Family-Friendly
Policy:
Lessons from Europe—Part II
by Anmarie J. Widener

Family policies are
important—to families
and to business.

n Part I of this two-part series, I described historical family policy
trends in Europe and the United States and oﬀered a case study
comparison between the United States and one European country. I argued that, because many U.S. social entitlements have been
shaped by cultural tenets separating private family life and public working life, the dual-earner (and single-earner, single-parent) family norm
created work/life imbalance. In essence, biological clocks are in conﬂict
with career clocks.With the graying of society, more time to care is required from working men and women.Thus, we have a growing need
for work/life balance policies.

I

United States in a Global Context
Many industrialized nations have responded with increased legislation on family-friendly policies. Jody Heymann, founder of the Harvard-based Project on Global Working Families and director of McGill’s
Institute for Health and Social Policy, recently issued a report on where
the United States stands globally.The ﬁndings might give pause to anyone interested in family policies and quality-of-life issues.
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The research showed the following (quoted directly
from the report):

“

• 163 countries around the world offer guaranteed paid
leave to women in connection with childbirth. The
U.S. does not.
• The only other industrialized country which does not
have paid maternity or parental leave for women,Australia, guarantees a full year of unpaid leave to all
women in the country. In contrast, the Family and
Medical Leave Act (FMLA) in the U.S. provides only
12 weeks of unpaid leave to approximately half of
mothers in the U.S. and nothing for the remainder.

• 45 countries ensure that fathers either receive paid paternity leave or have a right to paid parental leave.The
United States guarantees fathers neither paid paternity nor paid parental leave.
• At least 76 countries protect working women’s right
to breastfeed; the U.S. does not, in spite of the fact that
breastfeeding has been shown to reduce infant mortality several-fold.
• In fact, nearly two-thirds of these countries protect
breastfeeding for 15 months or longer. Nearly nine
out of ten protect this right for at least a year.
• At least 96 countries around the world in all geographic regions and at all economic levels mandate
paid annual leave.The U.S. does not require employers to provide paid annual leave.
• At least 37 countries have policies guaranteeing parents some type of paid leave specifically for when their
children are ill. Of these countries, two-thirds guarantee more than a week of paid leave, and more than
one-third guarantee 11 or more days.
• 139 countries provide paid leave for short- or longterm illnesses, with 117 providing a week or more annually. The U.S. provides only unpaid leave for serious
illnesses through the FMLA, which does not cover all
workers.
• 40 countries have government-mandated evening and
night wage premiums.The U.S. does not.
• At least 98 countries require employers to provide a
mandatory day of rest: a period of at least 24 hours off
each week.The U.S. does not guarantee workers this
weekly break.
• At least 84 countries have laws that fix the maximum
length of the work week. The U.S. does not have a
maximum length of the work week or a limit on
mandatory overtime per week. Maine is the only state
to limit overtime; the state law allows 40 hours of
overtime per week.

”

• 42 countries guarantee leave for major family events;
in 37 of these countries, the leave is paid.

Importance of Family Policies
Why are family policies so important? First, there
are the health implications. For example, paid family
leave has been shown to impact child morbidity and
mortality 1.5 to 5 fold. Newborns of mothers who return to work early have less access to follow-up care,
lower rates of immunizations, and fewer weeks of breastfeeding (which has been shown to reduce infant mortality). Mothers who have access to paid leave have better
health outcomes for themselves as well as their children.
Kids have shorter acute illnesses, they recover faster, and
their diseases are better controlled. Kids get out of the
hospital 31 percent faster if a parent is involved in the
care.They are ﬁve times as likely to care for their child
with access to paid leave.
Many working families cannot aﬀord to take unpaid
time oﬀ. Parents without paid leave are less likely to take
their child or themselves to a doctor when sick. When
they do, many lose their job. One of the leading causes
of job loss is taking care of children’s health. In fact, 40
percent of job loss is caused by caring for sick family
members, including aging parents. Nearly half of elderly
care is informal, that is, done by family members.
After-school programs constitute another important
family-friendly policy. Some may see education programs as a state or federal issue, but family-friendly employers could include these types of programs in their
beneﬁts package. Studies show that investment in early
education and care programs pays oﬀ down the road.
Quality after-school programs decrease rates of juvenile
crime, juvenile victimization from crime, teen pregnancy,
welfare needs, and drug use. After-school programs decrease child accidents because children are being supervised. They lower the need for special education and
grade repeating; preschool and after-school programs also
strengthen children’s cognitive, reading, and social skills.
Kids involved with these types of programs have higher
rates of completing high school and higher education;
the impact ripples into adulthood, where people with
the highest levels of education are also those with the
healthiest outcomes.
A move toward greater gender equity also results
from family-friendly policies. Paid leave would reduce
wage inequities between women and men through in-
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creased job retention, job tenure, and chances for eligibility for job promotions and seniority wage increases.
Historically, the United States has relied on a largely
voluntary approach of private-sector, employer-enacted
family polices. This has led, however, to a patchwork of
beneﬁts, some more generous than others. Although
lower-income working families are in more need of paid
leave policies, research shows that it is usually the larger
employers of white-collar and professional workers that
oﬀer the most generous beneﬁts.This patchwork has led
to greater gender and class inequities among workers. It
has also led to an unequal playing ﬁeld among employers.
Employers that try to do the right thing and set up family-friendly work policies to help working families often
feel at a competitive disadvantage. But is this the case?

Business Case for Family Policies
Looking at the issue from a global perspective, we
ﬁnd that most countries now mandate family-friendly
policies for all workers. Of the top twenty most competitive countries in the world, the United States is the
only one that does not mandate paid leave. Yet U.S.
multinational companies that conduct business in European Union (EU) countries, for example, must comply
with EU directives for paid leave; their productivity levels remain strong, sometimes stronger in Europe than in
the United States.There is a business case to be made for
family-friendly policies. Researchers at the Work Institute found work/life balance issues such as child-care
problems and rigid working hours to be important reasons for job resignation. The American Society for
Healthcare Human Resources found that companies
with the best retention records oﬀered ﬂexible scheduling and more vacation time.
As reported in Part I of this series, Scandinavian
countries have taken the lead in workplace family policy legislation. Some Scandinavian corporations, also
trendsetters, have instituted corporate changes, such as
✦ regular cross-training and job rotation,
✦ giving worker teams more autonomy and responsibility for their own work,
✦ measuring productivity by performance rather
than by work hours,
✦ regularly phasing in new people into long-term
projects,
✦ developing alternative career paths for specialists
and managers,
✦ allowing careerists with small children to take “re-
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sponsibility breaks” while still working,
✦ allowing more flexibility in terms of where work
is performed (home, for example), and
✦ facilitating part-time work and job sharing, including management positions.
The Swedish government has led an ambitious eﬀort
to create more gender-equal roles through work/life balance legislation as well as encouraging men’s involvement in caregiving. Haas and Hwang reported twothirds of Swedish companies have made signiﬁcant improvements in support of men taking family leave. To
wit, Swedish women have the highest rates of female
employment. More than 90 percent of Swedish mothers
report no problems with role conﬂict between employment and family responsibilities. Sweden is also the only
country where single mothers have lower rates of
poverty than single men (due again to family-friendly
policies and social transfer programs making it possible to
combine employment with caregiving responsibilities).
While the United States has been a proud leader in
adopting equal opportunity laws as well as paying signiﬁcantly higher wages for overtime pay, it has lagged
behind other countries on policies that support working
families. This record is beginning to wane, however. In
2002, California became the ﬁrst state to pass a law mandating paid family leave.This law covers nearly all workers (around 95 percent) and provides six weeks of paid
leave for purposes of caring for an ill or dying parent,
child, spouse, or domestic partner or for the birth or
adoption of a child.The leave is capped at about the level
of the unemployment insurance (about 55 percent of
their pretax wage), with a limit of $882 per week. On
May 8, 2007,Washington State became the second in the
nation to pass a mandated paid family leave law. Less generous than the California law, this one provides only ﬁve
weeks of paid leave at $250 per week for the birth or
adoption of a child. In 2006, San Francisco passed a compulsory paid medical leave bill; the District of Columbia
is working on passing a similar one. Congress has national bills pending for the expansion of national workplace family policies: the Healthy Families Act (2007),
supporting seven days of paid sick leave for all workers,
and the Family Leave Insurance Act (2007), to name but
two.We have yet to see whether there will be enough bipartisan congressional support and political will to make
them law.

The Economic Opportunity Institute found that
small businesses mostly favor paid family leave.They reason that paid family leave will (1) help small businesses
retain dependable employees, especially part-time workers who do not have access to paid sick leave or vacation,
and (2) provide workers with job security and a safety
net.They feel paid family leave should apply to all employers without incentives.
Some U.S. companies have advanced work/life balance strategies and gender equity. Companies are ranked
yearly on family-oriented workplace best practices, usually ﬂexibility, child care, paid leave (including maternity,
paternity, parental, and sick leave), and parental perks,
such as after-school and summer-school programs. For
example, they may be considered family friendly if they
oﬀer some of the following:
✦ Flexibility
✦ Compressed workweeks
✦ On-site child care
✦ Paid family leave
✦ Paid maternity and paternity leave
✦ Breastfeeding rooms and paid breastfeeding breaks
✦ Childcare subsidies, credits, pretax ﬂexible savings
accounts, or vouchers
✦ Company-supported child-care backup
✦ After-school and summer programs for children
✦ Phase-back work schedules after maternity leave
ends (reduced working hours either through
telecommuting, paid parental leave, or part-time
return to work schedules)
✦ On-site wellness programs
✦ Job-share opportunities (where two people share
one job).
Of the companies to make the best one hundred for
family-friendly policies, most provide paid maternity
leave, ﬂexible work arrangements, and some degree of
subsidized child care.
Workplace policies can change worker productivity.
Results-oriented work environment (ROWE) strategies
have been spreading. Individual jobs are deﬁned according to goals rather than hours and location of work.
Flexible work scheduling is one such ROWE strategy:
what needs to be done is detached from the hours
needed to do it. Companies like Best Buy and Google
have adopted such strategies with positive results in
worker productivity, decreased turnover and absenteeism,
and increased employee commitment to the company.

Not just large companies can change. For example,
the Johnson Storage and Moving Company, just outside
of Denver, is a small company of less than one hundred
employees. The owner implemented ﬂexibility after
hearing a talk given by Joan Williams on gender and the
workplace. He found a signiﬁcant and immediate decline in turnover as well as increased productivity. Owner
Jim Johnson stated,“I have a competitive advantage because apparently not many other employers are replicating this type of work, so our general talent pool selection
is better.”

Working Mothers and
Fathers Considered
In a 2004 study of family leave policies, parents were
interviewed in-depth regarding combining employment
with family life in America.We look at some highlights
of those interviews to add nuance to work/life balance
issues.

Mothers
First, it makes sense that education is a female sexsegregated employment sector. Working in education
makes it possible for women to spend more time with
their children given the frequent breaks in the academic
calendar as well as summers free—acting like built-in
parental leave. Employment hours, holidays, and breaks
tend to overlap school-age children’s school breaks. An
American mother, referring to her job as a teacher, explained, “‘I love teaching and it is so conducive to having children too … teaching is accepting of women
taking leave from work.’”The schedule of the job in education also acts as a built-in maternity leave for American mothers, with parents planning the timing of the
birth to coincide with summer holiday. One mother said,
“‘They said I had the perfect pregnancies because both
of my children’s due dates fell at the end of the school
year, which meant I had four months oﬀ after she was
born.’” For mothers who worked as teachers, the structure of their work schedule was one of the main factors
they found helpful in combining work with raising children, due to job ﬂexibility that oﬀered opportunities for
extended maternity leave (for American mothers especially), as well as the ability to be home with their
school-age children during holidays and after school
hours.Although not all mothers chose teaching with future parenthood in mind, all said they maintained a career in education for these reasons. “‘After I became a
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mom,’” one U.S. mother put it,“‘I knew I would never
change careers because it would take away from my
motherhood more than anything else.’”
These interviews highlight shared needs of working
families across economic and social boundaries. Low-income families, especially, have diﬃculties maintaining
employment due to lack of ﬂexibility, paid leave, and
quality child care.An American mother described moving to third-shift working hours to be at home during
the daytime hours for her children. She said:

“

‘Then I went to third shift. And with having two small
children, I’d go three or four days without sleeping. And
that is not good to do … you get cranky with your kids.
I had a bout of depression after almost two years [of thirdshift work], it was more than I could handle; I went off the
deep end, and I lost my job, I lost my apartment, I lost
everything.And now I’m trying to work my way back up
… I had no flexibility.’

”

This particular mother was given a three-week maternity leave with her ﬁrst child and two-weeks’ leave
each upon the births of her next two children.
Contrast this with a mother who reported that her
employer oﬀered what she regarded as a generous maternity leave (twelve-weeks’ paid leave). She reported her
views of U.S. family policies for working parents:

“

‘There is a general feeling in society that becoming a parent is not very important and not just becoming a parent
but parenting—just doing our job—is not supported in
any way, in any of our systems, from health care to day care
to parental leave. My company has done a much better job
lately through the Human Relations department where
they offer programs that support you as a parent, but I don’t
think there are a lot of jobs that offer that.To offer flexible schedules, job sharing, working out of the house—bottom line, more flexibility—so a woman or man [can] make
a choice for what is right for their family.’

Fathers

‘When you’re at the office, you are the property of the
organization you work for and you are not even allowed
to think of children and family. It’s not so much laws have
to change, it’s more our way of thinking.You have two
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”

Another father found that balance was hard to
achieve because of the American cultural emphasis on
production, wherein raising children is not considered
part of the output that matters:

“

‘People are paid a lot in this country as opposed to other
countries, and there is a lot of pressure to earn more. … I
think the problem is that so many people think production is the bottom line and is the standard by which everything is judged.We are supposed to produce and produce
and produce and at the same time we are supposed to be
reproducing and that creates some real problems.’

”

These fathers perceive a lack of societal support for
family.Their role as father, therefore, is centered on cash
and not care, just as their government’s policies regarding their role as father continues to remain centered on
cash and not care.

Dutch Families
This study, a cross-national comparison of family
leave policies, also included interviews with Dutch fathers; their interviews present a sharp contrast to the
American fathers’ statements. Dutch fathers clearly felt
they were part of a matrix of cash and care: they felt that
both the government and the employer (although not
perfect) tended to perceive, not only the worker side of
these men, but also the caring side:

“
”

Fathers stressed the continued need to ﬁnd a comfortable balance between work and family. In this study,
fathers felt that work/life balance is severely lacking in
American culture. Some of these fathers held the attitudes of government and employers responsible. Others
felt American culture or American society as a whole
needs to change:

“

main things in your life, work and family, and they need
to be combined more cohesively so both of them cannot
put stress on the other.’

‘Being a father myself and experiencing it, it’s not a separated thing, it’s a combined thing; and my view is employers have to manage the combined thing and not only
that you are at your job and you are a colleague and it’s
only work we have to deal with—no, he is a colleague
but he is a father and he has children and we have to deal
with the totality of that person; and that way, appreciation
for the person more as a whole, not only the work part.’

”

Dutch family-friendly policies protect both the
mothers’ and fathers’ ability to take care through mandated parental leave, maternity leave, paternity leave, care
leave, sick leave, holiday time, emergency leave, part-time
parity, and the right to reduce or increase working hours.
This, in turn, inﬂuences their perceptions of work: “‘I
would feel really bad if I hadn’t these options, I would
feel work as a prison.’” In the Netherlands, family policies create an opening in which fathers could step
through as caregiving fathers:“‘Especially when you are
sick, you know there are regulations, I have certain rights

to take care of my child. … it gives you “gemoedsrust”
[peace of mind]. … Your life becomes easier when you
have the idea [his emphasis] of more options.’”

Conclusion
Family policies are needed at the employer and national levels. Our culture 150 years ago was predominantly an agricultural society (where more than 70
percent of families worked their own farms and had their
children alongside them during the workday).Today, we
live and work in a post-industrial society, where more
than 70 percent of adults with families work in paid employment away from the home. Couple this with a global
economy where U.S. companies compete with international companies that now, more often than not, implement family policies. Rather than losing competitive
advantage, they ﬁnd they have increased productivity and
employment rates.
The twenty-ﬁrst-century global economy is deﬁned
by an increasingly ﬂexible labor force and greater com-

petition for new talent. Family-friendly policies can garner a competitive edge, attracting and retaining young,
early career professionals. In addition to the business case,
companies that adopt family workplace policies can be
conﬁdent that they are contributing to healthier workers, healthier children, and a stronger twenty-ﬁrstcentury society.
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