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1. Globalization and 
Decentralization


2. Austerity and Marketization


3. High and rising economic 
inequality 

4. Changing family relations


5. Gender revolution: adapting 
to women’s empowered 
roles?

A Research Agenda



Part 1: Family policy as institutional 
context of vertical economic inequality  
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Women’s rising employment and vertical inequality

● “The conditions required for an equalizing effect [of women’s 
earnings] are quite steep: namely, maximum, Nordic-type 
female participation with a fairly symmetric distribution of work 
intensity across households.” (Esping-Andersen, 2007, p. 646) 

● It is a “common misconception” (Lam, 1997) that a 
positive correlation between spouses’ earnings is a 
sufficient condition for women’s earnings to increase 
inequalities between households.
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Family policy as institutional context of 
vertical inequality

● “Proof of concept”: family policies can help reduce vertical 
economic inequality between households 
● But, only studied among heterosexual couples 
● But, no interplay partners  
● But, assumption that all benefit equally from policy  

● Three questions to move forward: 
● Who uses family policy? 
● To what income effect? 
● With whom do they live?



Who uses family policy: Matthew effects
● Cash-for-care: In Norway, more likely to be used by 

mothers with: 
● lower levels of education 
● lower income 
● a migration background (Bugum & Kvande, 2013) 

● Parental leave: take-up lower among fathers, particularly: 
● lower levels of education  
● self-employed 
● temporary contracts 
● private sector (Geisler & Kreyenfeld, 2011; Romero-Balsas, 2012) 

● Childcare: Higher educated parents more likely to enrol 
their children in ECEC (Van Lancker 2018) 



To what (income) effect?
Gender-class tradeoffs (Hook & Li, 2020) 
● Mandel & Semyonov (2006): With dual-earner support, fewer 

women have well-paid positions due to occupational 
segregation 

● Korpi et al. (2013): Without dual-earner support, particularly 
low-income women leave labour market 

● Kostecki (2021): finding of tradeoffs may depend on how 
family policy was measured 

● Motherhood penalty larger for low-wage mothers (Budig and 

Hodges, 2010; but, see: Killewald & Bearak, 2014) 

● Wage penalty for Finnish fathers on parental leave only at 
the bottom of wage distribution (Morisow & Cooke, 2018)
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Fig. 13.1 Family benefits are associated with lower poverty for single-parent and
coupled-parent families (Source LIS data)

States. Second, without family benefits, poverty among single parents would
be substantially higher in most countries. This can be seen by the length of
the orange sections of bars. Third, again in most countries, family benefits are
associated with larger poverty reductions among single parents than among
couples with children (indicated by the larger orange bars among the former).

At first glance, Fig. 13.1 suggests that family benefits reduce poverty risks
for all families and more strongly among single parents. However, these anal-
yses are in fact not informative about why this is the case. It can, for instance,
not be distinguished whether single parents benefit more because they had
incomes closer to the poverty line (and therefore require smaller family benefit
amounts to be lifted out of poverty) or because they receive higher amounts.
Therefore, Fig. 13.2 explores this poverty threshold inquiry further.

Figure 13.2 shows for poor families just how far their income falls short
of the poverty line. For the calculation of poverty gaps, we used the poverty
line and household income before family benefits were included. The poverty
gaps are represented as a percentage of national poverty. The results suggest
that there is no consistent pattern among countries that show poor single
parents are closer to the poverty line than poor parents in couples. In fact,
in more than half the countries, poor single parents are further behind the
poverty line compared to poor couples with children.

Maldonado, L. C., & Nieuwenhuis, R. (2020). Dual-Earner Family Policies at Work for Single-Parent Families. In R. 
Nieuwenhuis & W. Van Lancker (Eds.), The Palgrave Handbook of Family Policy (pp. 303–330). Springer International 
Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-54618-2_13

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-54618-2_13


With whom do they live?

Dyadic perspectives 
● Fathers did take more leave if their partner had a: 
● high level of education (Stertz, Grether, & Wiese, 2017) 
● full-time job and high income (Reich, 2011) 

● Mothers in joint physical custody had higher employment 
rates than mothers in sole custody (Fritzell and Gähler, 2017)



Three questions to move forward

Who uses family policy? 

To what income effect? 

With whom do they live? 

Whether family policies will affect income inequality not only 
depends on who the individuals are that use family policies and 
to what income effect, but also on the incomes of others with 
whom they form a household. 

➡ Systematic country-comparisons 
➡ Examine impact of policy design/implementation 



Part 2: A social rights approach for 
analysing family policy outcomes 



Why do we need a social rights perspective? 
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(Perceived) stigma

Individual / household use  
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(Very) different policy implications: 
Low coverage: expand target group, reduce targeting, … 
Low eligibility: reduce qualifying conditions (e.g. work history), … 
Low take-up: increase benefits, simplify application procedure, …
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O’Brien, M., Connolly, S., Aldrich, M., Ward, K., & Uzunalioglu, M. (2020). Eligibility for Parental Leave in EU 
Member States (p. 34). EIGE.

Explained by: 
- Unemployment / inactivity (but even among employed, 10% women and 12% 

men are ineligible in EU) 
- Self-employment 
- Employment conditions



Social rights data (selection) 

Child Benefits 
● Child Benefit Dataset (CBD, part of SPIN) 
● Can be created with EUROmod 
● Child benefit package is part of Benefits & Wages (OECD) 

Parental leave 
● International Network on Leave Policies & Research 
● Parental Leave Dataset (PLB, part of SPIN) 

ECEC 
● ECEC out-of-pocket expenses (OECD) 
● Quality indicators (EURYDICE, not in form of dataset) 
★ Enrolment & Expenditure continue to be used as policy 

indicators



Introducing the ECEC policy network

● Based on pilot in InGRID-2 project, to be continued with Mara 
Yerkes, Wim van Lancker, and Rense Nieuwenhuis (others TBC) 

● Aim: collect social-rights data on ECEC 
● Availability (including flexibility) 
● Affordability 
● Quality 

● Harmonize Existing Indicators 
● Collect new indicators through network of national experts

The InGRID-2 project has received funding from the European Union's Horizon 2020 Research and 
Innovation Programme under Grant Agreement no 730998.



Index of eligibility for guaranteed ECEC 

Index = sum of criteria that guarantee ECEC for a 2-year old
(Employment, Unemployment, Work hours, Income, Number of children, Single parenthood, 
Joint physical custody, In full-time education, On parental leave, Residency / citizenship, 
Refugee status / citizenship, Child with special needs)
Collected by national experts.
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Inequality

Index = sum of criteria that guarantee ECEC for a 2-year old
(Employment, Unemployment, Work hours, Income, Number of children, Single parenthood, 
Joint physical custody, In full-time education, On parental leave, Residency / citizenship, 
Refugee status / citizenship, Child with special needs)
Collected by national experts.
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labour force status, and 
income received)
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● Benefit receipt can be imputed 
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Strengths 

● LIS was born to do this … 

● Detailed income components 
at household and (often) 
individual level 

● Economic dependency within 
households (Ragnarsdóttir, 2019)  

Challenges 

● Inequality in access to / control 
over household income (Bennett, 2013) 

● Benefit receipt / parental leave: 
not possible to study later-in-
life consequences 

● How relevant is annual income, 
in context of 

● Precarious work? 

● Fiscalisation of welfare?



With whom do they live?

Strengths 

● Household & individual data 

● Socio-demographics for all 
household members (where 
applicable) 

● Household types (20 categories) 

● Relation among household 
members (23 categories) 

● For instance, possible to find 
single parents in multi-
generational households (Bradshaw 

& Chzhen, 2012)  
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Strengths 

● Household & individual data 

● Socio-demographics for all 
household members (where 
applicable) 

● Household types (20 categories) 

● Relation among household 
members (23 categories) 

● For instance, possible to find 
single parents in multi-
generational households (Bradshaw 

& Chzhen, 2012)  

Challenges 
● Household as sampling unit 

● Assumption is that a family 
lives in one household, and 
that a household only has one 
family 

● Joint physical custody is rising: 
● Do we over-estimate child 

poverty? Do we under-estimate 
the number of single parents 
(and, in particular, the number 
of single fathers)?



1. Globalization and 
Decentralization


2. Austerity and Marketization


3. High and rising economic 
inequality 

4. Changing family relations


5. Gender revolution: adapting 
to women’s empowered 
roles?

A Research Agenda



Economic inequality and the family policy 
research agenda: what role(s) for LIS? 

Rense Nieuwenhuis



Coverage, eligibility, take-up: diagnoses on 
policy (in)effectiveness with different 
implications 

356 Journal of European Social Policy 31(3)

the conclusion that the countries in the upper-lefthand 
corner of Figure 1 need to do better in terms of extend-
ing unemployment benefits to larger fractions of the 
labour force, making sure that more people are insured 
against losses in earnings. In a voluntary system, this 
can be accomplished by reducing the fees. In a com-
pulsory system, it may involve an extension of the 
programme to encompass those in non-standard forms 
of employment, such as the self-employed, part-time 
employed and employed with zero-hour contracts 
(Spasova et al., 2017).

The scattering of countries along the vertical axis, 
however, suggests a very different policy diagnosis 
for these particular countries as the number of poten-
tial recipients is comparatively high. Thus, the prob-
lem may not primarily be that large fractions of the 
labour force are excluded. This insight is important 
as it helps us to identify potential weaknesses in the 
policies put in place. If a substantial part of the 
labour force is insured against losses in earnings in 
case of unemployment, while a large number of the 
unemployed evidently do not receive benefits, there 
are only two plausible, but very different, explana-
tions: either eligibility criteria are too strict, or there 
is substantial non-take-up among those who qualify 
for benefits. Each problem requires its specific set of 
policy solutions.

By combining the two approaches of analysing 
potential and actual recipients we narrowed down 
the problem of incomplete access to unemployment 
benefits quite substantially, but we still lack infor-
mation to develop more clear policy guidance. 
Instead of the pseudo-coverage rates of unemploy-
ment benefits used above, we would have been bet-
ter off by introducing a distinction between eligible 
persons with and without benefits. In our consoli-
dated framework for the analysis of benefit cover-
age, issues of eligibility and non-take-up are 
explicitly addressed, as outlined in Figure 2.

The analysis begins by defining the appropriate 
reference population, depending on the research topic 
addressed. If the major concern is with insufficiencies 
in unemployment benefits, a natural reference popula-
tion is the labour force. If work–family reconciliation 
policies are in focus, people who are in their fertile 
years may be a relevant starting point, and so forth. 
Hence, the crucial issue is to exclude those people 
who are not defined as being in the risk pool.

Once the appropriate reference population has 
been decided upon, the actual analysis begins. Three 
indicators are suggested for measurement, follow-
ing a sequential order of analysis: the coverage rate, 
the eligibility rate and the take-up rate. Each step of 
the empirical analysis concerns particular aspects in 

Reference population
(risk pool)

e.g. labour force, parents,
children, elderly

Coverage rate

Potential beneficiaries
Reference population

(risk pool)

=

Not in risk pool

Eligibility rate

Eligible population
Potential beneficiaries
(experiencing the risk)

=

Not meeting eligibility criteria

Eligible for benefit

Take-up rate

Actual beneficiaries
Eligible population

=

Non-take-up

Succesful claim

Figure 2. A multidimensional framework for the analysis of benefit coverage.

Nelson, K., & Nieuwenhuis, R. (2021). Towards a new consolidated framework for analysing benefit coverage. Journal of European Social Policy, 
31(3), 352–362. https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928721996653

(Very) different policy implications: 
Low coverage: expand target group, reduce targeting, … 
Low eligibility: reduce qualifying conditions (e.g. work history), … 
Low take-up: increase benefits, simplify application procedure, …

https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928721996653

