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Abstract

Female labour force participation (FLFP) in the UK has stagnated in recent decades in spite of
policies that have tried to increase the number of women in the labour force. This thesis uses
system dynamics to investigate how various aspects of UK family policy operate and how
inefficient policies keep the level of female labour participation from rising to the desired
level. The system dynamics model developed to understand the dynamic behaviour of the
system operationally indicates that there is a relationship between the labour supply of
mothers and grandmothers due to the high costs of childcare in the UK. The outcome of the
model suggests that the rising cost of childcare has too quickly outgrown the subsidies meant
to stabilize the system in the past. This affects families with varying income levels and
number of children differently. This thesis provides insight into family policy dynamics in the
UK with a systems perspective that is lacking in the literature. In addition it also adds to
system dynamics literature by providing an example of how system dynamics can be used to
investigate issues related to gender and equality which is a research area where system

dynamics has rarely been applied.
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1. Introduction
“Investing in women is not only the right thing to do. It is the smart thing to do. I am deeply
convinced that, in women, the world has at its disposal, the most significant and yet largely

untapped potential for development and peace”. Ban Ki Moon, UN Secretary General

1.1 Background

Female labour force participation (FLFP) is a topic that is on the agenda on many levels both
for nation states as well as organisations, for a variety of reasons. Some nations are obliged to
create policy influencing the matter due to commitments to organisations such as the EU, the
UN and the World Bank etc., and aim only at meeting these obligations; others have realised
the potential for building capacity and harnessing the skills and talents of the population half
that historically have been kept away from paid work. With this in mind countries design and
implement policies to try and influence FLFP towards the desired level. However, both the
range and extent of the chosen policies determines the effect it has on FLFP. The matter is
also influenced by a variety of political, economical, social and cultural values that
governments may consider to a large or small extent before deciding on policy. When taking
a closer look at the policies chosen by different countries in Europe, it is noticeable that the
policies of countries which aim only to fulfil EU requirements are by far less successful than
those of countries which have taken the impact on gender and equality into consideration
when designing their policies. Countries which aim for policy options that promote gender
equality can be seen to acknowledge that each individual, man or woman, has a right to work
(Lewis and Giullari, 2005). These countries recognise that in order to gain equality for their
citizens, both men and women need to have the same right and opportunity to access paid
work, and thus sees FLFP not only as a means for increasing the country’s labour force, but
also as a right of the female population, regardless of women’s biological ability to birth

children.

The United Kingdom has gradually, throughout the last century, made a shift from a male
earner, female carer model of family, towards a dual earner/carer model. This shift has lead to
increased political pressure for policy on work/family reconciliation that supports the current
model of families. In the United Kingdom, FLFP have thus been a key concern on the
political agenda for quite some time. As a long term member of the EU (before the vote to
leave in 2016), the country has been obliged to comply with EU guidelines and suggestions

for social policy that influences FLFP. Every government since new labour came into power
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in 1997 have had work/family balance on the agenda, and a variety of policies and actions has
been made with the aim of reconciling work and family in a way that makes paid work more
accessible for women, especially in the area of childcare. Still, considering the statistics, very

little progress has been made.

Thévenon (2013) identifies formal childcare for children under the age of three as the main
driver for FLFP, which imply that childcare can be seen as the number one factor which
singly has the potential to make great impact on a country’s FLFP. Yet, many states who
invest in childcare as a means to promote FLFP do not see the expected results.

1.2 The Problem

Female labour force participation has been on the agenda in UK politics for several decades,
and many initiatives and policies has been implemented in order to create growth in the
number of women who partake in paid work. As women without children have high
participation rates and average hours worked (which are close to those of men) (Office for
National Statistics, 2015) these policies and initiatives mainly target families and in
particularly mothers (Emmerson et al., 2014). The low participation rate of women in their
child rearing years brings down the total FLFP rate which has stagnated around 53-55 percent
since 1990 (see Figure 1 below). Considering this stagnation in light of the variety of policies
that has been implemented since 2000 it is striking that there is not more change in the

numbers.
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Figure 1 - Female labour force participation rate UK, adapted from World Bank (2017a)
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Figure 1 will act as what is, in system dynamics, referred to as the reference mode. Although
there is no dynamic behaviour present in figure 1, it is the lack of dynamic behaviour in the
FLFP rate that is examined in this thesis; as the stagnating behaviour observed is a symptom
of a failure in the dynamic social system that is under investigation. As it is widely recognised
that a key factor for womens right and ability to access paid work is access to affordable,
quality childcare; the UK has followed EU advice and focused strongly on childcare
initiatives to support mother’s access to paid work. Yet, in light of the lack of change in
FLFP, it is reasonable to suggest that the effect of the implemented policies must be limited.
Why is that? When examining data for participation rates originating from different sources, it

is apparent that progress depends on how you measure it.

Some sources for government data, like the UK Office for National Statistics (ONS), report
FLFP based on purely if women are participating or not, regardless of if the percentage
worked is 2, 20 or 100 (European Commission, 2015). This measure gives similar
participation rates for women and men and therefore implies that the goal of raising women’s
participation rates has been reached. However, reporting FLFP without adjusting for fulltime
equivalent is a poor indicator of the actual differences in participation between the genders, as
women are way more likely to work part time than men. This can mislead policy makers to
believe that there is little difference between men and women’s participation and thus no
problem to address. When benchmarking FLFP data from the ONS against the male
participation rate, the impression is given that there are nearly no difference in labour market
participation between the genders in the UK; yet, when taking into account that 40 percent of
women work part-time whilst only 2 percent of men work part-time (Office for National
Statistics, 2015), it is clear that there are indeed differences between men and women’s

participation in the labour force that needs to be addressed by policy.

In light of the above, the obvious difference that can be extracted from the data is the number
of hour’s men and women spend in paid work. This issue is at the core of this thesis. Women
are spending fewer hours in paid work than men when they apparently are willing to
participate at the same rate. Similar numbers of men and women are willing to participate in
paid work; still women are not able to work similar hours to men, even after the excessive
policy pieces implemented to address the issue in the last 15-20 years. The childcare policies

are not working as intended, how are they insufficient?



1.3 Motivation

My motivation for researching issues related to how government policy influences gender
equality and female labour force participation in the UK, has derived from an interest in
gender research and UK politics. Despite the UK being a western democracy, there are large
differences in gender representation in politics. Although the general election of 2015 saw the
highest number of women ever elected into parliament at 29 percent, a jump from 22 percent
from the election in 2010, women had never been above 10 percent representation in
parliament until 1997 (Apostolova and Cracknell, 2016). The historical underrepresentation of
women in UK politics could be one of the contributing factors to why the UK has lagged
behind other western countries in terms of adopting social policy packages for the promotion
of gender equality. Policies in areas such as childcare, parental leave etc., was non-existent
until 1999, when New Labour came into power. Since then there has been major
developments in spending on early childhood education and care (ECEC), but still a large
proportion of mothers report that access to affordable, quality, childcare is a major barrier to
work (Emmerson et al., 2014).

Research relating to the case for government intervention in childcare in the UK has been in-
conclusive to date regarding whether or not subsidising childcare has an effect on the labour
supply of mothers (Emmerson et al., 2014). Still, evidence from other western European
countries, like the Nordics, has proven that there is a close relationship between access to high
quality, affordable, childcare and high female labour force participation (Lammi-Taskula et
al., 2012). An extensive report commissioned by the Institute for Fiscal Studies (Emmerson et
al., 2014) concluded that although subsidised childcare has a proven effect on child welfare,
there is not enough evidence supporting its effectiveness in accelerating maternal labour
supply in the UK; as the varying government policies implemented so far has not led to
extensive results. The report points to how state subsidised childcare does indeed increase the
uptake of formal childcare, but that this may in turn reduce the uptake of informal childcare
instead of actually freeing time for mothers to participate in paid work. This argument does
indeed make sense when looking at the statistics for use of informal and formal childcare that
was presented in an annual report for the Family and Childcare Trust (Rutter, 2016).

However, what this report does not consider is who actually provides the informal childcare.

The research commissioned by the Family and Childcare Trust (2016) suggests that the
majority of informal childcare in the UK is provided by healthy grandmothers below

retirement age. In light of this finding, it is reasonable to believe that there is a relationship
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between female labour supplies at different stages of women’s lives. This relationship has not
been the focus of much research and few pieces of literature to date can be said to address the
relationship between parental (maternal) labour supply and informal childcare provided by
grandparents (grandmothers). As the UK currently has active policies both for increasing the
labour supply of mothers, and for increasing the labour supply of older women (Gray, 2005),

it is a surprise that the relationship between the two seem to have remained unnoticed.

When considering the above in context with measures of child poverty and how women after
retirement age are more than twice as likely to live below the poverty line than men (Price,
2006), it can be proposed that the time women are spending working part-time or not at all
due to childbearing and rearing, are causing a spiralling, negative, effect throughout many
areas of society. Considering all of the above from a system dynamics perspective, by
identifying the feedback loops responsible for the unfavourable behaviour, one may thus

potentially provide important insights about the underlying causal mechanism.

1.4 Research goals and questions

The research goals of this thesis is to identify the largest factors influencing UK women’s
labour market decisions and thus female labour force participation, and to find out whether
those factors are related to governmental policy (or lack of it). It is also a goal to assess why
current policy is not giving the expected result. Lastly, an analysis of whether ‘best practice’
of social policy, inspired by the Nordic countries, will be made in order to determine if the

UK would benefit from adopting similar social policies.

As a result of the shift in family model, international policy pressure, and a necessity to
increase the total labour force, the UK has since 1997 gone from spending no money on
childcare and early childhood education (CCECE) towards spending 0.9 percent of GDP in
2014 (Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development, 2016a). One of the most
explicit goals of such policies is to make it easier for women to combine work and family
responsibilities. An increase in the total labour force has positive impact on GDP and helps
safeguard against issues related to the continuing aging population. Yet, despite the total
expenditure for policies supporting work/family balance increasing from 0 to 1.5 percent of
GDP (Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development, 2016a), the FLFP rate
seem to have stagnated with only a small increase from 53 to 55 percent in the last 25 years
(see figure 1). This gives rise to the question of why the current policies are not working as

planned and leads us to the main hypothesis of this thesis: How does policy influence FLFP?



H:: “Inefficient social policies for work/family balance are responsible for the stagnation in

development of female labour force participation in the UK.”
An alternative hypothesis was suggested following the confirmation of H::

H,: “A social investment policy package inspired by the Nordic countries can bring female

labour force participation towards desired level.”

This thesis will use system dynamics modeling to examine how the social policies
implemented in the UK have not given the desired results. The social policy in the area of
childcare will be the main focus as research implies that access to affordable childcare is a
main driver for FLFP. In this thesis I will firstly go through the theoretical foundation needed
to understand female labour force participation, mainly in relation to gender theory and social
policy. I will then continue by providing an account for the historical development of female
labour force participation in the United Kingdom in order to explain how the problem came
about. Furthermore, | will clarify and define what is meant by social investment strategy and
how it is related to gender equality and families. | will then follow on with a detailed
explanation of the family policies found in the Nordic countries and how they are
successfully. Next, | will continue with a description of the problem context in terms of
female labour force participation, the current childcare situation, and policy influencing the
two matters. From there | will give account for the method used and how and why it is a
useful methodology for analysing such issues, before describing the system dynamics model
and findings extracted from it. Finally, | will discuss the results in relation to the theoretical

foundation before giving conclusions and recommendations for further research.



2. Theoretical foundation and historical development

“The beginning of the twenty-first century is a symbolic moment to give shape to the new
social contract on gender, in which de facto equality of men and women in the public and
private domains will be socially accepted as a condition for democracy, a prerequisite for
citizenship and a guarantee of individual autonomy and freedom, and will be reflected in all
European policies... Both men and women, without discrimination on the grounds of sex, have
a right to reconcile family and working life”. Resolution of the Council and Ministers for

Employment and Social Policy, 2000.

Traditionally the problems related to work and family life has been firmly grounded and
legitimized by the theoretical perspective of what has been called a ‘two spheres’ structure
(Caracciolo Di Torella and Masselot, 2010). Implied in this structure is the division of public
and private/domestic life into two separate spheres. Issues regarding employment belong in
the public sphere, whilst issues such as care for the dependant and family organisation belong
in the private sphere. Historically, men has dominated the public sphere and women the
private. It is however, as argued by James (2003), a structure of division that has been socially

and politically structured and thus can be altered accordingly.

The UK, as a classic liberal state, has been hesitant to intervene in the ‘private’ sphere. This
comes as no surprise as what defines the social policy of a liberal regime is that state
intervention is seen as subordinate to the market and the family (O'connor et al., 1999).
Caracciolo Di Torella and Masselot (2010) argue that it is indeed the state’s responsibility to
“reconcile and regulate the tensions that exist between the two spheres” because: “as the paid
employment market (public sphere) depends intrinsically upon the contribution of women in
the private sphere, it is important to understand the relationship between the two spheres and
its impact on women, in particular women who become mothers”. The two sphere framework
has been strongly challenged with the entry of masses of women into the labour market in the
period after World War 11, and as a consequence, women’s role is now both to participate as
an earner as well as having the traditional responsibility of caring and the household.
Correspondingly the concept of ‘reconciliation’ of work and family life (as adopted by the
EU), was seen initially as a women’s issue. But as changes in employment, society and family
(such as the ageing population, new family structures and loss of the ‘job for life’) has caused
new challenges to arise, the issue of work/family reconciliation has gradually become an issue

that matters to all people regardless of age, gender or position as carer, earner, or both



(Caracciolo Di Torella and Masselot, 2010). Indeed, the EU (European Commission, 2017)

states that reconciliation is a basic condition for equality.

It is in light of the above that this thesis will adopt the definition of reconciliation offered by
Caracciolo Di Torella and Masselot (2010) as a “dynamic set of policies and legal provisions
which focus specifically on the tension inherent in juggling work commitments and family
responsibilities”. The policies in focus in this thesis will be considered from a gender equality
perspective. With an overall view that the case for such policies does not just relate to helping
women balance their responsibilities (by facilitating part-time work etc.), but that they have a
variety of wider repercussions throughout areas such as children’s development and reduction

of child poverty, as well as limiting the gender wage and pension gaps.

2.1 A note on gender

The UK has a strong history of gender inequality and discrimination. Women gained their
vote in 1928 after marching for their rights for nearly a century, but by 1945 they still
remained in general both poorer and without similar opportunities in all areas of life in
comparison to men (Thane, 2010). This can be seen as a result of how women’s access to
work, and the conditions of the work and its pay, were all strictly regulated (Davis, 2012).
Women were forced to organise amongst themselves as the unions were strongly influenced
by the patriarchal system and as such did not allow women to become members (Davis,
2012). Regardless of the post-war economy heavily relying upon female labour, the politics
and policies implemented were firmly grounded in a male head of the household and woman
as his dependant (Davis, 2012). Up until recent time, policy and legislation in the UK did not
reflect an equal view of gender. For example, women were not individually taxed until 1990
and rape in marriage did not become illegal until 1994. Although women gradually gained
similar rights as men throughout pieces of legislation in the latter half of the last century,
women’s political representation in the UK remained well below 10 percent up until the late
1990s. The low level of women’s political representation contradicts with research supporting
a correlation between democratic rights and high representation of women in politics (Welzel
et al., 2002). As the next section will show, the low representation of women can be seen to

threaten democracy and can lead to a vicious cycle of ineffective policies.

In the UK, as in most societies, more than half the population are women (51% (Office for
National Statistics, 2017)) Considering this in light of a common definition of democracy as

“a government elected by the people; especially: rule of majority” (Merriam-Webster, 2017)



one can discuss whether the current 29 percent female representation (a record high) equals
full political rights. Gender equality is therefore, arguably, a predominant for true democracy;
and thus gender inequality becomes an important issue to tackle to ensure the democratic

rights of all UK citizens.

Internationally, the promotion of gender equality is recognized as a major factor for
development and change in less developed countries. It is on the agenda of powerful
organizations and institutions such as the UN, the OECD and the World Bank. In fact the UN
in 2010 created UN Women, a separate entity for gender equality and the empowerment of
women (United Nations Women, 2017). The OECD likewise has its own gender initiative
which aims to examine existing barriers to gender equality, promote gender equality in
member countries and provide good practices based on reliable data (Organisation for
Economic Co-Operation and Development, 2016b). The World Bank also views gender
equality as a key factor and states on its website that: “ The World Bank Group takes as its
starting point that no country, community, or economy can achieve its potential or meet the
challenges of the 21st century without the full and equal participation of women and men,
girls and boys. Failure to fully unleash women’s productive potential represents a major
missed opportunity with significant consequences for individuals, families, and economies”
(World Bank, 2017b). Common to all these initiatives is that they aim to provide guidance
and support to countries on developing policies that ensures gender equality and eliminating
policies that are reinforcing direct or indirect gender inequality today. Indeed, the EU’s focus
on gender equality in their member countries has led to a vast range of legislation on the topic

throughout Europe.

The historical underrepresentation of women in UK politics has ensured that women have not
had the full opportunity to shape policies that directly affects them. Putting this into context
with Esping-Andersen’s typology of welfare regimes (Esping-Andersen, 1990), which
characterizes the UK as liberal, and Lambert’s findings that “Having women in power is
consistently associated with more generous child care and parental leave policies” (Lambert,
2008), which is the case in the social democratic countries; one can point to the UK’s political
system and processes as a factor that hinders gender equality by limiting women’s political
representation and therefore in turn fail to come up with policies that actually work for
women. As noted by the Fawcett Society (2016): “At the current rate of progress it will take
50 years to close the gender pay gap and a child born today will not see equal representation

in her lifetime”.



Despite the UK’s involvement with organisations and institutions mentioned above, the
development of women’s political representation has been slow and as a result the UK has
lagged behind culturally similar countries on policies that promote gender equality.

2.2 The problem of the ageing population

One of the most prominent problems for European states today and in the near future is that of
the ongoing population aging. Due to a strong decline in fertility rates in recent times in
combination with how people are living longer due to modern health care and medicine,
countries are faced with populations were the proportion of people of working age is
declining in comparison to that of the elderly population. Thus, a smaller in relative terms,
working age population, will have to support the increase in government spending on health,
pensions and social care (United Kingdom Parliament, 2016). The UK is currently spending
55 percent of its welfare budget on pensioners in the form of health care and pensions. This
amounted to £114bn in 2014/15 and is expected to increase with £2.8bn a year in the next five

years (United Kingdom Parliament, 2016).

In practice, as the working age population decline relative to the numbers of elderly, the state
tax income will go reduced and public expenditure will increase (United Kingdom Parliament,
2016). This means that in order to keep up the level of production and growth of the country’s
economy, the state must find ways to prevent this effect. As the threat of an ageing population
has become more prominent in recent years, the UK government has many options for
policies to mitigate the negative effects of the ageing population. Policies that reduce welfare
payments, improve health, and increase the working population has been identified as the
three areas were potential policy could impact the most. Nonetheles, it is unlikely that any
political initiative to reduce welfare payments would receive any support as the older
generations are a main part of the voters (Melo and Stockemer, 2014). Policies that improve
the healthy life expectancy (i.e. keep people healthier for longer parts of their life) would
impact positively on state healthcare spending by reducing costs. However, one area where
policy could make the largest impact to prevent the effects of the ageing population, is in
increasing the working age population to keep up productivity and tax income (Borsch-Supan,
2003).

This is in line with findings from several studies conducted on behalf of the UK government
(see for instance Harper and Walport (2014)). For example, a report by the Women’s

Business Council (2013) found that there are more than 2.4 million women in the UK who are
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not in work but who want to work. In addition, there are 1.3 million women who wish to
increase the hours they spend in paid work. Furthermore, the report estimates a 0.5 increase
growth in GDP per capita a year if the full-time equivalent labour force participation rates for
men and women were equalized. Kabeer and Natali (2013) offer a thorough assessment of a
variety of studies on women’s contribution to growth in productivity. Their findings add to
the wide range of literature that supports the positive relationship between FLFP and growth
(Briar, 2006). Furthermore, Kabeer and Natali (2013) argues that women’s employment must
be taken seriously as goal for policy and that women’s domestic work must be recognised

accordingly in supportive policies such as parental leave and public provision of childcare.

The UK government has on many occasions shown that they wish to harness the skills and
potential of women in order to boost growth, and has since 2000 invested heavily in a variety
of policies to support women’s employment in general. The main reason for doing this has,
however, so far been related to the 1999 government pledge to eradicate child poverty (Ostner

et al., 2008). Yet, the expectations of the state are not matched by the behaviour of FLFP.

2.3 The expectations of state and families

In the wake of major changes to the UK labour market, new conditions for employment have
become the norm. As the economic conditions changed in the last half of the previous
century, women increasingly took up paid work to compensate for the increased risk in
employment and the loss of the traditional male ‘job for life’. Over the past few decades,
further changes to the composition of families, and especially the increase in divorce leading
to lone parent households, has led to new expectations and implications in the relationship
between the state and families. A major issue being that the state has failed in reacting to
women’s changing role in the labour market in a sufficient way. Women rely on the state to
enforce their increasing attachment to the labour market, which is of crucial importance to
their equality in both social and economic terms. On the other hand, the state is relying on
women’s increased participation to safeguard against the negative effects of an ageing
population. Yet, as evidence presented in this thesis will imply; none of the parts are able to

meet the others expectations.

2.4 Breadwinner theory
Breadwinner theory is related to the work-family arrangement that reached its peak in the mid
twentieth century (Lyonette et al., 2007). During this time the two spheres structure was

accepted as the model foundation for society. The ‘ideal’ and ‘natural’ family arrangement in
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the eyes of society and sociologist alike were that of a breadwinner husband and a wife carer,
where both women and children were seen as a responsibility and dependants of a man. The
male breadwinner family gradually demerged in the second half of the twentieth century, and
was replaced by the model of family that has been known as the dual earner household (Lewis
and Campbell, 2007). However, as argued by O’Connor et al., the influence of the traditional
male breadwinner model is still very much pervasive. This is particularly evident in the UK in
that women conduct exceptionally high level of part-time work (in comparison to other

countries), and most work very few hours (O'connor et al., 1999).

Ciccia and Bleijenbergh (2014) examines 30 European countries in order to establish what
direction work-family arrangement has taken as countries move away from the male
breadwinner model. Their findings place UK in the category of what they name ‘one-and-a-
half breadwinner’ model. Common for countries in this category is that although women’s
labour force participation is encouraged, the extent of social policies does not allow for
women to work full-time; thus, women’s paid work is seen as supplementary but not as a
replacement for unpaid care work. In the case of the UK were women increasingly report that
they wish to work more hours but that they cannot access affordable, quality, childcare to do
so; progression in the delivery of sufficient childcare through policy is contradictory and

notably slower than changes evident in the social reality (Daly, 2011).

2.5 The double burden

In gender theory and research the double burden is a well known phenomenon. It refers to
how women have over time and in response to societal changes and expectations from the
state etc., entered the domain of working for pay but at the same time keeping the same or
similar amount of responsibilities in terms of looking after children and the household. In
practice this creates a double burden on women where their total hours of work, both unpaid
and paid is a great deal larger than those of men. The double burden has been widely
acknowledged as an important societal issue and as a result there is a growing body of
research in the area. Hochschild and Machung (1990) terms this phenomenon ‘the second
shift’ and their findings were similar to that of other research of the time; namely that despite
their entry into the paid labour force, women continue to conduct the majority of household
and family chores and responsibilities.
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The double burden remains a very relevant problem today as studies have found that even
though women have been increasing the hours they participate in paid work in recent years,
they still conduct the majority of unpaid work at home (Lewis and Campbell, 2007).

2.6 History of female labour force participation in the UK

2.6.1The post war years

After the war there was a production drive to increase exports and the UK faced a labour
shortage, as a response appeals were made to encourage women to stay in the workforce and
to take up paid work. Although the labour shortage was expected to be temporary, it lasted
well into the 1960’s and decision makers began to point to married women as a labour reserve
that would give fewer problems than the employment of overseas workers (Beechey and
Perkins, 1987). Thus, the pattern of increasing employment for women became a trend. Still,
most women worked part-time jobs and the work continued to be unskilled for the decades
after the war. Despite women now being seen as a resource in the eyes of policy makers, by
law it was still possible to discriminate against women. Women were routinely sacked upon
marriage or pregnancy, and were barred from certain occupations. Women received less pay
even when they did the same job as men. Mothers of young children were discouraged from

working.

Women continued to campaign for equal pay throughout the 50°s and 60’s, by 1970 the Equal
Pay Act was passed and applied to public and private sectors where men and women did
similar work. Yet, women in jobs that were gender segregated, such as secretaries and typists,

were still paid low wages in comparison with men.

2.6.2 Development from 1990 and onwards

The areas of FLFP and gender equality saw arguably little development in the UK in the
1990s. The conservative government who was in power for most of the ‘90s had little to no
focus on social policy (Turner, 2013) as it was mostly concerned with political division
regarding membership in the European Union. Despite little development in terms of
women’s political representation, social policy and gender equality, the ‘90s was a decade
where the views, attitudes and beliefs of the UK population developed tremendously (Turner,
2013). These changes led to a new culture of higher acceptance, where cultural and social
equality became of major importance. Thus, when Labour came into power in 1997, there was
a political shift from economic to social liberalism. Turner (2013) argues that the changes

seen in the UK in the ‘90s was not brought about by the politics and policies of the time, but
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that it was instead a result of this gradual shift from economic to social liberalism; resulting in
a “demand for equality, initially in terms of culture, with the possibility that it might extend
into the political sphere” (2013) .

In the mid ‘90s, the UK opted out of what was known as ‘the social chapter’ of the Maastricht
treaty due to the conservative’s view that the UK was an EU leader in the marketplace and
therefore would lose it competitive advantage if partaking in a binding EU agreement on
social legislation (Her Majesty's Government, 2014). As a result, the social chapter applied to
all EU member states but the UK until 1997, when the new Labour government agreed to be
bound by the agreement. For the UK this meant that any social policy legislation that had
been negotiated in the period of the opt-out, would apply to the UK without any option for
negotiating to make legislation fit with UK employment practices. This spurred a wave of
changes to social policy and rights for UK citizens.

2.7 Social investment strategy

After the UK joined the social chapter of the Maastricht Treaty, new terms came into the UK
political discussion. One of these terms is what is known as social investment. The European
Commission (2017) offers the following definition for social investment: “Social investment
is about investing in people. It means policies designed to strengthen people’s skills and
capacities and support them to participate fully in employment and social life. Key policy
areas include education, quality childcare, healthcare, training, job-search assistance and
rehabilitation”. Although the UK has extensive policies in areas like health care and
education, the idea of investing in people through supporting them to fully participate in both
employment and social life through for instance childcare policy, was a totally new
perspective of UK policy making. Underlying the European Commission’s definition are
some important connections, mainly that key policy areas are linked. For instance, even if a
country provides free high quality education on a universal level, failure in providing quality
childcare that is accessible universally will lead to the education policy becoming less
effective; as half the population’s skills will not be available during their childbearing and
rearing years. Thus, the notion of social investment is highly relevant to gender equality as it
implies policy that helps all people, regardless of gender, to participate fully in employment
and social life. However, in order to succeed with social investment strategies in a liberal
state, the boundaries of division of responsibility for care for the dependant (children, sick and

elderly) between state, market and family, must be renegotiated.
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Bound by EU commitment, the UK developed what can be recognised as a social investment
strategy throughout the first decade of the 2000s. This strategy involved the implementation
of a variety of so called ‘family friendly’ policies like parental leave, subsidised childcare etc.
These policies were expected to have a positive effect on women’s labour market behaviour.
However, despite extensive expenditure on such policies, the results are still lacking. In a
2008 comparative review of family policy within the European context, Ostner et al. (2008)
concludes that despite the UK Governments ambitious goals, the welfare state is still strongly
reflecting that it is built upon the male breadwinner family. Furthermore, Ostner et al. (2008)
argues that the move towards an individualistic state in the UK has been strangled because
social policies are still based on the principles of the male breadwinner model of family
arrangement. In practice, this means that women are forced to take on work that fit with their

care obligations, and therefore do not have the opportunity to fully access paid work.

The political commitment towards a social investment strategy is likely to be affected by the
result of the 2016 referendum which ended in the UK pulling out of the EU. Although
historically it was being bound by EU legislation that forced the UK to make efforts in the
area of social policy, there still remains a strong business case for continuing the efforts
regardless of the lack of results so far. Social investment is of crucial importance to all
citizens but in particular to women. O'connor et al. (1999) stresses the importance of the state
to afford women a minimum income, or at least the right to earn one, in order for women to
have the option of escaping personal economic dependence. Social investment is therefore
also of major importance to families as especially women’s full access to employment alters
the nature of family organisation and responsibilities. To illustrate the impact of a universal
social investment strategy the next section will take a closer look at the case of the Nordic

countries.

2.8 The Nordic Model of Social Investment and Family Policy

The idea of social investment stems back to Sweden in the 1930s where social democrats
argued that social policy was not a cost but instead an investment (Tilton, 1990). Although
social investment today reflects ‘new’ ideas in international context, the idea spread
throughout the Nordic countries in the last century resulting in the common welfare model

found in these countries today.

The Nordic countries are well known for their welfare strategies and their models for family

policy. Although none of the countries have the exact similar system as the others, the Nordic
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model of family welfare policy is a term used collectively about the combination of policies
that are particular for these social democratic, Nordic countries. Each country has its own
unique model but they are all different versions of the same political view; a view that
investment in families and children creates productive and happy citizens. In political context,
the success of the Nordic countries has over the past few decades been repeatedly brought into

light by politicians and organizations worldwide as an example to follow.

In general, what characterizes the family policies of these countries, are that they are all
universal, generous in terms of paid parental leave, provision of high quality childcare, and
that the policies are designed to reduce gender inequality both in the work place and in the
home (Lammi-Taskula et al., 2012). In terms of gender equality, Nordic policy stands out in
that policies are designed to limit inequality for both men and women, and as a result ‘father’s
rights’ has become a key element for policy making in several of these countries (Kamerman
and Moss, 2009). These policy features in combination has proved to be unique to the social
democratic countries, and has lead to high FLFP and gender equality as well as low measures
of child poverty (Jaumotte, 2004).

2.8.1 Parental Leave

Parental leave refers to both maternity leave (can only be used by the mother) and paternity
leave (can only be used by the father) as well as to parental leave which can be shared
between both parents. As mentioned earlier, the level of parental leave is high in all the
Nordic countries. The policies for parental leave has been reformed and extended many times
in all the countries since the first parental leave policies were introduced, and today appears
roughly as illustrated in the tables on the next page.
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Denmark Finland Iceland Norway Sweden

Maternity 18 17.5 ()" - (2)°
leave

Paternity 2° 3 - 2 2°
leave

Shared 32/40° 26.5 12 27137’ 51.5°
parental leave

Father’s (3% 510 12 10 8.5
guota

Mother’s - - 12 ot 8.5
guota

Table 1 - Leave length with income-related compensation in 2010 (weeks), adapted from
Lammi-Taskula et al. (2012)

! Obligatory leave after birth.

2 Obligatory leave before or after birth, with or without compensation.

% Six weeks in the public sector.* As of July 2011, the father’s quota in Norway has been
extended to 12 weeks.

> Five days of father’s quota = a week.

®With full compensation/reduced reimbursement.

"With 100% or 80% reimbursement.

8390 days (seven days = a week). To this , in certain municipalities, can be added the
opportunity to receive a childcare allowance until the child turns three. Municipalities can
themselves decide whether they wish to provide childcare allowances, and generally,
conservative-led municipalities have done so.

? In the industrial sector.

19 The father receives five bonus weeks if he uses two weeks of the shared portion of parental
leave.

1 On might as well call at least six of these weeks “maternity leave”, because the mother is
not allowed to work.

Denmark Finland Iceland Norway Sweden
Maternity 18 17.5 )" - (2)°
leave
Paternity 2° 3 - 2 2°
leave
Shared 32/40° 26.5 12 27137’ 51.5°
parental leave
Father’s (3% 510 12 10 8.5
guota
Mother’s - - 12 ol 8.5
guota

Table 2 - Leave length with income-related compensation in 2010 (weeks), adapted from
Lammi-Taskula et al. (2012)
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The motivation for the different types of parental leave can be very different and have indeed
changed over time in the Nordic countries. Maternity leave is most often meant as a period for
the mother to gain health after pregnancy and birth whilst paternity leave often comes in the
form of a couple of weeks immediately after birth for the father to be at home in order to get
to know his child and participate whilst the mother recovers after giving birth. Parental leave
serves the purpose of allowing one parent to stay home from work for a period to look after
the child, and can be either a family based right where parents decide who will take the leave
or an individual right where it is non-transferable with a set time for each parent (Lammi-
Taskula et al., 2012).

Since the Nordic countries’ welfare systems are built upon the concept of universalism, the
right to parental leave is equal for everyone, regardless of income status, hours worked etc.
However, the compensation in many cases varies depending on work status in the period
before taking out the leave (Lammi-Taskula et al., 2012). Still, there is some form for
compensation for all regardless of status (i.e student, unemployed, etc.). The level of
compensation can be said to illustrate the value the society put upon caring for the young
(Lammi-Taskula et al., 2012), and has proven to be of high importance for fathers uptake of
leave. As men in general earn more than women, it is likely that if compensation is low, the
family may see too large a loss in income if the man makes use of paternity/parental leave. A
high level of income compensation helps this by eliminating the financial costs of men taking
up leave. However, father’s uptake of leave also depend on cultural factors and as a result
several of the Nordic countries are now operating with father’s quota’s. Father’s quotas are
non-transferable leave that will fall away if not taken by the father. Iceland has the most
gender equal leave policy of the Nordic countries, where mother’s and father’s both are
entitled to 3 months each by quota in addition to 3 months they can freely share between
them. In practice, this means that if the father does not make use of his 3 months, the family
lose 3 months income compensation and is left with the option of the mother staying home on
unpaid leave, or having to arrange childcare in other ways. Both these options carry costs and
thus the most financially viable solution is for the father to make use of his 3 months. This
policy has proven to be extremely successful in increasing fathers uptake of leave, and
therefore also in promoting gender equality, which has lead to the reception of much attention
internationally (O'brien et al., 2007).
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2.8.2 Childcare Arrangements

All of the Nordic countries provide extensive publicly funded childcare. This service is
universal in that it is available to all children regardless of parent’s income or labour market
status. The service is largely organised as institutional care and is delivered all year round.
Although mostly a public service, the market fills in the gap between supply and demand in
many of the countries without any difference to parents or children as the quality and the cost
is similar in both private and public institutions. The focus of Nordic childcare is more on
education than on care and is thus seen as a right of the child instead of just a service to allow
parents to work. The child becomes entitled to a childcare place at an early age, usually

around the age of one year or around the time when paid parental leave ends.

There is strict regulation of quality which means that staff is higher educated and better paid,
this again ensures a higher status for childcare staff. As required education and wages
received has increased in Nordic childcare, it has become a more common profession for men.
This is seen as highly positive, especially in relation to the gendered division of labour.
Childcare, both public and private, is heavily subsidised and as a result the cost to the parents
is low. The combination of high quality childcare and low costs, leads to a high take-up rate
where most childre