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The primary aim in this paper is to examine how the demographic trends reported in the latter part of the 20th century in Europe have affected family life, and how governments have been responding to the challenges posed by changing patterns of family formation and dissolution. It begins by exploring changes in the meaning of living (and working) as a family in Europe, before going on to look at their implications for policy. The conclusion returns to the relevance of the issues raised for social cohesion in European societies.

Changing Meanings of ‘Living as a Family’ in Europe

Demographers generally identify a number of key changes in family formation and structure that were taking place in European societies during the latter part of the 20th century: 

· The transition to parenthood is being postponed, and childbearing is more often being compressed into a smaller number of years at a later age, particularly among well-educated women: first births are now more likely to occur as women approach the age of 30, compared with age 25 in 1980. 

· Fertility rates have declined, resulting in smaller family size. Total fertility rates in a given year have reached what are described as ‘lowest-low’ levels in several countries (1.17 in the Czech Republic, 1.19 in Slovakia, compared with 2 in Ireland in 2002. Data on completed fertility for women who are nearing the end of their childbearing years show a more gradual decline over time, as many women compensate for having postponed births (1.49 children in Italy and 1.53 in Germany for women born in 1965, compared with 2.19 for Ireland and 2.56 for Cyprus).

· Lifelong childlessness, increasingly as the result of a voluntary decision by couples not to have children, is the third trend identified by demographers, reaching 20% in Austria, Germany, and England and Wales, but less than 5% in Portugal for women born in the 1950 and 1960s.

· National average figures also conceal a marked trend towards polarisation within societies between families that have two or more children and couples without children.  

Another series of changes concerns the de-institutionalisation of family life: 

· Marriage and parenting are, increasingly, becoming disconnected: in Sweden and Estonia, more than 56% of births now take place outside marriage, compared with less than 5% in Greece and Cyprus. 

· Divorce rates have risen to unprecedented levels, ranging from 55 for every 100 marriages in Sweden but less than 20 in Poland (divorce is still illegal in Malta). 

· Another change affecting the meaning of family life is the increase in lone parenting associated with higher extramarital birth and divorce rates, ranging from 25% in Estonia and over 23% in the UK for children aged 0–14, according to the latest census data, to 7.9% in Greece and 5.2% in Cyprus. More children are likely to experience transitions between different family living arrangements, and to live with one parent or with stepparents. However, even in countries with high rates of lone parenthood and divorce, at least two-thirds of children still spend the greater part of their childhood living as a family with both their natural parents.

· Growing numbers of individuals are living alone for various reasons and are not, therefore, classified in census counts as family units, although they may remain members of families with associated duties and responsibilities. Here, the proportions range from 23.1% of households in Denmark to 6.1% in Portugal and 5.2% in Cyprus.

Living as a Family in Europe Today
In summary, it can be said that, as a result of these demographic trends, for growing numbers of Europeans, living as a family today means living in longer, thinner, more often de-institutionalised (non-marital), non-co-resident families.

However, as these examples show, the timing, rate, pace and, even, the direction of change differ markedly between and within countries. So do reactions to it, making it difficult to predict how family life will develop in the future or to extrapolate from one society to another. 

Patterning of Family Life in Europe
When the various indicators of family formation and living arrangements are combined using data collected at the turn of the 21st century, a new phenomenon can be observed: the countries in Southern Europe reporting low divorce rates and low extramarital birth rates are also found to be those with a higher age at first birth and some of the lowest fertility rates. By contrast, countries in which families have become less institutionalised, as in Northern Europe, are maintaining higher fertility rates and a slightly lower age at first births. Like the 15 EU member states, the countries of Central and Eastern Europe do not constitute an undifferentiated block with regard to demographic change; they record lower ages at first birth and low fertility rates, but they provide examples of both the extreme patterns found in Western Europe for family de-institutionalisation.

Changing meanings of ‘working and living’ as a family


The concept of ‘living as a family’ cannot be properly understood without also examining the changing relationship between unpaid family work and paid employment.

Although the overall trend is for more women with young children to remain in employment during their childrearing years, striking differences can be observed between EU member states: for the 25–54 age group in 2000, the employment rate was 82.4% in Sweden, compared with 54.2% in Spain and 33.4% in Malta. The gender–employment gap (the gap between male and female employment rates) was only 2.2% in Lithuania and 3.5% in Sweden, compared with 34.2% in Greece and 55.8% in Malta). 

On the basis of these data, the European regions fall into broad clusters:

· In Northern Europe, relatively high female employment rates, small gender–employment gaps and relatively high fertility are accompanied by relatively large numbers of women with children in paid work, compared with the EU average. 

· By contrast, the Southern European countries, except Portugal, are characterised by a combination of persistently low levels of female employment, irrespective of whether women have children, large gender–employment gaps and low fertility rates, meaning that very few women are working mothers.

· The Central and East European countries offer another configuration: whereas female employment rates were rising in Western Europe in the 1990s, both male and female rates fell steeply in Central and Eastern Europe. Because employment rates were falling from a relatively high level, the gender–employment gap has continued to be smaller in these countries than in Western Europe. Despite low fertility, mothers have traditionally remained in employment.

These findings suggest that the relationship between paid work and childbearing is not so straightforward or unidirectional as is sometimes claimed

The changing value of ‘living and working as a family’


This already complex and differentiated picture of what it means to live and work as a family in Europe is further complicated by differences in value systems. Comparative analysis of data from European values surveys illustrates the extent to which attitudes do or do not match practice, firstly with regard to non-conventional living arrangements.

· The Nordic states can be singled out as the countries where changes in attitudes towards unconventional living arrangements have developed furthest, and where de-institutionalised family forms are most readily accepted and practised. 

· In some parts of Southern, and Central and Eastern Europe, more traditional views about marriage and parenting often prevail.

Although attitudes towards mothers’ work outside the home have also been evolving, and Europeans have become more accepting of women combining employment with family life, marked differences remain between countries. 

· Overall, Northern Europe could be said to combine a relatively high overall level of labour market integration for women with what is generally considered to be a more equitable attitude towards the balance between family and employment. 

· Greece, Italy and the Netherlands (due to high part-time rates) lie towards the other end of the spectrum. 

· The CEE countries are distinguished from most EU15 member states by the combination of a relatively small full-time gender-employment gap and a stronger commitment to working mothers in both attitudes and practice. 

In summary: marital status, childbearing and childrearing are no longer seen as an insuperable obstacle for women’s employment, but the process of change has not taken place at the same pace or with the same intensity across Europe, meaning that a variety of strategies may be required to achieve a satisfactory work–life balance both within and across societies.

Policy challenges arising from changing meanings of ‘living and working as a family’


Changing family forms present challenges for policy makers: 

· They call into question the basis on which policy for families was founded and the normative assumptions made about family relationships.

· In some cases, changes in family living arrangements are taken for granted and are not an issue for public debate, as for example with unmarried cohabitation and extramarital births in Northern Europe.

· In others, there is a policy vacuum, for example regarding lone parenting or duties towards children in reconstituted families, because the issue is not considered relevant as in Greece, is low on the policy agenda as in Poland, or is not believed to be an appropriate area for government intervention in the private lives of individuals as was long the case in the UK.

The extent to which governments are being called upon to address the consequences of change varies depending, among other things, on perceptions of the legitimacy accorded by different societies to state intervention in family life, including incentives for family building, the social and economic demand for female labour, and the social acceptability of working motherhood.

Many of the policy issues raised by demographic change are being debated at national level:

· Debate is muted in areas where consensus about the need for legislative action is easier to achieve, for instance about how to protect the interests of children after marital breakdown, than over recognition of the rights of same-sex partners.

· As more mothers have entered and returned to the labour force after periods of leave, and when their children grow older, and the European Union has embarked on an employment strategy, intertwined with an equality agenda, a major issue for public debate across Europe has been how to reconcile family life and employment and how to achieve an equitable balance between employment and other activities for both men and women. 

· The extension of flexible working arrangements is regarded as a means of helping couples combine paid work with family responsibilities but it also raises questions about the quality of work and gender equality, because it locks some women into low-paid, insecure jobs, leading to polarisation and segmentation of the labour force. 

· A major concern for most governments is the impact of female labour market activity on unpaid care work, the adequacy of care facilities and the impending care deficit. 

· Public and political debate has also focused on the impact that changing working patterns can have on family life and the sharing of domestic tasks within couples, particularly care work. 

· The question raised in the CEE countries is not how to encourage women back into the workforce as a means of bolstering the labour supply, but how to ensure that families can secure a living wage during the process of labour market restructuring, thereby enabling them to be both self-sufficient and committed to family life. 

Public policy responses to ‘living and working as a family’

The examples provided of the changing meanings of living and working as a family suggest that families do not form and develop in isolation from their wider societal contexts. It follows that the relationship between changing patterns of family life and policy is interactive: public policy is not only reacting to changing family forms, but also attempting to shape them by opening or closing entitlements for individuals who adopt non-conventional living arrangements:

· In some cases, policy has shifted to reflect changing practice: for example permissive legislation recognising unmarried cohabitation, as in Northern Europe.

· In others, policy may stem from an attempt to curb change: for example prohibitive legislation preventing divorce or abortion, as in Poland or Ireland. 

· In some areas and some countries, governments have been reluctant to intervene to ‘engineer’ changes in family living arrangements in what are often contentious areas, for example by not recognising unmarried (same-sex) cohabitation or withholding support for lone parenting. 

Governments have responded to the demand for policies to assist working parents at both European and national level, but again to varying degrees and for different reasons, for they are faced with competing pressures, associated with conflicting policy aims and objectives:

· The aim of reducing unemployment through the European Employment Strategy and promoting female labour market participation have to be weighed against the need to curb falling birth rates and prevent large or precarious families from falling into poverty. 

· The main policy measures recommended at EU level under the Employment Strategy and implemented at national level – parental leave, childcare and flexible working arrangements – may prove to be ‘work friendly’ rather than ‘family friendly’. 

Ultimately, the responses of governments depend on their welfare ideologies and the means they have at their disposal for delivering policy measures. The outcome today is that some countries have moved further away from the male breadwinner to the dual-earner model and the concept of individualised citizenship rights, while others are hesitating between policies that treat women as citizen-mothers, citizen-workers or both.

Public and private responsibility for living as a family


Boundaries are also changing within families concerning the rights, duties and obligations of families as units. 

· Here again, clusters of countries can be identified. At the one end of the spectrum, as in Southern European countries, family obligations are assigned by law to the extended family, and the state only takes over as a substitute for family care as a last resort. 

· In an intermediate group, exemplified by Austria, Belgium, France and Germany, the legal obligations on family members are confined to close parents and children rather than the wider family network.

· In Northern Europe, no legal obligations are imposed on family members, except after divorce or separation, and the state assumes the main responsibility for welfare on an individual basis. 

· The CEE countries are undergoing a process whereby intergenerational solidarity has been strengthened due to the withdrawal of support by state and enterprise.

Effects and effectiveness of policies
The findings from recent European research indicate that the quality of family life per se is rarely a direct and specific target for policy. Attempts to assess the effects and effectiveness of public policy in supporting family life are, therefore, hampered by problems of both isolating policy effects and interpreting outcomes. 
· The impact of prohibitive or enabling legislation on the incidence of phenomena such as marriage and divorce, (legal) abortions or formalised same-sex living arrangements is relatively easy to track in the statistics. 

· It is more difficult to demonstrate the impact of specific policy measures on decisions couples take about whether or not to have children and, if so, when to do so. Decisions about whether mothers or fathers of young children take parental leave may not be determined solely by the conditions under which such leave is offered. Increases in female employment rates may, for example, be due to labour market policies rather than the provision of public childcare. 

· What are widely presented as ‘family-friendly’, measures, such as leave, childcare and flexible working arrangements, may not be the most effective means of improving the quality of family life, and they may have negative side-effects for gender equality, generational solidarity and social cohesion. Not only may specific policies have unexpected or unwanted effects, but they also raise expectations of public provision to a level that cannot always be met, thereby undermining trust and confidence in governments to deliver.

· Across and within EU member states, policy measures appear to be more readily accepted, and are more likely to be effective, if they are supportive, permissive, responsive to changing needs, and provided on a universal basis.

· The public is likely to reject measures seen as intrusive, prohibitive, proactive, heavy handed and selective.

Towards greater social cohesion

In conclusion, the available evidence would suggest that a more holistic, integrated and sensitive approach to policy is needed, involving different levels of government, the private sector, civil society and families themselves. Such an approach implies joined-up, or lateral, policy thinking, across employment, working practices and time structures, housing, health and education, in an effort to raise awareness of the impacts of policies in all these areas on family life and to create more cohesive and family-friendly societies. 
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