). We would like to use this opportunity to thank their
predecessors, Helmut Wintersberger, Loukia Moussourou, and Ulla
Björnberg for their commitment and valuable contributions.

Contents

and family life for both genders
and create conditions that
enable fathers to become
increasingly integrated into
family life. Paternity leaves play
an important role in this
connection.
• With reference to Community Law, the Treaty of
Amsterdam already stipulates
the equality between women
and men by its new measures
to simultaneously implement
the stronger participation of
fathers in family life and of
mothers in working life; the
legal bases are contained in
articles 2, 3, 137 and 141.
• Promoting the reconciliation
of professional and family life
has the following advantages:
– It creates new jobs in care
services for children, the
elderly and other persons
dependent on care.
– It makes work places more
attractive for employees,
increases productivity, and
decreases absenteeism and
sick-leaves.

Monitoring:

Maria do Céu Cunha Reso
President, CITE (Commission
for Equality in Labour and
Employment, Ministry for
Equality)
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The Tyrolian artist Christine S. Prantauer, introduced to you in the
first issue, has also illustrated this second issue of the Family Observer.
This time, she shows us women’s everyday life: Such routine activities
as shopping or washing the dishes are taken so much for granted that
they are hardly ever documented. This might explain why we often
consider these chores worthless...
At the beginning of 2000, the European Commission compiled for the
first time a comprehensive report on the social situation in Europe. In
the future, such reports will be published annually. The European
Observatory is substantially involved in the preparation of the familyrelated parts of these reports. You will find excerpts of the Social
Report 2000 on page 32 ff.
Happy reading!

Irene Kernthaler and Sylvia Trnka

Family Observer, No. 2/2000

3

top

Monitoring

The family
roller-coaster
ride
Family indicators

What is the impact that
policies have on families?
How can we assess that
impact? A report on the
origins of family impact
monitoring.

Peter Cuyvers and Gabriel Kiely

P

oliticians
would be rather
W
disappointed if their actions
were not to have any impact
on the individuals and
organisations that make up
society. This important but
hidden assumption has been documented by
the recent surge in studies concentrating on
the effects of policy measures on such issues
as the environment or emancipation.
Consistent with the belief that they are
indeed able to influence what happens,
politicians frequently consider the targets of
their measures to be weak. However, one
has only to broaden one’s perspective a little

4
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to see that this assumption is actually
unfounded. Policies introduced to support a
country’s economy or its economic actors
do not adhere to this view; nor do the
ministries of the interior or of foreign
policy, let alone the ministry of defence
assume that their target groups are weak or
on the verge of extinction.
Does this imply that it is totally unnecessary
for a government to bother about families or
the impact that policies have on them? On
the contrary! Families function in a social
environment constructed by a number of
actors, and the government or state system

certainly is an important element. The
infrastructure for all families and the
support for weak families have always been
issues of governmental concern. Political
activities, such as changing from a professional to a conscription-based army (or vice
versa), deciding on a minimum age for
education, making laws on equal wages for
women and men, cannot but have an
enormous impact. However, when speaking
of impact and effectiveness in the field of
families, the focus is usually on more overt
and visible actions involving families with
certain types of problems.

H
review

W

Other countries (e.g. the Netherlands) held
the position that governments should not
interfere in the private family sphere.

istorical

The next wave of interest in family affairs
set in after the Second World War. It mainly
focused on education and (dys)functional
families. Austria, Belgium, the Federal
Republic of Germany and Luxembourg
decided to create ministries for family
affairs. In countries like Spain and Portugal,
the family theme was ‘accommodated’ in a
special directorate or government unit.
It is obvious that countries with family
ministries, e.g. Austria and the German

In Europe, family policy was introduced as a
formal part of national policies in the period
between the two World Wars, above all to
satisfy the needs of workers and to support
their role as breadwinners. In some countries (e.g. Belgium, France and Sweden), the
concern about declining birth rates and/or
the wish to raise them also played a role.

Democratic Republic, also were the first
(and until now, the only) countries to issue
family reports on a regular basis (GDR:
every five years; Austria: every ten years).
Other countries also studied the situation of
families in their territories. Like the GDR
report, the biennial Italian report prepared
by the Centro Internazionale Studi Famiglia
did not restrict itself to the presentation of
data but also focused on analysis. Of course,
reports on family developments and such
related aspects as demography, income and
education have been prepared in numerous
countries, but they have not yet achieved a
formal national status.
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In the past decade, debates on the equality
of women, a rising awareness of child
abuse and the continued paradox of poor
families living in strong welfare states have
all caused governments to become more
active. This also holds true for the debate
on ‘family values’ in general. It does not
come as a surprise that the first initiatives
to move from family reporting to family
impact analysis were taken in the US,
where the debate has its origins. In Europe,
the European Observatory on National
Family Policies was established in 1989.
Among other things, it took on the task of
assessing the impact that policies have on
families. Over the past few years, the idea of
family impact monitoring seems to be
gaining ground.
Governments have become increasingly
aware of the ‘family dimension’, and there
is a growing need for feedback on the
interaction between policy activities and
family development. The theoretical body
of knowledge on family impact analysis is
not yet very impressive, and practical
experience is even scarcer. Considering the
numerous dimensions of family policy and
the complexity of the family as such, there
is no doubt that assessing family impacts is
far from simple.

A

W

model for
monitoring impacts on
families
This article describes the initial steps made
in the Family Impact Monitor project run
by the Netherlands Family Council and the
Belgian Centre for Population and Family
Studies. This project emanated from an
international expert conference organised in
1995 by Wilfried Dumon in Leuven. The
overview of existing impact-analysis
methods presented at this meeting showed
that the main distinction was the ‘subjectiveobjective’ dimension. The Irish case (see
box) is an example of the subjective method.
The implementation of real-life experiments
in certain regions exemplifies the objective
method.
A grant from the EU was used to develop an
inclusive model. It not only comprises the
different aspects of the process ‘from
politicians to families’ but also a feedback
system designed to provide the political level
with clear data (by way of indicators) for

The birth of family impact monitoring:
three examples
In Belgium, the Flemish Minister of Family Affairs underlined the importance of family
impact analysis in 1996. His successors introduced special ‘child effect reports’ to be
prepared in connection with each major government initiative.
In the Netherlands, in 1996 the government commissioned the compilation of the
biennial Signalling Report on family development. The report was commissioned by
Parliament in 1997 and again in 1999.
In Ireland, the Commission on the Family recommended an unprecedented multiple
approach for assessing family impacts in 1998. First, any proposals put forward by the
government should be accompanied by a ‘family impact statement’ to be included in the
explanatory memorandum accompanying all new legislation. Second, any evaluations of
government activities at the central, regional or local levels should contain an impact
analysis: In other words, they should be measured against a number of key principles
underlying all family policies. Though these proposals have not yet been implemented, all
major political parties have subscribed to them in their programmes.

6
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family-policy benchmarking. In addition,
two other characteristics are essential. The
first is linked to the issue of ‘value’. As a
combination of specific activities directed to
a number of goals in a specific field, every
government policy is based on values and
linked to opinions on the way society should
work. Especially where families are concerned, differences of opinion on policy
issues are often rooted in value orientations.
These differences have to be taken into
account when evaluating the impact of
policies, while the specific method of
evaluation has to be objective and scientifically correct. The second characteristic
concerns the relationship between the
government and families. This relationship
is not a one-way but rather an interactive
process: No element can be seen solely as a
passive recipient of external influences.

Values and definitions:
the hidden start of family policy
A literature study preceding the project
showed that the process of developing and
implementing family policies can be divided
into three steps. All authors mention the
first of these steps, i.e. agreement on a
certain value system concerning families.
The second step relates to taking specific
action and comprises a number of phases.
Defining the ‘scope’ of the (family) policy
action (i.e. the range of policies or the
groups that are legitimate elements or
subjects for political action) is closely related
to the value system. Within this range, a
number of ‘targets’ must then be identified
before they can be translated into specific
political action (be it a new law or an
information campaign) in the third step.
However, the political debate on the
selection of scopes, targets and actions is
often ‘blurred’ because there is no clear-cut
statement regarding the first step, i.e. the
agreement on family values.
Open debates on family values are rare, but
there is a useful ‘intermediary’ between
policy and practice: the definition of the
term ‘family’. In his address to the General
Assembly of the United Nations at the start
of the International Year of the Family in
1994, the Secretary General announced that
no attempt had been made (or rather that
attempts had been fruitless) to arrive at a
world-wide definition of ‘family’. Instead,

The family roller-coaster ride
an interesting metaphor was chosen: A
family was defined as the smallest
democracy at the heart of society. This is a
political statement of the first order, since it
clearly supports the rights of individuals
within families and illustrates the sociological trend characteristic of the 20th
century, namely individualisation.
In his analysis of the developments in family
policies in EU countries, Wilfried Dumon
points out the shift in the focus from the
bond between partners to the situation of
children. In the Netherlands, for example,
the recent political debate on (the lack of)
family policy and a ministry for family
affairs briefly introduced the definition
problem into the debate. The Dutch government accepted a new definition focussing on
the position of children: A family is any unit
of one or more adults who are responsible
for the education and/or taking care of one
or more children. The opposition, i.e. the
Christian Democrats, opposed this with
their own definition: Any unit in which an
adult has taken a long-term responsibility for
another adult and/or the taking care and
education of children. The interesting point
is not the way the conflict went (the
Christian Democrats accepted the govern-

the empirical fact that people share a
dwelling and co-operate from an economic
point of view. The next step goes even
further, since the focus shifts entirely to the

“

“UNO: The family is the
smallest democracy at the heart
of society”
ment definition), but the clear juxtaposition
of family definitions focussing on partnership and on parenthood.

The literature survey carried out at the start
of the monitoring project showed that one
can look at the family from various angles.
First of all, there is the ‘classical’ (nuclear)
family formed by marriage. Secondly, there
are ‘modern’ family definitions that focus on
children irrespective of the number, sex or
formal status of the partners. Thirdly, it is
possible to avoid all ideological debates by
focussing on ‘units’ or households, i.e. on

individuals who should be treated as such
irrespective of their living arrangements.
Finally, there are definitions building on the
idea of ‘networks’ in society, both in a
modern way (friends) and a more classical
way (family).

Political activities
In their standard work on family policy in a
number of western countries, the American
experts Sheila Kamerman and Alfred Kahn
distinguish between ‘explicit’ and ‘implicit’
family policy. Explicit policy stands for

government activities officially acknowledged as being directed at families and
meant to have an effect on them. Implicit
policy is used for the combination of any
other policies from which one could expect
or predict effects on families, but which are
not being acknowledged as such. Naturally,
any political activity might also have an
unintended impact on families. For impact
analysis, this seems to leave no other option
than taking into account all government
activities — which clearly would be a
hopeless task!
When starting the family impact-monitoring
project, we prepared an inventory of all
official political activities carried out in
Belgium in the field of law over a period of
five years. The result was a list of 3,500
activities (i.e. 700 per year or two per day).
This does not include activities not in need
of legal changes, nor does it include specific
decisions at the highest level. The result was
that you simply cannot avoid selecting
activities that may be expected to have the
greatest effects. Panels of experts are one
way of handling this choice, though this
approach involves two major risks. The first
one is the selection process. Especially when
it takes place in close co-operation with
government agencies, it tends to focus on

Family Observer, No. 2/2000
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the more explicit political activities and
hardly ever is allowed the time and the
money to assess effects in all the other areas.
The second problem is the lack of coherence

families. For instance, parents reported that
enabling both partners to stay at home
during the first years of their children’s lives
was more effective than child-care

“

“Lifecourse income
differences are a potential
family-policy indicator”
over a longer period, as well as the lack of
international comparison.

The voice of the family

The research we undertook into the family
microcosm as part of the monitoring project
revealed one striking point: Surveys are
perhaps the worst method for assessing what
goes on at the family level. They are a
perfect instrument for straightforward
questions (What political party did you vote
for?) but are unsuitable for charting such
complex issues as family interactions and
decisions. Our example relates to one of the
most crucial family issues at present, namely
the changing division of work between
female and male partners. Supported by
grants from the Dutch government and the
EU, we set up a study on the effects of
family interaction (or rather partner
interaction) regarding decisions on family
planning and the division of labour. In order
to check the exact mechanisms, we did a
number of so-called ‘confrontation
interviews’. First, both partners completed
the population survey. Then they took part
in an interview session with two
interviewers (one female, one male) and
discussed the differences in their answers.
Our in-depth research on partner interaction
processes showed that, in order to be
effective with respect to such goals as an
equal division of tasks (or even having more
children), government activities should not
be directed at the family image often
portrayed in literature or invoked in political
debates but rather at the real needs of

8
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arrangements to prevent the huge dropout
rates of mothers from the labour market.
This part of the impact-monitoring project is
indicative of the fact that analysis at the
governmental level is far too technocratic to
really understand how families function.

‘Family inflation rate’?
So far, we have focussed on the scientific
process of charting and analysing the field
of family policy, and on identifying the three
key aspects we need to know in order to
understand what is going on. From a
scientific point of view, this is very
satisfying. However, from the perspective of
impact analysis, it is not enough. What we
need is a structural feedback mechanism for
governments. This implies the availability of
methods to continuously test family
development against a number of criteria. In
our model, we call this the trail of ‘family
indicators’. Essentially, family indicators
have the same function as indicators in such
other areas as economics. Based on the
agreement between scientists and politicians,
there are a number of indicators, e.g. the
gross national product, the inflation rate or
exchange indexes like the Dow Jones or the
Nikkei. At the macro level, such indicators
are used to continuously measure the
success or failure of activities not only in the
economy but also in a number of other
areas (e.g. education). It goes without saying
that a successful indicator cannot be
constructed in a couple of weeks or even
years but has to develop and prove its
practical value for all parties concerned.

Another example are the ‘lifecourse income
differences’ that can be found between
various types of families and other
households. We have been trying to assess
these differences on the basis of modern
lifecourse development in most western
countries. In short, the modernisation of the
lifecourse shortens the phases in adult life
during which children are part of the
household. This ‘real family phase’ is
preceded by periods in which young people
live alone or (most of the time) as couples.

Broadly speaking there are two different
but not mutually exclusive approaches to
monitoring the impact of government
actions on families. The first of these is
the scientific measurement of the impact
on families of policies and actions
measured over time. This approach is
being developed by the Family Impact
Monitor under the direction of Peter
Cuyvers of the Netherlands Family
Council. The approach relies heavily on
the systematic evaluation of government
intentions regarding family policies, the
policies themselves and the subsequent
effect of the policies on families. The
second approach focuses on an evaluation of all government policies and
actions, including those that do not fall
within the realm of family policy, prior
to their implementation in terms of their
likely impact on families. This approach
is somewhat similar to environmental
impact statements that are required
when making a planning application. It
places an obligation on government
departments to prepare what are called
‘family impact statements’ when drafting
new legislation or introducing new
measures that are likely to impact
directly or indirectly on families.
In Ireland, the Commission on the
Family in its Final Report to the

The family roller-coaster ride
It is followed by another new phase of
living together in couples whose children
have left the parental home. For most
individuals, the latter phase stretches far
into pensionhood. Since the parenthood
phase entails an increase in burden
(regarding both finances and time) as well
as a decrease in opportunities, it is obvious
that there is a difference in the living
standards of parents versus non-parents.
The question is how big this difference is
and how it develops.

I

nW
the impact studies carried out in the
Netherlands, we were surprised to see
how many parents were actually
complaining about the huge
differences between their preparenting phase and parenthood.
In addition, a lot of older people were
extremely concerned about their grandchildren growing up under increasingly
stressful conditions regarding the availability
of time and money. One of the images we
chose to describe this problem proved to be

very effective in attracting political attention:
the roller-coaster of modern life, entailing a
steep ride downhill for people plunging into
‘the parenthood dip’.
Graph 1 represents the roller-coaster ride for
the years 1977 and 1996. It should be noted
that in almost all studies, the incomes of
families are relatively high as compared to
non-family households, such as singles.
However, this is due to a number of different factors. Most singles are students or

Family impact statements:
Ireland

Minister for Social Community and
Family Affairs in July 1998 recommended
that both of these approaches to measuring the impact on families of policies
and programmes by the government
should be introduced. This dual approach
is contained in the wording of the recommendation. It states “...the Commission
recommends the introduction of a Family
Impact Statement which would set out
clearly the consequences of policies, programmes and services for families in all
major aspects of Government activity,
central and local.” This part of the recommendation clearly falls within the realm
of monitoring policies after implementation. The second part of the
recommendation deals with the need for
family impact statements to be prepared
before the implementation of new policies. It reads as follows: “As an initial
step, the Commission considers that the
Family Impact Statement should be included in all proposals put forward for
consideration by the Government and in
the terms of reference for committees of
the House of the Oireachtas
(Parliament)”.
While not spelling out in detail the mechanism required in order to implement the
proposal the Commission makes some
important suggestions. Among these is

the suggestion that policies should be
measured against a number of key
principles which underlie all family
policies. In an earlier chapter of the
Report these key principles are enunciated. If this suggestion were implemented it would make explicit that part of the
family impact analysis which deals with
values as expounded by the Family
Impact Monitor. It would also establish a
set of criteria against which to measure
the impact of policies on families.
With regard to the impact statement part
of the proposals the Commission makes a
very practical suggestion, that is, that the
statement would be included in the
published explanatory memoranda which
accompany proposed new legislation.
Doing this would require changing
Government rules which set out procedures and instructions in relation to any
proposals submitted for the consideration
of the Government. This change would
allow the inclusion of the family impact
statements.
The present Coalition Government are
committed to introducing family auditing.
In their joint programme for government
(An Action Programme for the Millennium) they state that “The new family
focus... is designed to make families

central to policy-making” and that
“Policies will be evaluated to monitor the
effect on families of social policies”. In a
pre-election position paper (Irish Families
in the Millennium) the Fianna Fail party
which is the major party in the Coalition
Government state that “The decisionmaking process must consider, from the
outset, the consequences policies will have
on the family”. The position paper further
goes on to say: “Just as we propose that
all policies be eco-audited, we also
propose that policies be family-audited”.
This is a very explicit commitment to
family-policy auditing.
To date the recommendation on familypolicy auditing has not been implemented
or mechanisms put in place to enable
implementation. However, the Family
Affairs Unit which was set up by the
Government to pursue the findings of the
Commission’s Report are currently
considering the recommendation on
family-policy auditing. Given the recent
and indeed ongoing public debate about
the impact on families of new Government labour policy initiatives and taxation
reforms it seems that the process of
evaluating new policies in the context of
their likely effect on families has already
begun. The need now is for this to be
carried out scientifically.
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1: Lifecycle purchasing power in the Netherlands

Shifts in lifecycle-purchasing power, 1977 and 1996
Purchasing power corrected for inflation x 1,000
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Purchasing power corrected for inflation in the age bracket 0-100, 1977 and 1996

pensioners, i.e. groups concentrated at the
beginning and at the end of the modern
lifecourse. In order to give an adequate
representation of the lifecourse development, we charted the incomes of ‘modus
groups’ by dividing the population into three
main categories: singles, couples living
together without children, and families with
children. Since the modus groups differ
greatly regarding age (at ages 25 and 55,
more than 60 percent are couples; at ages 35
and 45, more than 70 percent are families),
it is obvious that the average lifecourse
entails two major moments of change. One
is characterised by the birth of the children;
the other by their leaving the parental
home.
Moreover, we did not use gross earnings but
rather so-called ‘net purchasing power’. Net
purchasing power differs from the gross
income of households in two ways. First, it
is corrected for the influence of all sorts of
government measures, ranging from the tax
system to child allowances. As a consequence, families get better ratings because
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most of them receive special family allowances or benefits. The second correction

concerns the composition of the household.
Since it is clear that the per capita purchas-

2a: Purchasing power of
single-earner households in Belgium
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The family roller-coaster ride
ing power of a family consisting of two
parents and two children is smaller than
the purchasing power of a single person
with the same income, the gross income
is divided by a factor depending on the
household composition. The factors used
in the Netherlands are roughly 1.4 for a
couple without children and 2 for a family
with two children under 18. (In Germany, for
instance, these figures are 1.3 and 2,
respectively).
For most families, the family dip in the
roller-coaster does not come as a shock.
Everyone knows that children cost money
and the average family income is high
enough to maintain a family at a good level
of consumption. Moreover, the people in the
dip are the same as the people on the peaks,
only in a different phase of the lifecycle. The
purpose of life plotting is to be able to look
at developments over the years. It is crucial
for the sustainability of family welfare that
these dips do not get too deep or steep.
Graph 1 clearly shows that during the past
20 years, the increase in the purchasing
power has shifted to the two new phases in
the lifecycle.
We are not yet able to present full international comparisons, since the required
data (combining age, household composition and detailed income data) are not

3: Lifecycle purchasing power in the FRG and GDR
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available at a comparative level. However,
the results for individual countries show that
the general pattern also seems to prevail in
other countries.
Graphs 2a and 2b show the differences in
purchasing power of households with and
without children for Belgium in three
different years, and for two groups of
households (single and dual earners). Graph
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2b: Purchasing power of
dual-earner households in Belgium
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3 depicts the same information for the FRG
and the GDR. It is clear that the Dutch
pattern is also found in these countries.
(Since we still lack the age-group splitting
for these countries, we can only show the
downhill ride.) Graph 4 is based on Eurostat
figures and shows what we call the ‘family
compensation index’ for the European
Union.
The income figures used in graph 4 are
identical with those in the other graphs.
For reasons of comparability, they are
indexed on the average European individual (= 100). The graph shows that, in
all 13 Member States, the purchasing
power of couples without children is
higher than the purchasing power of
families, but that the differences between
countries are huge. In Portugal, one could
speak of a relatively ‘flat’ situation, since
both couples and families do not deviate
greatly from the index figure 100. In the
Netherlands — but also in Ireland, Italy, and
the UK — these differences are much larger,
implying that the roller-coaster rides through
the lifecourse show the steepest grades
downhill there. It should be noted, however,
that these figures only give a crude
impression, since stratification for age and
number of households is not possible at this
stage. Nevertheless, we think they show that
it is possible to develop comparative
indicators at the macro level.
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4: Purchasing power in Europe
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W

he family and
society’s infrastructure

In our project, we have identified four basic
trails that are indispensable in family impact
monitoring:
• the (often hidden) value systems in the
family field at the governmental level,
• the inventory of specific family-policy
activities,
• making the ‘voice of the family’ heard as
an essential element in assessing impacts,
and finally
• translating the abundance of information into a small number of family
indicators that will provide the feedback tool
that governments need if they really want to
know how the effects on family function
over a longer period.
Working on family impact assessment is
necessary for a number of reasons. First and
foremost, families provide society with an
essential element, namely stability. Just as
private companies need an infrastructure
(roads, airports) to perform, private living
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arrangements in a complex society need this
infrastructure with respect to such things as
social insurance schemes, access to education, possibilities to combine family and
work, etc. However, apart from some
exceptions, governments do not think of
families as ‘social partners’ in the construction of society. They prefer to take the
achievements of families for granted, and
only worry about families when deficiencies
cause trouble for society — for instance, by

phone:
fax:
e-mail:

+31-70-33 06 069
+31-70-365 92 30
cuyvers@ngr.nl

producing crime. Building up a scheme for
the assessment of policy effects will provide
us with an important tool to improve the
awareness of family effects at the political
level. Given more time, it may also play an
important role in improving the situation of
families. Until then, we may have to warn
parents-to-be to buckle up before they start
their roller-coaster ride.

Gabriel KIELY
national expert

Family Studies Centre
Department of Social Sciences
University College Dublin
Belfield Campus
IRL-Dublin 4
Ireland
phone:
fax:
e-mail:

+353-1-706 85 10
+353-1-706 84 19
+353-1-706 11 97
gabriel.kiely@ucd.ie
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Family interest
groups and their
role in shaping
European policy
Family organisations

Who represents the interests of
families in a democratic
system? It is a well known fact
that children have no vote in
elections and parents hardly
ever go on strike as it would
be their children who suffer.

A

Claude Martin
t first sight, family
interest groups appear to
differ greatly from one
country to the next.
Notwithstanding, a
closer inspection reveals
that none of them plays a negligible role.
This holds true at two levels, if not more: on
the one hand, in policy decisions on all
matters related to the family sphere; and on
the other, in the delivery of assistance to
families. This setting makes them highly
interesting as an object of policy analysis.1
Owing to the frequently ideological component involved in the political activity of
1
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family organisations, it seems difficult not to
take sides. When examining the available
literature, we realise that researchers either
focus on taking stock or opt for an orientation that is primarily normative. Therein lie
most of the difficulties with their studies.
However, perspectives capable of avoiding
the dichotomy of description and prescription are hard to come by.

Comparative analysis
In a study conducted for the European
Commission in five Member States of the
European Union (Belgium, France,
Germany, Portugal and the UK), Martin
and Hassenteufel have tried to find a way to
get round the above pitfalls by concentrating

on the role played by some of these
organisations in social and family policy.
The study focuses on family organisations in
the five countries, highlighting two aspects:
their ways and means of establishing links
with the policy domain, and the degree of
their involvement in the policy-making
process. Special priority has been given to
the role of counselling and lobbying, i.e. the
interest group logic developed by some of
these organisations.
The objective has been to highlight specific
‘configurations’ in some EU Member States
singled out for the exemplary or special
links established by their family organisations with the political arena. In fact, the
authors have tried to identify the groups

these organisations actually represent and
the main axes of their policy orientation.
What is the factual backdrop against which
they try to defend a position? What methods
are used to become part of the policymaking network?

C

W

itizenship
regimes and the
protection of family
interests

To determine the role of family organisations in policy-making and their attitude in

the light of changing social security systems,
we might go back to the concept of ‘citizenship regimes’ introduced by Jenson. This
notion refers to the manner in which public
issues are defined at their interface with the
state machinery and, likewise, how the
demands and expectations of citizens are
defined. Such definitions presuppose the
appointment of legitimate collective players,
the identification of limits for policy intervention in our society, and a hierarchically
organised legal system. Citizenship regimes
demarcate the borderlines between the
‘private’ and ‘public’ domains. This is how
they provide political orientation and
organise the policy debate.
In a civil society and civic culture, the
political activities of family organisations

encompass all family matters. Also, they
have a say in how the responsibility for
protection and the resources available are
distributed among families, the service
sector, communities, and the government.
This is why family organisations are
competing with other interest groups that do
not recognise themselves in the attitudes and
political activity espoused by the former: just
think of women’s, youth or homosexual
movements.

Family organisations within the
triangle of social security
To conduct a comparative analysis of the
role played by these interest groups within
the different social security systems, it is

Family Observer, No. 2/2000
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necessary to reformulate the existing typologies of the welfare state. Although the
countries selected for the study represent
different types of welfare-state systems, a
given system alone allows no foregone
conclusions as to the structure of family
organisations and the configuration of
family interests within a country. Belgium,
France and Germany have come to be
known as conservative/corporatist states.
The United Kingdom is considered a truly
liberal country, and Portugal a typical
representative of southern Europe. Add
the gender perspective and you will realise
that the welfare systems of Germany and
the UK are based on the ‘male breadwinner model’, whereas the Belgian and
French systems revolve around the
‘parent model’. If seen from a ‘citizenship regime’ perspective, the same
systems take on an entirely new quality
and may be reclassified around three
poles of identification:
• The first pole refers to the legitimacy
generated by the actions of interest groups
of the ‘movement’ type in one way or
another. Their policy-action logic is structured from the bottom up, i.e. from the
grassroots up. Legitimacy in their case is
inferred from the demands and desires of
the social players that they try to represent

character of these organisations — and
particularly the fact that, in many cases,
their legitimacy results from their recognition by public authorities — produces an
entirely different form of legitimacy and
logic for policy action. The participation of
these organisations in negotiations and
regulations for family policies differs greatly
from the above example, where interest
groups cultivate their closeness to civil
society and citizens in general.
• Finally, the third pole identifies the
organisations’ proximity to the ‘market’
and its laws. The logic of policy action in
this case primarily consists of developing
a perspective for services offered to
families. This means that interest groups
either want to satisfy actual family needs
or compensate for the lack of public
response to such needs.

How can family organisations
become involved in the public
policy network?
One possible way to judge the efficiency of
family organisations is to ask whether and
to what extent the family-policy sector can
be identified as such, and whether it has
resulted in the creation of an administrative
ad hoc mechanism. Certain EU countries do

“

“Integration into a policy-making
network and services for families
are important features of family
interest groups”
and/or respond to. The question is to
determine whether and to what extent the
focal groups position themselves as
representatives of civil society.
• The second pole used to position interest
groups ascertains their proximity to the
state machinery and public administration. The more or less institutionalised
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not have any explicit family policies (such as
the United Kingdom), whereas others have
turned them into both an explicit (Germany)
and, depending on the period in history,
even a central component of the entire
structure of their social systems (e.g.
Belgium or France). In concrete terms, what
does this mean for the respective national
family organisations?

In certain cases, the integration of family
organisations into a policy-making network
is as much a sign of their recognition by
bureaucratic agencies as the outcome of
successful mobilisation attempts (e.g.
demonstrations). On the other hand, the
question of recognition does not come up in
countries that do not have any politicoadministrative liaisons in the family field.
Below is an overview of the current
situation of family organisations in the
countries examined:

F

W

rance

In France, an explicit and ambitious familypolicy programme structured around
demographic considerations was launched
as early as the 1930s. Numerous measures to
support large families were designed in close
collaboration with national family organisations, which in turn were rewarded with
strong institutionalisation and extensive
government recognition (and generous funds
allocated by the family department). Since
1942, family organisations have been the
officially acknowledged and legitimate
partners in discussions and negotiations on
family matters (Loi Gounot). This policy
was confirmed after the Second World War,
when France’s social security system was
put in place and a national association, the
Union Nationale des Associations Familiales (UNAF), was founded. UNAF is a
unique body that assembles family administrations and organisations throughout
France. As a group, they conceive policies
and define the role of public authorities,
limits of government intervention in family
matters, and pertinent categories of law.
UNAF is the official representative of family
interests in France. It is the outcome of an
institutional unicum; as such, it holds a
monopoly position in the representation of
French families. This is how UNAF could
declare itself a ‘family parliament’. It claims
to represent one million families that all are
members of one or another of its 7,800
grassroots units, which in turn are pooled
into more than 60 national movements or
federations, out of which eight ‘big’ organisations act as co-administrators for UNAF.

Family interest groups and their role in shaping European policy

Overall, these groups are able to mobilise
roughly 30,000 employees and 200,000
activists.
Within these organisations, there are eight
that have more general objectives and can be
regarded as representatives of the different
sensitivities of the familial world. They
recruit their members from the entire family
spectrum and are the so-called Loi 1901
organisations.
Despite overlapping borderlines, we may
distinguish four basic kinds of organisations:
• The ‘rural family’ type is targeted at
simple people. This model is widespread
and is primarily designed to offer and
render services.
• The ‘blue-collar family’ type has a tradeunion dimension. This means that such
organisations first assert their claims of
representation and, as a result, fill positions in certain bodies as official representatives (e.g. economic and social
council). The Confédération Syndicale des
Familles and its ‘subsidiary’, the Fédéra-

tion syndicale des familles monoparentales, are examples of such a type of
organisation.

theoretical level, where it tries to become
involved in the process of intellectual policy
design by organising seminars and meetings.

“

“Since 1942, family organisations
have been the officially acknowledged partners of the Government”
• The ‘conventional pressure group’ type is
one that lobbies MPs, makes its wishes
known to both houses of parliament, and
tries to become a member of the respective committees and working groups on
family matters. Examples would be
Famille de France or, less so, the Catholic
family organisations.
The ‘autonomous reflection group’ type has
fewer members and works on a much more

In so doing, it provides new and novel ideas.
An example of such a type would be the
Protestant family organisations.
The French model is probably unique
for sheer size of representation alone.
However, even such a configuration is not
unshakeable. There are signs that France
may develop something like a civic culture
and that UNAF may lose some of its
influence.

Family Observer, No. 2/2000
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B

W

elgium

Since the Belgian family benefits and
policies were introduced at about the same
time as the French ones, there is a certain
analogy. Nevertheless, the Belgian family
organisations have retained a movementbased, militant component. However much
they act as institutional partners to government in terms of defending family interests,
they also guard their independence from the
existing administrative system.
The configuration of family organisations in
Belgium is as follows: On the one hand,
there is a very complex distribution of the
family agenda among federal, regional and
local levels; while on the other hand,
representation is further divided between the
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Flemish and the Walloons. Moreover,
wherever citizen interests are represented,
such generalist and federate associations as
the Ligue des familles or the Bond are
confronted with other organisations, such as
feminist groups with different objectives,
modes of influence, mobilisation capacity,
and expertise.
Since the beginning of the 1960s, there have
been two key movements emerging from a
whole series of workers’ movements and
representing the two ethnic groups (Flemish
and Walloons). One is the Bond (its full
name being Bond van Grote en van Jonge
Gezinnen), comprising almost 320,000
members and families in Flanders and
Brussels, or roughly 20 percent of the entire
Flemish and Brussels population and
14,500 volunteers (1995 figures). The other
is the Ligue des familles nombreuses et des
jeunes foyers, later renamed Ligue des
familles, subdivided into local chapters

comprising a total of 140,000 families and
6,000 volunteers. The resources of these
organisations are substantial, be it in terms
of financial means, mobilisation capacity,
relational network, or know-how.

G

W

ermany

In Germany, the situation is a paradox:
Although the creation of a Ministry of
Family Affairs in the 1950s (in itself a
strong political signal) and the existence of
parliamentary committees on family matters
show that families are recognised as a major
public-policy issue, it is exactly this policy
sector that is most poorly represented within
the government machinery. Somehow,
families have a place in the policy debate,

Family interest groups and their role in shaping European policy
but only a secondary one. Within such a
context, the impact of family organisations
must remain limited, even though they have
close contacts with the government and its
administrators in family affairs. True,
German family interest groups are an
integral part of a specialised public-policy
network; but this very network constitutes
only a marginal segment of policy-making.
In Germany, we find several generations of
family organisations:

• The first type safeguards the interests of
families in general, e.g. DFV, EAF and
FDK.
• The second type represents a certain type
of family, e.g. the VAMV as representative
of lone mothers and fathers.
• Finally, there are groups representing a
specific partial aspect of family life, such
as those that safeguard the interests of
children (e.g. Neue Erziehung, Deutscher
Kinderschutzbund, Deutsche Liga für das
Kind).

• Organisations dating from the 1920s, such
as the Deutsche Familienverband (DFV)
with less than 20,000 members.
• Organisations dating from the 1950s,
including the two large denominational
organisations: the Familienbund der
Deutschen Katholiken (FDK) comprising
30,000 members and 15 Catholic associations, and the Evangelische Aktionsgemeinschaft für Familienfragen (EAF)
comprising 24 Protestant associations.
• Organisations dating from the 1970s, such
as the Verband Alleinstehender Mütter
und Väter (VAMV), an association of
single-parent families comprising 9,000
members.

Naturally, the resources of these specialised
organisations and groups are much less
impressive than those of the previous

However, these organisations exhibit entirely
different approaches to family issues:

examples, especially in terms of their
mobilisation capacity. However, some of the

German associations have substantial
political resources. This is true of the FDK
and its CDU backing, or of the EAF and its
SPD backing. Moreover, both organisations
have great expertise.

P

W

ortugal

The Portuguese configuration is much less
structured. Following the Portuguese
Revolution, there was no political

“

“German family interest groups
are a specialised network at the
margin of policy-making”
commitment to family issues — a fact
certainly due to the ‘familialist’ ideology of

Positioning family interest groups

Gover nment
France

Germany

Civil society

Belgium

Portugal

UK

Market
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Salazar’s New State (Deus-patria-familia).
Yet we may pinpoint two periods beneficial
to the development of family policies:
• Between 1980 and 1983, a state secretariat
for family affairs was established.
• More recently, under the new socialist
government in office since 1996, a law on
family associations has been adopted. In

organisations tend to evolve top-down rather
than bottom-up.
The interesting trait of Portugal’s most
important family organisations is that their
primary objective is not to represent family
interests. One example could be the
Misericordias that, not long ago, celebrated

“

“Portuguese family organisations are still teething”
addition, this has been accompanied by
the creation of a national family council
and a system of consultation and negotiation between NGOs and the government concerned with family matters and
assistance for citizens in need.

The budding Portuguese family organisations are still teething, however, even as
attempts are being made to organise and
structure them in such a way that they can
become true partners in policy discussions.
Within this kind of environment, family
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their 500th anniversary and that are very
active in the medico-social and healthservices sectors. Another example could be
the so-called ‘private social solidarity
institutions’ (IPSS).
More examples of family organisations as
such are the National Confederation of
Family Associations (CNAF) with roughly
4,000 members and comprising almost 40
national associations of varying size and
importance. CNAF is the outcome of an
initiative by Ms. Costa Macedo, former

Secretary of State for Family Affairs
(1980–1983) and President of the World
Organisation for Families. Its apparently
weak structure also results from its late
beginnings: 15 years of association work in
this area are few compared to the experience
accumulated by similar organisations in
other countries. By reason of their disputed
legitimacy, the political or other resources
available to these organisations are slim.

U

W

nited Kingdom

Our last example is the United Kingdom,
which does not have any explicit family
policy. Family issues are addressed within
the realm of social policy, relegated to
family-related policies designed to combat
poverty. There are no administrative
structures targeted at families: Family affairs
are part of the agenda of the Department of
Health. This is why the question of family
interest groups and representation does not
arise in this context: The United Kingdom
has quite another logic. Interest groups
hardly ever position themselves as partners
in policy-making; rather, they see themselves
as independent organisations singling out

Family interest groups and their role in shaping European policy
specific social problems, seeking original
solutions to them and, in so doing, exerting
impact on the political environment.
The range of organisations also representing
families is highly complex and goes back to
the work of charities that, since the 19th
century, have played a major role in social

for numerous people. Some of these
organisations also play a major role in
generating know-how and research
expertise.
Using the proposed poles, we may draw a
triangle depicting the place and role of

“

“It remains to be seen whether
social changes will give more
weight to interest groups representing a variety of family
forms”
policies. Hence, the United Kingdom has no
real family organisations, but rather a whole
series of initiatives offering services and/or
mutual assistance and support. What it does
have, however, are organisations representing specific target groups. Examples could
be the following:
• Organisations safeguarding the interests of
children: Their key representatives are the
National Society for the Protection
against Cruelty on Children, the Child
Poverty Action Group, the British
Associations for Adoption and Fostering,
the National Council of Voluntary Child
Care Organisations, and Children in
Scotland.
• Organisations safeguarding the interests of
women: e.g. the National Federation of
Women Institutes and Family Welfare.
• Organisations for older people: e.g. Help
the Aged.
• Organisations representing the interests of
lone mothers or fathers: e.g. the National
Council of One-Parent Families or
Families Need Fathers.
In the UK, efforts to introduce an institutionalised representation of family
interests have failed so far. However, existing
organisations sometimes have considerable
financial means and a logic of service
production that turn them into employers

family organisations in policy-making. This
is how we can position the national configurations examined within this triangle.
Three countries are each close to a different
end of the triangle: Belgium to the ‘civil
society’ pole, France to the ‘government’
pole, and the United Kingdom to the
‘market’ pole. Germany and Portugal
exhibit more contrasting configurations: The
former is right in between the dynamics of
social mobilisation and the logic of government institutionalisation, whereas the latter
is situated in an area where government and
market converge, even if services are ren-

dered by such denominational organisations
as Misericordias and are often paid for by
the government.

C

W

onclusions

The development of ‘citizenship regimes’
seems to be gaining momentum at a time of
increasingly rapid changes and a search for
new points of reference in policy-making.
The question now is whether the reorganisation of European social welfare systems
also involves a renewal of the collective
players who traditionally have defined the
categories and situations used to organise
the social rights of our citizens. Aren’t we
witnessing a gradual loss of legitimacy on
the part of conventional collective players
(e.g. trade unions) and the emergence of
new partners in the policy-making process?
In the social and family-policy sector,
another question seems to be whether the
position held by family organisations as
representatives of families is being
weakened. The entry of new actors and
groups that defend — as in France — the
rights of cohabiting adults (by advocating
the contrat d’union civile and, more
recently, the pacte civil de solidarité, better
known by its acronym ‘Pacs’) or of homosexual couples, etc., show that a redistribution of ‘influential’ voices is about to
take place in public forums.

Claude MARTIN
national expert

Centre de recherches administratives et
politiques CNRS
Institut d’études politiques de Rennes
Bld. de la Duchesse Anne 104
F-35700 Rennes
France
phone:
fax:
e-mail:
website:

+33-2-99 02 28 38
+33-2-99 02 28 66
cmartin@ensp.fr
http://www.cnrs.fr/

Family Observer, No. 2/2000

21

European citizenship?
Social quality

How does Europe affect its citizens’
everyday lives? Is there a link between
individual quality of life and the
European idea?
Giovanni B. Sgritta
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T

ogether
with the foundation
W
of the common market, the
Treaty establishing the
European Union envisages
two important pillars of the
European house: foreign
policy and common security on the one
hand, and justice and domestic affairs on the
other. However, up till now, little progress
has been made on either front. There is still
a long way to go before we can speak of a
real integration of the Member States.
Besides, even if we were to reach concrete
results in the creation of these two pillars,
there would still be an essential component
missing from the ‘crooked house’ of United
Europe.
As European institutions grow in importance, the risk increases that European
citizens will become more and more
indifferent and alienated. Experts call this
process the ‘post-Maastricht disenchant-

ment’. Euro-pessimism? Not exactly. Public
opinion polls prove that Europe is still an
abstract idea for many people, detached
from their individual interests and far from
the reality of everyday life.
It is a widely-held belief that the European
institutions are incapable of making a
determined and effective impact on the
problems that the citizenry consider most
important: social security, employment,
housing, income distribution, access to
services, family policies, defence of the
environment, poverty, communications, etc.
In order to bridge this gap between
European citizenry and Community
institutions, Europe must take yet another
step in addition to the institutional agreements reached for the creation of the
Economic and Monetary Unions. What is
already valid for large parts of economy and
law should also hold true for the social
sphere and, in general, for the citizens’

social quality. In short, having created
Europe, we must now create European
citizens. Making use of their active and
passive right to vote every five years
constitutes the first small step, but definitely
not the light at the end of the tunnel.
The risk of losing its legitimacy hangs like a
sword of Damocles over the head of the
European Union. There are two fundamental reasons for the crisis of legitimacy
threatening Europe today: First, the lack of
a real federal constitution leaving the
autonomy of the Member States still
basically intact — one involving a wide
range of topics crucial for the life of the
citizens. Second, a deficit of democracy that
de facto excludes public opinion — and thus
the organised expression of civil society in
the different countries (in the form of
parties, trade unions, opinion groups) —
from involvement in the formulation of
European policies and decision-making.
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It is no coincidence that both factors figure
among the fundamental ingredients of the
idea of citizenship as proposed by T. H.

production, but rather on the concrete
recognition by the State of their rights as
citizens.

“

“Europe needs a constitution
and democratic possibilities for
citizens’ participation”
Marshall at the beginning of the 1950s.
Marshall used this term to describe the path
taken by the European nation-states towards
the achievement of civil rights (in the 18th
century), political rights (in the 19th) and,
finally, social rights (in the 20th century).
The granting of these rights ratifies the
membership of the citizens in the community.

According to Marshall, the status of citizenship lays down the basic premise for the
participation of citizens in democratic life.
There is no real democracy if everyone is
not guaranteed a minimum of equality and
the satisfaction of their basic needs. The
development of civil and political rights
goes hand in hand with the recognition of a
people’s right to organise and to intervene in
public decisions. The introduction of social
rights is connected with a growth in the level
of well-being and of state-provided assistance. These are the essential premises for
citizens’ participation and integration into
the social community.
In other words, citizenship is the set of
subjective rights that constitute the entitlement of all citizens in equal measure,
regardless of their position in the market.
They are granted to citizens exclusively in
relation to their democratic right to express
their opinion in public; as such, they constitute the minimum threshold of rights that
nobody should be without in a democratic
system.
Social integration is no longer exclusively
dependent on the individuals’ position on
the market or on their contribution to
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n the course of the 20th century, all
the Member States that now make
up the EU went through these
experiences: some sooner, some
later, some faster and some slower.
However, in the mid-1970s, the
institutional compromise on which the
European welfare states were based began to
waver. New experiences, new actors and
new needs appeared alongside the traditional movements of collective protest.
Citizenship was enriched by new dimensions and became linked to self-fulfilment, the environment, and the demand for
better social quality. Meanwhile, the globalisation had multiplied and increased
inequalities.

Towards a social Europe?

This article will address these difficult
questions only indirectly; its aim is much
less ambitious. It wants to stress that the
process of constructing the EU must, above
all, confront the difficult task of restoring
credibility in supranational institutions by
reducing the gap in the standard of living of
the citizens of the Member States. Europe
must show itself capable of checking the
trend under way in the different countries
towards increasing inequality, risks and all
forms of insecurity. In this case, the citizens
will appreciate the effort and believe in
Europe.

How can the EU contribute to reversing the
course of this legitimacy crisis and the
weakening of politics? What must be done
to reach the goal of ‘European citizenship’,
without which the Union would end up
reduced to a mere defence mechanism for
the global market? What must change so
that the citizens of the Member States will
feel that they are key actors in a project that
can have a real impact on their quality of
life?

This does not mean that the EU does not
already fulfil a valuable and indispensable
role in regulating and defending the economic interests of its Member States. It only
means that this role, although necessary,
may not be enough to re-launch and develop
an existing project: that Europeans see
their being citizens of Europe as worthwhile
and something to be proud of. As anyone
familiar with the problems of European

At the same time, it had weakened the role
of politics in regulating citizens’ welfare.
Moreover, people nowadays want more —
but they also want different things from
those they demanded in the first post-war
decades. It seems that the traditional
answers of politics are no longer sufficient
to meet these needs.

European citizenship?

integration knows, the jury is still out on this
point.
The process of integration has certainly
made great progress. On the one hand,
national governments have given up
important prerogatives in the monetary and
economic fields. On the other hand,
however, the lack of a democratically
legitimated European government makes it
difficult to take essential decisions. Who
guarantees the socio-economic cohesion
between the stronger and weaker Member
States, as well as the economic competitiveness of the Union in the context of globalisation? The latter cannot be separated from
the defence of the basic European achievements of social protection and solidarity,
essential characteristics of the European
model.
Opinions on future developments differ.
Some think it essential for the nation-states
to retain their responsibility to act in these
areas and to find the most suitable solutions

according to the traditions, history, values
and characteristics of the individual

countries. Others believe that as long as
these responsibilities (social security, family

Money! It may not be everything
but you gotta have it
The availability of income is only one aspect of the quality of life of a person, a family
or an entire nation. It is only a means to reach certain ends. However, there are two
reasons why it should not be underestimated. The first is that income makes it possible
for people to obtain the goods and services widely shared in the community and
essential for a decent standard of living. The second reason is that many of an
individual’s resources (considered in terms of basket of goods, income and wealth) do
not depend on her/his working capacity. Rather, they depend on action and policies by
the State to increase the personal well-being of citizens through transfers and services,
either in cash or in kind. Thus, as much as possible, at least this part of the resources
available to individuals and families should be shared by all those who are defined as or
who consider themselves citizens of the same political community. Within certain limits,
inequalities in the possession of those goods considered necessary for an adequate
standard of living are perhaps tolerable. Above a certain threshold, however, there may
be undesirable effects. The most serious of them is that the most disadvantaged people
may feel excluded and not be motivated to become involved and participate fully in the
life of the community.
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policies, equal opportunities for women and
men, culture, etc.) are not incorporated in
the process of integration, the European
Union will remain an unfinished project,
with marked inequalities prevailing between
the Member States and clashing with the
homogeneity of the market.

society for European citizens that is
economically successful, but at the same
time just and participative (...). In order to
be enabled to participate, citizens need to
have access to an accepted level of
economic security and social inclusion, to
live in cohesive communities and be

“

“Especially for women it is
important that social rights
are also dealt with at the
European level”

A

good example illustrating
W
this position is that of
equal-opportunity policies.
The social rights guaranteed to European citizens
mainly concern the rights
of workers. The social rights that do not
derive from the status of a working person
are (almost) completely ignored — or, at
best, the subject of recommendations. These
especially include the rights of women who
do not have a paid job, a product of the
profound imbalance still prevailing in many
countries when it comes to sharing family
responsibilities. Most of the legislation that
makes it possible for women to join the
labour market, involving reconciling family
duties with those of a career, is still firmly
anchored in national legislation governing
the terms of care services, in informal
support and in gender culture.

The importance of a European dimension in
such areas as equal opportunities, reconciliation of family and work, social security,
etc., is also fervently underlined by a group
of experts from the European Foundation
on Social Quality. In a document presented
on the occasion of the signing of the Treaty
of Amsterdam, they “solemnly declare that
the European Union should urgently give
priority to its social quality”. They want “a
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empowered to develop their utmost skills.
In other words social quality depends on
the extent of economic, social and political
citizenship enjoyed by the people of
Europe.”
Radicalism? Utopia? Not exactly, considering that day by day the trends of
globalisation are putting in jeopardy several
of the successes achieved in individual
countries in the areas of social protection,
income maintenance, access to health care,
assistance for weaker citizens, and families
with children. An adequate policy of
intervention in these spheres is becoming
(or will soon become) an inescapable
necessity in the construction of a European
identity.
In fact, there have been moves in this
direction by both the European Employment Strategy and the new social provisions
of the Amsterdam Treaty in providing
recognition that the EU, jointly with the
Member States, has a fundamental
responsibility to combat social exclusion.

A Europe of differences
Now the moment has come to document
how great the differences between the
Member States actually are. What are the

characteristics of these inequalities? What
are their dimensions? Who are the most
disadvantaged social subjects, and who are
the most favoured? What degree of inequality can Europe — a United Europe —
tolerate in its midst without risking its
survival?
The results of the first two comparative
surveys conducted by the statistical office of
the European Union (Eurostat) in 1994 and
1995 in 121 and 132 Member States,
respectively, give a sufficiently accurate
description of living conditions. Let us start
with the national populations: As we know,
each shows different characteristics in terms
of size, density, rate of growth, presence of
immigrants, degree of ageing, etc., as well as
in terms of the structure and composition of
living arrangements.
There are significant differences, for
example, in birth and fertility rates. Some
countries (e.g. Germany and Italy) are by
now at negative growth; others have a
growth rate close to zero; still others (such
as Ireland, Luxembourg, the Netherlands,
France and Finland) have growth rates of
around or over 3.5 per 1,000 inhabitants.
Less variability is found in the age structure
of the Member State populations. In any

Who can make
ends meet?
The Eurostat survey also provides
interesting information on some not
strictly monetary aspects related to
standard of living. The questionnaire
asked interviewees if their household was
able to make ends meet. On average,
49 percent replied “with difficulty” and
51 percent “easily”. However, here again,
the countries are not all equal. Indeed,
some are more equal than others: Over
70 percent of the citizens of Greece,
Italy, Spain, Portugal and Ireland find it
difficult to make ends meet, as compared
to only 37 percent of all citizens in the
other European countries. In the
households of the first group, once they
pay their bills, 74 percent have no money
left for savings (as opposed to 51 percent
in the second group).

European citizenship?
case, there is a marked trend towards an
increase of the share of elderly people: On
average, the proportion of those over 60 rose
from ten percent in 1960 to 15 percent in
1995.

T

W
he combined effect of
declining fertility and a
lengthening average
lifespan has obviously
increased the burden that
care for the elderly places on the active
population. The European average old-age
dependency rate (calculated as the
proportion of the inactive to the active) is
around 50 percent but this varies greatly
from Member State to Member State, with
particularly high values in Sweden, Ireland,
the UK and the Netherlands. Important
differences are also recorded in the type of
living arrangements, particularly with regard
to single-person households and singleparent families. The proportion of the
former remains well under ten percent in
Mediterranean countries (Greece, Italy,
Spain and Portugal) and in Ireland but
reaches values around or above 20 percent
in the Scandinavian countries. Central
European countries are in an intermediate
position, with levels of around 15 percent of
all households. Regarding one-parent
families, the variability is much less but does
follow the geographic distribution recorded
earlier.
Obviously, the differences do not end here.
Without exaggerating, one can say that they
can be found across the entire socio-demographic spectrum. Throughout Europe, no

1

2

The following countries were included in the
1994 survey: Belgium, Denmark, France
Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg,
the Netherlands, Spain, United Kingdom; in a
subsequent study by J. Vogel (1997) the results
of this survey were added to those derived
from other surveys carried out by the national
statistical offices of Finland, Sweden and
Norway.
In 1995, Austria joined the Member States
that took part in the first wave of the
European Community Household Panel
(ECHP). Unfortunately, for 1995, we do not
have the comparison with the results of similar surveys carried out in Sweden, Finland and
Norway.

Is staying warm a luxury?
The survey also set out to analyse to what extent European households cannot
afford some basic necessities. Once again, the situation in the south was by far worse
than in the rest of Europe. On average, 47.5 percent of Greeks, Italians, Spanish
and Portuguese declared that they cannot afford to keep their home adequately
warm (6% in the others); 50.7 percent cannot afford to pay for a week’s annual
holiday away from home (vs. 23%); 69.7 percent cannot replace worn-out furniture
(vs. 28%); 33.7 percent have to buy second-hand rather than new clothes (vs. 9%);
25.5 percent cannot have friends or family for a drink or meal at least once a month
(vs. 14% in other countries).
As one can see, the sums add up and always come to the same conclusion. It is thus no
surprise that when answering the question of whether they were happy with their
financial situation almost twice the number of people interviewed in the south replied
with a “no”: 65% vs. 33% in the north.
All these difficulties become particularly acute in families that include old people and
children, as well as in single-parent families and those with many children.

two countries are the same, even if the
differences between the various Member
States tend to cluster around a limited
number of ‘families of nations’: the

for the percentage of women ages 25 to 59
outside the labour market (in general, very
high in the countries of southern Europe,
once again including Ireland). Likewise, the

“

“In southern Europe, 33 percent are happy with their financial
situation vs. 65 percent in the
north”
Scandinavian area, the countries of centralnorthern Europe, and the countries of
southern Europe, to which Ireland is often
assimilable. To push the point a bit, these
groups can be reduced to just two models:
the countries of the south plus Ireland on
the one hand, and those of central and
northern Europe on the other. This simplification is particularly appropriate if one
considers, for instance, the level of family
instability or the percentage of out-ofwedlock births, both lower in southern
Europe plus Ireland. This also holds true

quota of unmarried young people who live
together is much lower in the countries of
the south, while the age at which young
people move out of the parental household
is much higher in this area.
There is no point in continuing these
comparisons to prove that the European
countries differ from one another from a
demographic point of view. This is not what
is important here, since these differences are
the reflection of the historic, social, cultural
and religious circumstances of each nation

Family Observer, No. 2/2000

27

top

Equal opportunities

and, in any case, may be considered a
source of positive enrichment for Europe.
The point is that these differences give rise
to many others that affect living conditions
and the basic well-being of European
citizens.

Living standards of
‘European citizens’
Now let us see how things actually are,
starting with income distribution. The
European Community Household Panel
(ECHP) contains two indicators: one for
total household income (which includes
income from work, private income and
social transfers) and one for the total
personal income of all persons aged 16 or
more. Both were converted, to enable a
comparison between countries, in terms of
purchasing power standards (PPS)3. As
could logically be expected, the differences
between the countries are very great. In the
year prior to the survey (1994), the average
amount of income of all households in EU
Member States, expressed in terms of PPS,
amounted to 20,903. Divided by the number
of persons living in the household, this
corresponded to a per capita income of
8,127.

T

hese two values are
included in a range
extending from a
minimum of 14,793 per
household (Portugal) to a
maximum of 39,315
(Luxembourg). In terms of per capita
income, the same countries demonstrated
the minimum of 4,867 and maximum of
14,836. In short, the lowest incomes are
about half the European average, and the
highest around twice the European average.
A huge gap, indeed — especially if one
considers that these are averages and that
these differences remain more or less
unchanged, even when calculating median
values. This means that the citizens of

3
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The Purchasing Power Standard (PPS) converts every national monetary unit into a common reference unit of which every unit can
buy the same amount of goods and services
across the countries in a specific year.
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Luxembourg have access to a basket of
goods and services permitting a standard of
living about twice as high as that of their
‘European compatriots’ in Portugal.
The differences between the other Member
States are less marked. What is striking,
however, is the difference between the Latin
countries and the other Member States. On
average, the households in southern
countries have an average income (still in
terms of PPS) equal to 16,621, while the
others reach an average of 24,121. The
difference between the two groups is 7,500
PPS, which goes down to 5,600 if
Luxembourg is excluded from the evaluation
of group income. Things do not change if
calculations are based on the income of
persons over 16.
Other interesting elements of comparison
between the Member States can be obtained
by looking at the source of income. If total
income equals 100, the bulk of this
(averaging 67%) in all Member States is
made up of income from work; the rest
comes from private income (averaging 5%)
and from social transfers (averaging 28%).
On the whole, income composition does not
differ among the Member States. However,
in southern Europe and in Ireland, a larger
slice of total household income comes from
self-employment (averaging 15.6% as
opposed to little over 6% in the remaining

countries). In these countries, the share of
income made up of old-age and survivors’
pensions is above the European average,
while family-related transfers are far below
the average.
The percentage of households that benefit
from an old-age/survivors’ pension is much
higher in the southern countries (an average
of 45 percent of Latin households receive
such a transfer) than in the rest (averaging
34%). However, the situation is the opposite
— in favour of the countries of central and
northern Europe — if one excludes pensions
and considers the total of other social
transfers. This holds true in particular for
family transfers, which are received by
around 40 percent of all households in some
countries (Ireland, Belgium, Luxembourg,
Austria) as compared to a mere three to
seven percent of the households in the
Mediterranean countries (excluding
Portugal).
Even greater differences are found with
regard to other forms of transfers,
education, social assistance and housing
allowances. In particular housing allowances
are almost non-existent in the southern
European area (paid to as little as one
percent of all households), whereas almost
20 percent of Danish, English and French
households receive them. This is not the
place to discuss the reasons for such a

Europe’s poor house: the south
In spite of having a greater average number of people per household, the homes in
southern Europe have fewer rooms per dwelling. About ten percent of all households in
the south live in overcrowded dwellings (1.5 or more persons per room) as compared to
just 2.6 percent of the households in other countries. In Portugal, for example, 16 percent
of the households have no bath or shower (European average: 2%), 14 percent do not
have an indoor flush toilet (European average: 2%) and 22 percent even lack hot running
water (European average: 3%).
The list may be continued ad libitum: 24 percent of southern households complain about
shortage of space, 12 percent say that they do not have enough light, 12 percent and
19 percent of the households have problems due to a leaky roof or damp walls or floors,
etc. More than 20 percent complain about pollution caused by traffic and industry. On
average, almost one third of the families says that their housing costs are a heavy burden,
as opposed to only 13.5 percent of the remaining countries of the European Union. In
Greece, shortage of income results in 37 percent of all rental households being unable to
pay their rent on time during the last 12 months, and 30 percent of all occupants have
had problems paying their water and electricity bills (European average: 5%).

European citizenship?
disparity. It is obvious, however, that these
data show the co-existence of completely
different welfare models within the same
European context: The models in the
countries of southern Europe privilege the
elderly population; they have developed a
strong system of occupational and
remunerative guarantees to favour employed
workers, though showing little sensitivity
towards the condition of young people
looking for their first job; and they tend to
rely on solidaristic support by the family.
Other models display a totally different
approach.

F

rom this point of view, the
results of the Eurostat survey
are more than eloquent. In
the countries of southern
Europe, the proportion of
persons in households
receiving an income from work is higher
than the average in the other countries
(81.2% vs. 78.7%); the percentage of
persons who receive an old-age/survivors’
pension in these countries is considerably
higher than in the others (38% vs. 26%).
In contrast, the share of persons who
benefit from unemployment or familyrelated transfers in the Mediterranean
countries is far below the average in central
and northern Europe (8.7% vs. 16%; or
6% vs. 51% excluding Portugal). It goes
without saying that the mean amounts of
such transfers (measured in terms of PPS)
are generally less generous in southern
European Member States than those
handed out by the other European
countries, even though they are paid to
a large number of people (as is the case
with pensions).

of the coefficient, the more unequal the
distribution. In the southern European
countries plus Ireland, this index reaches the
highest values: on average 34, as compared
to 28.75 in the other countries. The results
do not change if one considers the pro-

results? Doubtlessly a great deal. Living
conditions that force part of the population
to live in a permanent state of poverty and
privation, to face difficulties every day in
balancing the family budget, to live in
inadequate dwellings and without some of

“

“Poor living conditions — poverty, inadequate dwellings —
reduce the rights of citizenship to
little more than a sham”
portion of households above and below
the two income thresholds, i.e. those at
the extreme ends of the scale. Both the
proportion of households that dispose of
an equivalised income4 below 50 percent
of mean, and those that disposes of an
equivalent income of 150 percent or more
are systematically higher in the south than
in the rest of the European Union. How
much importance should we attach to these

the basic amenities and facilities, and which
oblige young people to remain in the parental home after they have reached adulthood, certainly do not encourage civil growth
and participation in a democratic community.
In these conditions, the rights of citizenship
are reduced to little more than a sham.
In addition, everything indicates that these
effects would be even more accentuated if

Living conditions and
participation
The list of inequalities is long. As a rule, the
communities living in a state of greater want
are also those where the differences in the
standard of living are greatest. The Ginicoefficient is a measure of inequality in the
income/earning shares: the higher the level

4

The aim of equivalising household income is
to adjust for the varying size and composition
of households.
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inequalities of status and resources within
the same society should grow.
In fact, as research on social psychology
shows, the sense of belonging and one’s
identification with a reference group (be
it community, nation or supranational
institution) all depend on comparison.
When the relative distances between
individuals, groups or nations go beyond a
certain limit, individuals tend to autoexclude themselves, to refuse to participate
and to refuse to relate to in any project they
see as alien to their own interests and
condition. Indeed, they will only join in if
they see a real chance to improve their

of cultural integration and to provide
adequate answers to the marginalisation/exclusion of less-protected categories.

T

o confront and deal with
this huge variety of
situations, interests and
ways of life is already a
difficult problem at the
level of the single Member
States. With the abolition of frontiers and
the progress made towards a United Europe,
the difficulties are bound to increase. At the
same time, it will become more and more

“

“If Europe wants to be successful, it must prove that it can combine economic and social goals”
social condition and to better their social
identity through their participation. Those
who govern Europe know this. Instruments
and programmes have been developed and
put into action to distribute resources to
countries suffering from the worst social
problems, as well as to the most disadvantaged areas.

But are these measures enough? Obviously,
they have not kept the gap between citizens
and Euro-institutions from widening. Above
all, they are fated to be powerless in the face
of the negative effects produced by the
challenge of the global market: unemployment, increased inequality, growth of
poverty, job precariousness, greater insecurity. Now that market risks have taken on the
role of the principal regulating power of our
society, it is unthinkable that national
governments and supranational organisations concern themselves exclusively with
the economic sphere. Their intervention
should be as incisive, if not more so, on the
political, social and cultural fronts: Growing
globalisation increases differentiation,
making it necessary to face new problems
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complicated to mediate between so many
diverse requirements and to obtain any
consensus from the citizens on decisions
taken at a supranational level. If Europe
wants to be successful, it must prove that
it can combine economic and social goals;
it must be able to offer tangible proof of
its effectiveness to all those it intends to
represent, apart from the free circulation of
capital and the creation of a common
economic area. Basically, showing tangible
proof means improving living conditions
and the quality of life for ‘European
citizens’ and eventually finding sustainable
and adequate solutions to social problems,
even beyond those the national governments
have shown themselves capable (or incapable) of achieving up to now.
Perhaps something is already moving in this
direction. Encouraging signs, though only
verbal as yet, have come from a meeting of
key players from Member States and
Community-level organisations that took
place in Brussels in May 1999. The aim of
the conference was to discuss how to use the
scope in the Amsterdam Treaty for

Community action to combat social
exclusion and promote a Europe for All.
Among the topics discussed during the
conference were reduced citizenship,
fundamental rights, participation, recognition of unpaid work and support for the
independence of those doing it, as well as
Community policies to complement and
support efforts in Member States to promote
social inclusion and equality of opportunity.
Concluding the conference, Odile Quintin of
DG Employment and Social Affairs stated
that Community action in this field “must
have the capacity to support and influence
the policy-making process at the national
and local level”. She also emphasised the
need for strong political commitment,
mainstreaming social inclusion in all
Community instruments, and the need to
link the fight against poverty and social
exclusion to the promotion of fundamental
rights.
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Social Report 2000

How social
is Europe?
Report by the EU Commission

In 2000, the European
Commission for the first
time presented a
comprehensive report
on the social situation in
Europe. Below a
summary and a few
excerpts relevant for
family matters.

T

Constantinos Fotakis
he Report presents a broad
description of the social
situation of Europe based
upon harmonised information. This allows
reliable, comparative
analysis of different social developments
across Member States and promotes the
debate on prospective social policy issues at
the European level. Moreover, the analysis
of the social situation provides the necessary
background for deepening the analysis of
the employment situation and social
protection. In this way, the report establishes
a link with the Employment Report and the
Social Protection Report.
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The first section of the Social Situation
Report 2000 presents a set of harmonised
social indicators ranging from demographicrelated issues to employment and income
conditions for each Member State. The
indicators provide an overview of the social
situation. In addition, they serve as a powerful tool for the monitoring of social
developments over time.
Section two provides a more in-depth look
at the main social developments. Analysis
and research is presented on four thematic
areas which are closely related to societal
development — population, living conditions, income and social participation. These

presentations provide the reader with background information for the discussion of the
evolving needs of tomorrow which follows
in the third section.

What are the main
social trends?
The European population is ageing. In most
EU Member States both fertility and
mortality rates are falling. The number of
babies born in the EU fell in 1998 to around
four million — a new post-war low. Indeed,
the total fertility rate for the EU has fallen
from 2.59 in 1960 to 1.45 in 1998 and is
now among the lowest fertility rates in the

world. During the same period, the proportion of older people (65 years and over)
in the population has risen from 11 percent
to 16 percent. All the signs are that this
trend will continue well into the 21st
century. By 2010, there will be twice as
many older persons (69 million) as in 1960
(34 million).

Changes in household type and family
size and structure have also been very
significant. People are marrying less and at a
later stage in their lives. Divorces are more
frequent than in the past. These changes
mark a departure from the conventional
model of the married couple with children

towards smaller-sized and more frequently
changing household forms such as childless
couples, one-person and single-parent
families.
Another important behavioural trend,
within this context, has been the changing
role of females in economic and social life.
The combination of increasing education
and changing attitudes means that employment rates of women are converging on
those of men. Between 1988 and 1998, they
rose from 45 percent of the working-age
population to 51 percent whereas those for
men declined from 74 percent to 71 percent.
At the European level, this increased

participation of females is likely to continue.
However, women still have particular problems in gaining equal access to the labour
market, in career progression, in earnings
and in reconciling professional and family
life.

Some inequalities persist...
In terms of earnings, despite the progress
made over the last 20 years, research shows
that there are still considerable inequalities.
In 1995, on average, the gross monthly
earnings of a woman were 26 percent less
than the earnings of a man. In addition, the
inequality structure of earnings by age
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shows that pay differences between men and
women increase rapidly with age. This is
mainly due to the occupational structure of
older women which is more concentrated in
lower-paid clerical positions than the aver-

change, new forms of work and family life,
the transition to a knowledge-based society,
is raising the profile of the social dimension
in achieving economic efficiency and social
equity.

“

“Europe’s success will depend
on how well it manages to
combine economic and social
goals”
age. Overall, income inequality rose in most
Member States over the period 1980–1995
after a decline in the decades before 1980.
However, the recent rise in inequality was
not universal. Income inequalities are
closely linked to the risks of social exclusion
and poorer living conditions. If income
inequalities widen as forecast, the
proportion of people in low-income groups,
like the elderly and single-parent families,
will grow too. Low-income groups are
vulnerable. They tend to have poorer health
and less access to health care. This may
generate additional demand on welfare
systems.

…but social welfare is reducing
inequalities
Expenditure on social protection in 1996
accounted for 28.7 percent of Community
GDP, compared with a figure of 25.4 percent in 1990. The bulk of this is spent on
pensions and health care. Social benefits,
excluding pensions, reduce the percentage of
‘poor’ people in all the Member States, but
to very differing degrees. More recent figures (1996) show that social transfers other
than pensions reduce the percentage of the
population on a low income in the European Union from 26 percent to 17 percent.

Some implications for the future
The pace of change that we are undergoing
in relation to globalisation, demographic
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Europe’s systems of social transfers have
been quite effective in containing household
poverty. However, social exclusion remains a
major concern for Europe. The report indicates that particular groups of society are
still facing social problems. Investing in
people is proving to be an effective way of
building inclusive societies where everyone
can contribute, and benefit.
In conclusion, the Report has shown that
socio-demographic trends may exert
increasing pressures on the overall balance
between the demand and supply of social
services. This will imply a substantial
increase in the demand for a wide range of
services such as social care, human
resources development and health care.
Europe has a potential opportunity to
respond both to the growing social needs
and promote economic growth and social
cohesion since these trends also provide a
stimulus for job creation in the services
sector. However, particular attention should
be given to the affordability of these services
for the more vulnerable groups in society.
The role of the growing third sector could
be of particular importance in this respect.
The Report has received very positive
comments from both the academic community and policy-makers. In addition, in
the beginning of the year, we have had some
encouraging developments at the European
level. The Lisbon extraordinary summit

Employment, Economic Reform and Social
Cohesion — towards a Europe of Innovation and Knowledge clearly recognised the
importance of social policy in the strategy
for the European Union. By setting social
cohesion as one of the main elements of the
European strategy for the future, and by
calling for a monitoring of the social developments by a set of social indicators, the
Lisbon summit has reassured the European
citizen that the Union remains fundamentally committed to an inclusive and cohesive
society.

A
W

re there different
family characteristics in
the EU Member States?

Although the tendencies towards household
disintegration, individualism and reduced
family dependence are common to all the
Member States of the European Union, the
household/family situation is far from being
homogeneous. Different societal models
preserve important differences in the way
the family or the collective organisation
define the frame of living conditions:
• The most conventional family patterns
and household forms exist in the southern
Member States and Ireland. In these
Member States, there are fewer incidences
of divorce, unmarried cohabitation and
extra-marital birth. Household forms
change less frequently and their average
size is bigger, ranging from 3.1 to 3.4
people per household. One-person
households are only about one tenth
(between 8.7% in Portugal and 13.5% in
Ireland) of the total number of households, whereas four or more person
households account for over 40 percent.
This is due to the high proportions of
younger people aged 16–30 living with
their parents (up to two thirds in Italy)
and of the number of three generation
households (highest in Greece, with over
20% of total number of households). On
the other hand, households formed by a
couple without children or headed by a
single-parent are of little importance.

How social is Europe?
or more persons. Nordic Member States
also show the lowest proportion of
children aged 16–30 living with their
parents (between 24% and 34%) — with
more incidence of ‘couples without
children’ households — and the lowest
share of three generation households
(3%). Changing household forms are due
to high incidence of divorce (more than
four in ten marriages contracted in 1980
are expected to end in divorce, compared
to two in ten for the 1960 cohorts). As a
consequence, the relative importance of
single-parent households is high, whereas
the ‘couple with children’ household is
not so prevalent. Unmarried cohabitation
is very common and about half of the
births are from unmarried parents. Finally,

Finally, the Mediterranean Member States
also show the lowest share of family/child
benefits within total social benefits: 2 percent in Spain, 3.6 percent in Italy, 5.6 percent in Portugal, 8.3 percent in Greece,
compared with an EU average of 8 percent in 1996. This suggests that many
functions (especially caring) are still
covered by the family.
• The Nordic Member States are the
opposite, with more development in the
transition towards the new types of
smaller households. These Member States
are characterised by a high proportion of
one-person households (between 29% and
31% of total number of households) and
only 20 percent of households with four

the Nordic Member States show a
significant development of familyinterventionist public policies:
Family/child benefits represent over ten
percent of total social benefits.
• Between these two ‘extremes’, the other
EU Member States show household
characteristics with intermediate levels
of development of the new family
patterns and differing family-friendly
public institutions and policies. Various
mixes of family allowances, child-caring
facilities, parental leave regulations,
family-friendly fiscal settings, school
attendance timetables, basic revenue
grants, etc. determine specific national
models.

Households and families
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dependent children
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Dependent children include all children up to the age of 15 plus all those persons aged under 25 who are economically inactive (mainly in
education) and who are living with at least one of their parents.
Source: Eurostat-European Community Household Panel (ECHP).
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F

W

amily care in the
future: fewer children,
more very old people

At the turn of the millennium, the EU
population faces an accelerating ageing process characterised by the following trends:
• Life expectancy is growing: In 1998, life
expectancy at birth was 80.8 years for
women and 74.5 for males, resulting in a
larger share of females in the older
population.
• Fertility is decreasing: With an average of
1.45 child/woman in 1998, the fertility
rate in the EU was, together with that of
Japan, the lowest in the world, but with
differences between northern and
southern Member States.
• Fewer people under 15: The number of
younger people has fallen by one fifth over
the last three decades and according to
Eurostat demographic projections, this
trend will continue at the beginning of the
next century.
• The working-age population is ageing:
The diminishing younger incoming
generation and the increase of people
aged 50 and over (progressive arrival of
baby boomers) will accelerate this trend in
the future.

demographic point of view) fell in the EU
from 58 percent in the mid-1970s to 49 percent in the mid-1990s as a consequence of
fertility decline (the decreasing number of

the most pronounced trend in the process
of population ageing. According to the
projections, their total number will increase by one third in the next decade.

“

“The share of those aged 65 and
over has been increasing quickly
in the EU — and this trend will
continue”
young dependant people was greater than
the increasing number of older dependants).
But this ratio is expected to rise in the next
decades due to a faster ageing process
caused by the arrival of the baby boomers.
In the past, the younger population accounted for the majority of ‘dependants’,
whereas in the 21st century most ‘dependants’ will be older people due to greater
longevity, particularly among women.

From the above trends, experts from the
European Commission are drawing the
following conclusions:

Rising ‘dependent’ population:

The ratio showing the population aged 0–14
and 65 years and over in relation to the
population aged 15–64 (conventionally
known as ‘dependency ratio’ from a purely

Marriage / divorce in Europe
per 1000 population
10
9
8

• In the future the size of the working-age
population will decrease: Progressive
retirement of baby boomers combined
with the decreasing inflow of young
people will reduce the EU working-age
population from about 2010 onwards.

7
6
5
4
3

• Growth of the population over 65: The
share of older people has been increasing
quickly in the EU (aged 65 and over:
10.6% of total population in 1960, 15.9%
in 1998). This trend will be even more
important in the early decades of the next
century with the arrival of baby boomers
into this age group.
• Even faster increase of the very old: The
growth of people above 80 years has been
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The crude marriage/divorce rates are the ratios of the number of marriages/divorces to the mean population
in a given year. For a number of countries, data for 1998 relate to 1997.
Source: Eurostat-Demographic Statistics. 1995-based (baseline) demographic scenarios.

How social is Europe?

Non-nationals as a percentage of total population
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Population on 1 January. Natural increase equals live births less deaths.
Source: Eurostat-Demographic Statistics. 1995-based (baseline) demographic scenarios.

Evolution of potential informal
carers:
There are two main categories of care, i.e.
child caring and caring for older people. The
European Commission is studying the future
need in both categories:
• With regard to caring for children, it is
likely that the generations of their parents
and grandparents will be under less
pressure, due to the declining number of
young people.
• However, informal care for older people
requires further consideration. In most
Member States, the 80 years and above
age cohort will still have a high number of
children upon which to rely over the next
two decades (on average over two per
older person).
The Social Report by the European
Commission has therefore drawn the

following conclusion: “The demographic
trend towards an increasing number of older
people, especially those people aged 80 years
and above, combined with a decline in the
average length of working life due to longer
schooling and compulsory retirement, have
created potentially new pressures on
relations between the generations and, as a
result, the future sustainability of pensions,
care and health systems may be put under
increasing pressures.”

C

W

omparing
Europe’s welfare regimes

Seen ‘from below’, the social protection
systems of the Member States appear to be

highly diverse: indeed so diverse that it may
seem impossible to identify common traits
and almost pointless to speak of the European social model. Each nation has followed

Fertility rates
The process of fertility decline started in
the 1960s, first in the Nordic Member
States and one decade later in the Mediterranean Member States. But the Nordic
Member States experienced a fertility
recovery from the mid-1980s until the
first half of the 1990s. Nowadays, the
lowest fertility levels can be found in the
Mediterranean Member States, with a
minimum below 1.2 children/woman in
Spain and Italy. This implies that the
southern Member States are ageing more
quickly than the northern ones.
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a distinct path in welfare state development,
which has left its mark on today’s policies
(and politics). In the eyes of country
specialists, the dynamics of persistence
clearly overshadow those of convergence.
However, as the rich literature on welfare
state ‘models’ (or regimes, or types) has
shown, certain countries are less dissimilar
than others. They share in fact a number of
institutional ingredients that are systematically linked, that have produced a distinct
‘logic’ of evolution over time. Drawing on
this literature, four different groupings of
welfare state (one could say: four different
‘social Europes’) can be identified: the
Scandinavian, the Anglo-Saxon, the
continental and the south European. The
basic institutional ingredients on which this
four-way partition rests are:
•
•
•
•

risk coverage and eligibility,
the structure of benefits,
financing mechanisms, and
organisational arrangements.

Scandinavia
In the Scandinavian countries, as is well
known, social protection is a citizen’s right,
coverage is fully universal and everybody is
entitled to the same ‘basic amounts’ (quite
high by international standards) at the
occurrence of social risks — even though
the gainfully employed get additional benefits through mandatory occupational
schemes. Besides generous income maintenance benefits, the Scandinavian systems
offer a wide array of public social services
and active labour market programmes,
which sustain high participation rates on the
side of both women and men. Public
employment is also very extensive. General
taxation plays a dominant (though not
exclusive) role in the financing of the
welfare state and taxing and spending levels
are high by international standards. Public
assistance plays a rather circumscribed,
residual and integrative role. The various
functions of social protection are highly
integrated and the provision of benefits
and services is mainly under the responsibility of (central and local) public
authorities. The only sector that remains
substantially outside this integrated
organisational framework is unemployment
insurance, which is not formally compulsory
and is directly managed by the trade unions.
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Types of financing social protection
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United Kingdom and Ireland
The second ‘social Europe’ is based on
Beveridge’s ideas and consists of the UK
and Ireland. The coverage of social
protection is highly inclusive, though not
fully universal (except for health care):
Inactive citizens and the employed earning

less than a certain threshold have no access
to national insurance benefits. These benefits — which are flat rate — are moreover
much more modest than in Scandinavia.
Conversely, the range of social assistance
and means-tested benefits is much more
extensive. Health care and social services are

How social is Europe?

Who suffers from social
isolation?
Age: Those aged 80 years and above are
three times more likely than the average
to experience isolation (6% compared
with 2%). In Italy, it is 15 percent of
those aged 80 and over, in Luxembourg
ten percent, and in Austria nine percent.
Health: Those with bad or very bad
health are five times more likely to be
isolated than those with good or very
good health and more than twice as
likely as those whose health is fair.
Marital status: The widowed and separated are more likely than the married,
divorced and never married to experience
isolation.
Low income: The proportion of people
experiencing isolation rises with inability
to afford one, two, three... to a maximum
of six basic necessities. Those unable to
afford all six are six times more likely to
be isolated than those who can afford all
of them.

the health sector. Only the Netherlands and
Switzerland have made this tradition
partially hybrid by introducing some

contributions) largely reflect insurance logics
— even if not in a strict actuarial sense —
often with different rules for different

“

“The European welfare regimes
can be divided into four groups:
the Scandinavian, the AngloSaxon, the continental and the
south European models”
schemes of a universal character. Benefit
formulae (proportional to earnings) and
financing (through social security

professional groups. Replacement rates are
generous and coverage is highly inclusive
(although fragmented): thus spending and

financed through general taxation, but
contributions play an important role in the
financing of cash benefits. Tax and
expenditure levels have remained relatively
low (at least compared with Scandinavia
and continental Europe), and the same is
true for public sector employment. As in
Scandinavia, the organisational framework
of the welfare state is highly integrated
(including unemployment insurance) and
entirely managed by the public administration: In the UK, the social partners are only
marginally involved in policy-making or
management.

Continental Europe
This grouping includes Germany, France,
the Benelux countries, Austria and (outside
the EU) Switzerland. Here the Bismarckian
tradition centred on the linkage between
work position (and/or family status) and
social entitlements is still highly visible both
in the field of income maintenance and in
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Employment rates of women aged 25–49 by number of children. 1998
EU-15

All women
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taxing levels are high. The occupationoriented approach manifests itself also in
organisation and management. Trade
unions and employers’ associations
actively participate in governing the
insurance schemes, maintaining some
marginal autonomy vis-à-vis public
officials — especially in the field of
health. The majority of the population is
covered by social insurance, through
individual or derived rights. Insurance
obligations come into effect automatically
at the beginning of a gainful job —

degree of social protection maturity is
different in these four countries: The Italian
system took off much earlier than the other
three, and this is well reflected in spending
and taxing levels (especially for Portugal
and Greece). But the southern European
welfare states display a number of common
institutional traits, which set them somewhat apart from the continental cluster.
They share a mixed orientation in terms of
coverage: They are clearly Bismarckian in
the field of income transfers (with very
generous pension formulas) and Beveridgean

“

gradually replacing contributions as a source
of financing for health and social services
(again, in Italy and Spain the process
has been completed). The family is still
highly important in southern Europe and
largely acts as a welfare ‘broker’ for its
members.

“In southern Europe the
family largely acts as a welfare
‘broker’ for its members”
though in Germany and Austria a
minimum earning threshold is required.
Whoever falls through the insurance net in
these countries can fall back on a network
of fairly substantial social assistance
benefits.

Southern Europe

The last grouping of welfare states comprises Italy, Spain, Portugal and Greece. The
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in the field of health care, having established
universal national health services (fully
realised, however, only in Italy and Spain).
The safety net underneath social insurance
is not very developed in these countries
and occupational funds and the social
partners play a prominent role in income
maintenance policy, but less so in health
care, which is largely decentralised —
especially in Italy and Spain. Social charges
are widely used but general taxation is

Constantinos Fotakis
European Commission
Rue de la Loi 200
B-1049 Brussels
Belgium
phone:
fax:
e-mail:

+32-2-295 02 06
+32-2-299 38 90
c.fotakis@cec.eu.int

flashlights

Family research in Europe
One endeavour that all EU Member States have in common is
that they do family research. Yet it is a fact that, in some cases,
such research is still in its infancy. Another fact is that ‘family
science’ as such has not yet become a proper research
discipline. One indicator for this is the lack of agreement on a
commonly used definition of the family.
Family
It would be a fallacy to believe that
‘family’ simply means father,
mother and child(ren). Things have
never been that easy and are
getting even more complex today.
What constitutes a family is subject
to continuous change, and even
among scientists there is no
consensus on how to define a
family.

Family research
An attempt at a definition was
made by Rosemarie Nave-Herz.
She defines family research in a
more narrow sense as “research
by individuals or groups aimed at
obtaining knowledge on the subject
of the family”. In a wider sense,
she regards family research as “the
traditional stock of knowledge on
the family obtained by the process
of … scientific activities and
insights”.
The process of individual members
living together in a family is highly
complex. Their living structures
are heterogeneous. In order to
capture the manifold aspects, we
have to resort to several scientific
disciplines, such as sociology,
psychology, statistics or demography. What is basically required is
knowledge of and about the
family, with the prerequisite that
‘family’ needs to be defined before
a discussion about family research
can be launched.

On the following pages, the
Family Observer presents family
research activities in some
European countries, without
laying claim to completeness.

regional authorities were entrusted
with family matters and thus are in
charge of much of Belgian family
research.

Projects

Belgium
Family research in Belgium has
been concentrating primarily on
the social field.
Family sociology
has a long tradition
in this Member State
of the EU. Starting
out as an originally
comparative and
descriptive branch of science, it
became more empirical in the
1960s. Today, it is a subject taught
at almost all universities. Family
and population have become an
object of increasing public concern
ever since the early 20th century.
Today, sociology is seen as an
instrument to solve social
problems. As a consequence, a
governmental research centre for
population and family was
established; its orientation is
primarily demographic and
sociological. Upon the transformation of Belgium from a
unitary to a federal state (1973),

Household budget survey
Every year a sample of 2,500
households are asked to note down
all their expenditures and income.
In addition, detailed background
information is collected (e.g. on the
housing situation, or
use of

new
technologies
such as the Internet or
mobile phones). The purpose of
the study is to determine the
structure of the average household
budget.
Contact: Dynoodt Ronny
http://statbel.fgov.be

Flexible work and its consequences
with regard to families
The study primarily examines the
effects of various types of flexible
labour organisation on family life,
dealing with the following issues:
• Which types of flexibility can
actually be observed?
• Are they imposed by the
employer or demanded by the
employee?
• What are the consequences on
the family (partner relationships,
relationships between parents
and children, etc.)?
Contact: Edmond Lambrechts
Tel.: +32-2-553 36 17
Fax: +32-2-553 35 57

Fertility and labour
The project concentrates on
two issues: the impact of
female labour
participation on the timing
of births, and the discrepancy
between desired and realised
fertility. Data are used with a
view to evaluating fertility and its
political impact.
Contact: Marc Callens
E-mail: marc.callens@advalvas.be
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Denmark
Most family research in Denmark
is carried out by the National
Institute of Social Research (SFI).
Additional family research projects
are spread over numerous agencies
(universities and other research
institutes), and are often carried
out in collaboration with the SFI.
The main issues of family research
in Denmark are the situation of
modern families, responsibilities in
families with children, the
transition from
childhood/youth to
adulthood and old
age/retirement, and
the economic
conditions of
families. The
welfare state and
the family is
another subject of
research, as is the
distribution of
resources within
family and child
research.

No attention, however, has been
paid to the participation of
children. The question is whether
girls participate more in domestic
work than boys; and if so, why,
and what gives rise to such
inequality.
Intra-family allocation of resources
in Denmark
In recent years, researchers have
developed models based on the
rules governing the distribution of
household resources
within the family. The
aim of the project is to
first test these models
and to subsequently
evaluate the most
favoured model. The
project also explores
the
hierarchy of
financial
management
decisions
in households.

Projects
How can families and children in a
criminal environment be helped?
The background for this study is
the identification of 14 groups
comprising the most disadvantaged
families with children, among
them criminal families with
children. The objective is to obtain
further information that will serve
as a basis for measures to secure
better support for children in these
families.
Child participation in
domestic work
Differences between women and
men as regards participation in
domestic work have been studied
in detail in recent years.
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Finland
In the past decade, family
research in Finland was mostly
interested in the reconciliation of
work and family. The background
is the simultaneous existence of
extremely high unemployment
and the overload with duties
found with those who are
working. In addition,
Finnish family researchers
are interested in the roles
and workload of women.

The deep recession of the early
1990s revealed poverty and
malfunctions that at first seemed
hard to believe in a country proud
of its international reputation as a
welfare state. The increasing abuse
of alcohol and drugs by young
people has similarly gained much
attention. All this has turned
marginalisation of families,
children and youth into a major
theme.

Projects
Work-family interface
Work and family represent two of
the most central realms of adult
life, and for many employed adults,
balancing the demands made by
these two areas is their most
important daily task. This
interaction between work and
family roles is studied from the
viewpoint of women, men and
dual-earner partners.
Contact: Ulla Kinnunen
E-mail: ukinnune@psyka.jyu.fi

Paid and unpaid work in families
In this study, the division of paid
and unpaid work in families and
the problems of reconciling work
and family responsibilities are
investigated. It is
part of a
comparative
research project
carried out in
several
European
countries.
In the
project,
the possibilities of
family
policy
and
other
related
areas

and their effects on the distribution
of paid and unpaid work in
families are investigated.
Contact: Anneli Miettinen
E-mail: anneli.miettinen@vaestolitto.fi

Reconciling work and family life
The project analyses practices of,
preconditions for and obstacles to
reconciling work and family life in
different kinds of workplaces and
in different phases of family life.
The objective is to find innovative
methods in the 11 workplaces
participating in the study. The
project also studies the impact of
current trends in working life and
social policy on gender equality.
Contact: Minna Salmi
E-mail: minna.salmi@stakes.fi

Germany
Family research has become of
such great importance in Germany
that one might speak of a veritable
boom. Most of the research is
focused on one Land, reflecting
the fact that conditions for families
are specific for the respective Land
as well, which makes comparable
family research rather difficult.
Similarly, the public is more
interested in what happens at
home than beyond its borders.
Nevertheless, changes in Europe
over the past years have made for
some change in attitudes, and
people are beginning to be
interested in events taking place in
the rest of the continent.

flashlights

Projects
Family changes and family policies
in an international comparison
The project documents and
analyses the change occurring in
the family and the development of
family policies in an international
comparison. It provides for the
development of country studies,
comparative analyses and a data
base.
Contraception in the
lifecourse. Family
planning study by the
Federal Centre for
Health Education
Contraception
behaviour and
unplanned
pregnancy
constitute the
focus of the
project that
studies the
backgrounds of
life worlds and life
histories, with a
view to supplying
knowledge for sexual education
and counselling services.
Contact: Cornelia Helfferich
Tel.: +49-761-27 66 24

How does the life of single parents
differ from that of two-parent
families?
The project comprises a number of
steps:
• description of the wide range of
situations facing single parents,
• detailed information on the
spread and regional distribution
of single parents,
• systematic comparisons of twoparent families and single
parents,

• analysis of the dynamics of
single parenting in the lifecourse,
• identification of single parents’
needs for special support, as well
as a survey and evaluation of
existing offers.
Contact: Andrea Schröther
E-mail: schroether@lehre.sowi.uni-mainz.de
Tel.: +49-6131-39 40 27
Fax: +49-6131-39 55 69

Intergenerational
transfer
relationships and
developments during
post-adolescence
The project aims at
analysing the ‘post-adolescent’
stage, i.e. early adulthood, both
from the perspective of the young
adults and from that of their
parents. It concentrates on the
process of leaving the parents’
home, young people’s struggle for
independence and the socioeconomic transfer relationship, in
particular the payments and
services rendered by the parents to
their children and the compensation given by the young adults.
Contact: Hans-Peter Buba
Tel.: +49-951-863 25 94

Portugal
Portuguese family research has
become established during the past
two decades. Initially focussing on
in-depth case studies and the
analysis of statistics relevant for
families, it became more profound
in the 1990s. Research on the
subject may be summarised as
follows: Like everywhere else,
Portuguese family research is an
interdisciplinary field. No centre or
institution has yet emerged which
specialises exclusively on the family topic. Family research ranges
from basic research to projects
commissioned by the government
and other bodies pursuing more
specific aims.
Accession to the EU has resulted
in a larger number of family
studies, such as the fertility survey.
Various national surveys that relate
specifically to the family are
carried out in connection with case
studies. The themes of family
research have also become more
varied, with a comparative
dimension being introduced.
Several projects are integrated
in cross-national research.

Families in contemporary
Portugal: structures, dynamics and
obligations
Among other things, the project
analysed family structures,
socialisation processes and
obligations (within the family and
between the different generations),
in order to obtain an overview of
family types. In this connection,
the links between family organisation and social, economic and
spatial determinants were studied.
Contact: Karin Wall
E-mail: karin.wall@ics.ul.pt
Young Europeans, the future of
their work and family life
Besides Portugal, the United
Kingdom, Ireland, Switzerland
and Norway participated in this
study. It looked at how young
people see their future employment
and how they reconcile work and
family life.
Contact: Maria das Dores Guerreiro
E-mail: maria.guerreiro@iscte.pt
Child labour in Portugal
The main aim of the project was to
survey child labour in Portuguese
families.
Contact: Teresa Feliciano
E-mail: dados@depefp.pt

Projects
Child abuse and
neglect in the family
The main aim of
the project was to
construct a
typology of abuse
and neglect and to
relate the different
types to the social
context of the
child’s family.
Contact: Ana Nunes de Almeida
E-mail: ana@ics.ul.pt

Patterns of time
distribution and the
value of domestic work
The project analysed the
participation of women
and men in paid and unpaid
work, specifically with regard
to patterns of time distribution. It also investigated the
value of domestic work in
Portugal.
Contact: Heloisa Perista
E-mail: cesis@mail.telepac.pt
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