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‘They’re getting divorced, and they’ll do anything NOT to get custody of the kids.” So
reads the promotional poster, in French, for a new movie, “Papa ou Maman” (“Daddy or
Mommy”), plastered all over Paris during my recent visit there. The movie sounds like
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OPINION

The Global Flight From the Family
It’s not only in the West or prosperous nations—the decline in marriage and drop in birth

rates is rampant, with potentially dire fallout.

Broken PHOTO: GETTY IMAGES

Updated Feb. 21, 2015 12:17 a.m. ET

By NICHOLAS EBERSTADT
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quintessential French comedy, but its plot touches on a deep and serious reality—and
one not particular to France.

All around the world today, pre-existing family patterns are being upended by a
revolutionary new force: the seemingly unstoppable quest for convenience by adults
demanding ever-greater autonomy. We can think of this as another triumph of
consumer sovereignty, which has at last brought rational choice and elective affinities
into a bastion heretofore governed by traditions and duties—many of them onerous.
Thanks to this revolution, it is perhaps easier than ever before to free oneself from the
burdens that would otherwise be imposed by spouses, children, relatives or significant
others with whom one shares a hearth.

Yet in infancy and childhood and then again much later, in feebleness or senescence,
people need more from others. Whatever else we may be, we are all manifestly
inconvenient at the start and end of life. Thus the recasting of the family puts it on a
collision course with the inescapable inconvenience of the human condition itself—
portending outcomes and risks we have scarcely begun to consider.

To evaluate the world-wide flight from the family, we can start in the U.S. Remarkably
enough, we do not actually know the probabilities of getting married and staying
married in America today, because the government doesn’t collect the information
needed to make an estimate. We do know that both marriage and in situ parenting are
increasingly regarded as optional for child-rearing.

As of 2013, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, just over 40% of
babies in the U.S. were born outside marriage, and for 2014 the Census Bureau estimated
that 27% of all children (and 22% of “White” children) lived in a fatherless home. But the
opt-out from the old family norm is even more advanced than these figures suggest. A
2011 study by two Census researchers reckoned that just 59% of all American children
(and 65% of “Anglo” or non-Hispanic white children) lived with married and biological
parents as of 2009. Unless there is a change in this “revealed preference” against
married unions that include children, within the foreseeable future American children
who reside with their married birthparents will be in the minority.

Now consider Europe, where the revolution in the family has gained still more ground.
European demographers even have an elegant name for the phenomenon: They call it
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the Second Demographic Transition (the First being the shift from high birth rates and
death rates to low ones that began in Europe in the early industrial era and by now
encompasses almost every society). In the schema of the Second Demographic
Transition, long, stable marriages are out, and divorce or separation are in, along with
serial cohabitation and increasingly contingent liaisons. Not surprisingly, this new
environment of perennially conditional, no-fault unions was also seen as ushering in an
era of more or less permanent sub-replacement fertility.

According to Eurostat, the European Union’s statistical agency, the probability of
marriage before age 50 has been plummeting for European women and men, while the
chance of divorce for those who do marry has been soaring. In Belgium—the birth-land
of the scholars who initially detected this Second Transition—the likelihood of a first
marriage for a woman of reproductive age is now down to 40%, and the likelihood of
divorce is over 50%. This means that in Belgium the odds of getting married and staying
married are under one in five. A number of other European countries have similar or
even lower odds.

Europe has also seen a surge in “child-free” adults—voluntary childlessness. The
proportion of childless 40-something women is one in five for Sweden and Switzerland,
and one in four for Italy. In Berlin and in the German city-state of Hamburg, it’s nearly
one in three, and rising swiftly. Europe’s most rapidly growing family type is the one-
person household: the home not only child-free, but partner- and relative-free as well.
In Western Europe, nearly one home in three (32%) is already a one-person unit, while
in autonomy-prizing Denmark the number exceeds 45%. The rise of the one-person
home coincides with population aging. But it is not primarily driven by the graying of
European society, at least thus far: Over twice as many Danes under 65 are living alone
as those over 65.

Lest one suspect that there is something about this phenomenon that is culturally
specific to Western countries, we have Japan, whose fabled “Asian family values” are
now largely a thing of the past. Contemporary Japanese women have lifestyle options
that were unthinkable for their grandmothers, including divorce, separation,
cohabitation and remaining single. Japanese women are availing themselves of these
new choices. Given recent trajectories, demographers Miho Iwasawa and Ryuichi
Kaneko project that a Japanese woman born in 1990 stands less than even odds of
getting married and staying married to age 50.

3



2/25/15, 4:01 PMNicholas Eberstadt: The Global Flight From the Family - WSJ

Page 4 of 6http://www.wsj.com/articles/nicholas-eberstadt-the-global-flight-from-the-family-1424476179

To be sure, unlike Europe and the U.S., Japan still severely stigmatizes childbearing
outside marriage. Childlessness, on the other hand, is socially acceptable. Nowadays
about one-sixth of Japanese women in their mid-40s are still single, and about 30% of all
women that age are childless. Twenty years hence, by Mr. Kaneko’s projections, 38% of
all Japanese women in their mid-40s would be childless, and an even higher share—just
over 50%—would never have grandchildren.

Much the same has been taking place around East and Southeast Asia for at least a
generation. From South Korea to Singapore, China is rimmed by countries where
marriage is being postponed or, increasingly, forgone; where networks of extended kin
are withering due to extreme sub-replacement fertility; and where childlessness is on
the rise.

Thus far the Chinese mainland has been conspicuously resistant to these trends. Yet
according to the 2011 Hong Kong census, 22% of the Chinese territory’s women in their
late 30s were unmarried—almost the same as for Japan. Further, over 30% of Hong
Kong’s women in their early 40s are childless, more than doubling in 15 years. Similar,
albeit somewhat less accentuated, tendencies are reported in Taiwan.

Formidable as the imperatives of Confucian familial tradition may be, they evidently
can be overpowered by the more immediate attractions and pressures of modern life.
Recognition of the fragility of the Confucian ethos in the face of a “me ethos” may help
explain why Beijing saw the need in 2012 to amend its laws on the protection of the
elderly. Those laws had already criminalized nonsupport of one’s elderly parents; now
elderly parents are allowed to sue their children for spending insufficient time with
them.

America, Europe and the highly modernized reaches of East and Southeast Asia are
affluent and “globalized.” But the undoing of previously accepted family arrangements
is also under way in seemingly traditional low-income societies—Muslim-majority
societies in particular. Although it has attracted strangely little attention, a flight from
marriage within the Arab world is in process, led by masses of women who wish to bend
or break the rules of family life to which their mothers had submitted.

According to the U.N. Population Division’s “World Marriage Data 2012,” the proportion
of never-married women in their late 30s was higher in Morocco in 2004 than in the U.S.
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in 2009 (18% vs. 16%). By the same token, the percentage of single women in their early
40s was higher in Lebanon in 2007 than in Italy in 2010 (22% vs. 18%). And nearly 32% of
Libyan women in their late 30s were unmarried in 2006—20 times the percentage barely
two decades earlier, even higher than for Denmark in 2011 (29%).

Every stage of the Arab world’s female flight from marriage is taking place on roughly a
third of the GDP per capita, and just half the mean years of schooling, of the
corresponding steps for societies from the affluent West or the affluent East. What this
means: High levels of income and educational attainment are not preconditions for the
new family revolution in those spots on the globe it hasn’t reached.

Our world-wide flight from family constitutes a significant international victory for
self-actualization over self-sacrifice, and might even be said to mark a new chapter in
humanity’s conscious pursuit of happiness. But these voluntary changes also have
unintended consequences. The deleterious impact on the hardly inconsequential
numbers of children disadvantaged by the flight from the family is already plain enough.
So too the damaging role of divorce and out-of-wedlock childbearing in exacerbating
income disparities and wealth gaps—for society as a whole, but especially for children.
Yes, children are resilient and all that. But the flight from family most assuredly comes
at the expense of the vulnerable young.

That same flight also has unforgiving implications for the vulnerable old. With
America’s baby boomers reaching retirement, and a world-wide “gray wave” around the
corner, we are about to learn the meaning of those implications firsthand.

In the decades ahead, ever more care and support for seniors will be required, especially
for the growing contingent among the elderly who will be victims of dementia, or are
childless and socially isolated. Remember, a longevity revolution is also under way. Yet
by some cruel cosmic irony, family structures and family members will be less capable,
and perhaps also less willing, to provide that care and support than ever before.

That contradiction promises to frame an overarching social problem, not just in so-
called developed countries but throughout the world. It is far from clear that humanity
is prepared to cope with the consequences of its impending family deficit, with
increasing independence for those traditionally most dependent on others—i.e., the
young and old. Public policies are the obvious candidate for the task. But as the past
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century of social policy has demonstrated, government is a highly imperfect substitute
for family—and a very expensive one.

Mr. Eberstadt is a political economist at the American Enterprise Institute in Washington,
D.C.
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The Economic Benefits of Paid Parental Leave
JAN. 30, 2015

Economic View

By CLAIRE CAIN MILLER

When Larisa Casillas gave birth to a boy two years ago, the Bay Area nonprofit
organization where she worked gave her only four weeks of paid leave. But she took
more than that, including 12 weeks paid by California’s state family leave program,
one of the few of its kind in the nation.

Ms. Casillas said the extra time was essential for bonding with her son,
meeting other mothers and staving off postpartum depression. “Honestly, without
that income support, I wouldn’t have made it,” she said.

If President Obama has his way, paid leave for new parents and people caring
for ailing relatives will become national policy. Last month, he gave federal
employees the right to take six weeks of paid leave when they become parents. And
in his State of the Union address, Mr. Obama framed paid leave as a crucial
economic matter.

“It’s time we stop treating child care as a side issue or a women’s issue, and

27

http://www.nytimes.com/
http://nyti.ms/1652pRG
http://www.nytimes.com/newsletters/upshot/
http://www.nytimes.com/upshot
http://www.nytimes.com/column/economic-view
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/m/claire_cain_miller/index.html
http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2015/01/14/fact-sheet-white-house-unveils-new-steps-strengthen-working-families-acr
https://medium.com/@WhiteHouse/president-obamas-state-of-the-union-address-remarks-as-prepared-for-delivery-55f9825449b2
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/upshot&pos=Frame4A&sn2=302cb292/749a6753&sn1=eda8de62/b1bc80d1&camp=FoxSearchlight_AT2015-1977457-March-G&ad=3.3_MarigoldHotel_96x60-NOWPLAYING&goto=http%3A%2F%2Fwww%2Efandango%2Ecom%2Fthesecondbestexoticmarigoldhotel%5F179758%2Fmovieoverview


3/10/15, 5:25 PMThe Economic Benefits of Paid Parental Leave - NYTimes.com

Page 2 of 4http://www.nytimes.com/2015/02/01/upshot/the-economic-benefits-of-paid-parental-leave.html?_r=0&abt=0002&abg=0

treat it like the national economic priority that it is,” he said. Paid leave could help
increase the percentage of women in the work force, he said, and help middle-class
families earn stable incomes.

On the other hand, opponents of paid leave say it is an economic burden that
can be expensive for businesses, which do not need more mandates from the
government on how to operate their enterprises.

What are the true economic effects of paid leave? Real-life experiments are
underway in three states that already have operational paid leave programs:
California, New Jersey and Rhode Island. Their experiences — particularly
California’s, where the policy is a decade old — offer some answers. (New Jersey’s
started in 2009 and Rhode Island’s last year.)

Economists have found that with paid leave, more people take time off,
particularly low-income parents who may have taken no leave or dropped out of
the work force after the birth. Paid leave raises the probability that mothers return
to employment later, and then work more hours and earn higher wages. Paid leave
does not necessarily help businesses — but it does not seem to hurt them, either.

“For workers who use these programs, they are extremely beneficial,” said
Ruth Milkman, a sociologist at the Graduate Center, City University of New York.
“And the business lobby’s predictions about how these programs are really a big
burden on employers are not accurate.”

The Obama plan would provide six weeks of paid leave — very little compared
with other industrialized countries. Britain gives 52 weeks of leave, most of it paid,
for instance. At the moment, though, only 11 percent of American workers have
access to paid family leave, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics. The Family
and Medical Leave Act gives workers 12 weeks of unpaid leave, but only about half
of employees are eligible.

For mothers, social scientists say, the benefits of paid leave go well beyond the
fact that newborns need round-the-clock care and mothers need time to recover
from childbirth.

In California, for example, the paid leave law doubled typical maternity leaves
to six to seven weeks, according to a study by three researchers, Maya Rossin-
Slater, Christopher J. Ruhm and Jane Waldfogel. The increases were striking for
unmarried and nonwhite women and those without a college degree, who have
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been less likely to work at companies with paid leave. Leave-taking among high
school graduates rose 8 percentage points and 12 points among black mothers.
Among college-educated and white mothers, by contrast, it rose by a statistically
insignificant amount.

“The punch line is it reduces disparities in leave-taking between low and high
socioeconomic groups, and does so without damaging these women’s later labor
market prospects,” said Ms. Rossin-Slater, an assistant professor of economics at
the University of California, Santa Barbara.

Still, only 36 percent of California voters were aware of the state’s program, a
Field Poll in October found. Awareness has declined among nonwhite, noncollege-
educated and female voters — exactly the people who benefit most from the policy.

Mothers in California who took leave were 6 percent more likely to be working
a year later than those who did not, according to another study co-written by Mr.
Ruhm of the University of Virginia. That matters because the percentage of women
who work in the United States has been declining.

In New Jersey, in the year after giving birth, women who take paid leave have
been about 40 percent less likely to receive public aid or food stamps, a Rutgers
study commissioned by the National Partnership for Women and Families found.

Women who took leave and returned to their jobs worked 15 to 20 percent
more hours during the second year of their child’s life than those who did not take
leave, Mr. Ruhm found, and their hourly wages increased about 5 percent.

Jennie Pasquarella, who took paid leave from her job at a Los Angeles
nonprofit organization when she had twin boys a year and a half ago, said the time
off was an enormous help. “I was not sleeping for most of that period, so if the
circumstances were different and I would have had to go back earlier, I don’t know
how I would be able to properly function at work.”

The three states that offer paid family leave finance it through payroll taxes
that pay into the states’ existing temporary disability insurance programs. Another
state, Washington, which does not have temporary disability insurance, approved
paid family leave in 2007 but has not started the program for financial reasons. At
California companies, many of which lobbied against the law, fears about its effects
have not played out. From 89 percent to 99 percent of employers say it has had no
effect or a positive one on productivity, profitability, turnover and morale,
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according to a report by Ms. Milkman and Eileen Appelbaum, an economist at the
Center for Economic and Policy Research. Eighty-seven percent say it has not
increased costs. Nine percent say they saved money, because of decreased turnover
or benefit payments.

Still, social scientists say, leaves can backfire on workers if employers penalize
them by denying promotions or raises.

In short, a paid leave law helps, but it is not enough. There must also be
changes in public awareness and workplace culture. But a national policy would be
a step in that direction.

Correction: January 30, 2015 
An earlier version of this article incorrectly described the leave given Larisa Casillas.
She received one month of paid leave, not zero months. An earlier photo caption with
this article misspelled the surname of the woman sho took paid leave from her job at a
Los Angeles nonprofit organization. She is Jennie Pasquarella, not Pasquerella.
The Upshot provides news, analysis and graphics about politics, policy and everyday life.
Follow us on Facebook and Twitter. Sign up for our weekly newsletter.

A version of this article appears in print on February 1, 2015, on page BU3 of the New York edition with the
headline: The Economic Benefits of Paid Parental Leave.

© 2015 The New York Times Company
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Why U.S. Women Are Leaving Jobs Behind
DEC. 12, 2014

By Claire Cain Miller and Liz Alderman
Since Kerry Devine, 32, and her friends began having children, she has noticed a
stark difference between her female friends in Auburn, Wash., where she lives, and
those in England and Cyprus, where she grew up. In the United States, they almost
all stopped working outside the home, at least until their children were in school.
Yet, she says, she can’t think of a friend in Europe who left work after her children
were born.

Ms. Devine quit her job after she had her first child, a girl, four years ago,
because she thought 12 weeks of maternity leave was too short. “I just didn’t want
to leave her in day care or pay for the expenses of it,” she said. When she gave birth
to twin boys this year, a return to work — she had been a property manager for
apartment buildings — looked even less plausible.

Her story would have played out differently, she said, if she had been living in
her native England. Like many European countries, Britain offers a year of
maternity leave, much of it paid, and protections for part-time workers, among
other policies aimed at keeping women employed.
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“I would have been O.K. putting a 1-year-old baby in day care, but not a 12-
week-old,” Ms. Devine said. “More flexible hours and being able to work from
home part of the time definitely would have made a big difference.”

Her thinking is shared by many American women — and plays a role in a
significant economic reversal. As recently as 1990, the United States had one of the
top employment rates in the world for women, but it has now fallen behind many
European countries. After climbing for six decades, the percentage of women in the
American work force peaked in 1999, at 74 percent for women between 25 and 54.
It has fallen since, to 69 percent today.

In many other countries, however, the percentage of working women has
continued to climb. Switzerland, Australia, Germany and France now outrank the
United States in prime-age women’s labor force participation, as do Canada and
Japan.

While the downturn and the weak economy of recent years have eliminated
many of the jobs women held, a lack of family-friendly policies also appears to have
contributed to the lower rate. In a New York Times/CBS News/Kaiser Family
Foundation poll of nonworking adults aged 25 to 54 in the United States,
conducted last month, 61 percent of women said family responsibilities were a
reason they weren’t working, compared with 37 percent of men. Of women who
identify as homemakers and have not looked for a job in the last year, nearly three-
quarters said they would consider going back if a job offered flexible hours or
allowed them to work from home.

The poll also showed a stark difference between the experiences of nonworking
women and men. Although the numbers of both have risen in the last 15 years,
many more women appear to be in a better position to re-enter the work force.
Women are much more likely to have left their last job voluntarily and less likely to
say they suffer from health problems that keep them from working.

But the experience of not working is also considerably more positive for
women than men, the poll shows, which means that women are often not desperate
to return to work. Women are more likely to say that not working has improved
their romantic relationships, while men are more likely to say those relationships
have suffered. Women who aren’t working spend more time exercising than they
once did. Men spend less.
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Still, many women also seem interested in working again — under the right
conditions. And near the top of the list of those requirements is the flexibility to
avoid upending their family life. Many fewer women than men said they would be
willing to take a job with trade-offs that might significantly affect their lives:
moving to a different city, commuting more than an hour each way, or working
nontraditional hours. Notably, women with children at home account for many of
the differences. Women without children often have attitudes about unemployment
that are more similar to men’s, the poll shows.

For many women with children, it seems, the decision about work involves
weighing a particularly complex set of benefits and drawbacks. And often the
challenge is insurmountable in part because there is a dearth of programs and
policies in the United States to support women in their prime career and
childbearing years. In Europe, meanwhile, such policies have continued to expand
and evolve in recent years. They include subsidized child care, generous parental
leaves and taxation of individuals instead of families, which encourages women’s
employment. Social acceptance of working motherhood has also made a difference
in countries like France, where the birthrate has risen even as more women enter
the work force.

“Equality, both in the larger society, but also in the family, seems to be
advanced by having women work outside the home,” said Francine Blau, an
economist at Cornell University.

That is not to say, however, that Europe has achieved workplace equality. The
same policies that enable women to work in large numbers can also hold them back
from reaching senior-level jobs. They become stuck in part-time work or fall behind
during long leaves. Women are less likely to work in the United States, according to
Ms. Blau’s research, but when they do, they tend to be more successful.

The steepest declines in work-force participation were among unmarried,
childless women. They are more likely to be young and unskilled, the people for
whom job opportunities are scarcest regardless of sex, said Robert Moffitt, an
economist at Johns Hopkins University.

But the reversal in the employment rate of prime-age women, most of whom
have children, has been more surprising.

At the upper end of the economic ladder, said Pamela Stone, a sociologist at
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Hunter College who studies gender and employment, the rapid increase in hours
“has made it tough, and at the same time we have seemingly unending pressures on
parents.”

Among less-educated and lower-income women, the stresses of trying to work
and raise children are particularly challenging.

“It’s tougher and tougher for women to make it worthwhile to work,” Ms. Stone
said. “For low- and middle-income families, it literally isn’t worth going to work if
the cost of child care exceeds what you’d bring in, and that calculus is exacerbated
in an economic downturn.”

Of American women who are not working, according to the Times/CBS/Kaiser
poll, 17 percent did not graduate from high school and 77 percent did not graduate
from college. Just 7 percent have a graduate degree.

Nearly a third of the relative decline in women’s labor-force participation in
the United States, compared with European countries, can be explained by
Europe’s expansion of policies like paid parental leave, part-time work and child
care and the lack of those policies in the United States, according to a study by Ms.
Blau and Lawrence Kahn, also of Cornell. Had the United States had the same
policies, they calculated, women’s labor force participation rate would have been
seven percentage points higher by 2010.

Starting in the 1970s, people began marrying later, having fewer children and
divorcing more often, so women invested more in their education and careers.
“Women could be more serious in college, plan for an independent future and form
their identities before marriage and family,” Claudia Goldin, a Harvard economist,
wrote in a history of women’s economic roles.

But some attitudes in the United States have also stalled since the feminist
revolution. A Pew Research Centersurvey from 2007 reported that 41 percent of
adults say it is bad for society when mothers with young children work and just 22
percent say it is good. A recent Harvard Business School study found that among
its graduates in their 20s, men expected that their careers would be more
important than their wives’ and that they would do less child care, while women
expected equality. Because of these conflicting attitudes, women sometimes feel
unable to work even if they want to, said Ms. Stone, an author of the Harvard study.
“Often the best they can do is not what they prefer, but what’s available to them.”
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Raquell Heredia, who is 27 and lives in Fontana, Calif., is an example. She is
not working but wishes she were. “I just like working with people,” she said. “I like
being able to provide for my family.”

After she became pregnant two years ago, she had severe morning sickness.
She had no sick leave and had to quit her job as a waitress and bartender. When her
first child, who is now 9,was born, she was working at a pharmacy, but left because
it provided little maternity leave and no place to pump breast milk.

“I think that they should make it a lot easier, like for parents to have holidays
off with their kids,” she said.

Women in France, meanwhile, tell a different story. In numerous interviews,
they said the system supported them as they tried to keep their careers after having
children.

“If you want to work full time, everything is there in France to make that
possible,” said Abbey Ansart, 36, a strategic consultant at an American software
company in Paris who has three children. “I couldn’t have had the career in the
U.S. that I have here.”

Like every mother in France, Delphine Dubost, a public-school teacher in
Paris, was required to take a month and a half off before the births of her children.
She was also able to take two and a half months of maternity leave afterward, all
while receiving her full paycheck. After her second child, the law permitted her to
work 80 percent of full time without a salary cut. She enrolled her children in
France’s state-run day care system where, for about $740 a month, children receive
organic meals and even diapers. “It was great,” she said. “You can keep working,
but can also spend time with your children.”

The employment decline in the United States is especially striking, because it
has long preferred flexible labor markets — rather than extensive benefits, like
those in Europe — in the name of job growth. Europe’s long list of regulations and
benefits, including family leave policies, still seem to be exacting a cost on the
Continent’s economies. But it’s now clear the American approach has its costs, too:
The free market leaves many families, particularly many women, struggling to find
a solution that combines work and home life.

The policies that give European parents generous leaves and free diapers also
influence attitudes.
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“It is very intuitive that the fact that they provide more generous work-family
policies and that they have been expanding these policies in recent years is one
reason they have moved ahead of the U.S.,” Ms. Blau said.

In the United States, Congress passed a law in 1993 giving certain employees
12 weeks of unpaid family leave. That was the last major piece of family-friendly
federal legislation. But many European countries, which have long had paid
parental leave, have expanded such policies since 1990. They have also expanded
subsidized child care and passed laws giving workers the right to demand a part-
time schedule and prohibiting employers from discriminating against part-time
workers.

These policies have been crucial for retaining mothers in the labor force. In a
majority of countries in the eurozone, 20 to 40 percent of jobs held by women are
part time, according to the Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development.

There is a flip side to these policies. Part-time jobs are often low-paid, with
little opportunity for advancement. “From a gender-equality perspective, there are
problems with this,” said Willem Adema, a senior economist in the O.E.C.D.'s
social policy division in Paris. “It’s a sign of relatively limited access to good-quality
jobs.”

The study by Ms. Blau and Mr. Kahn found that while men and women were
equally likely to be managers in the United States, women were half as likely as
men to be managers in Europe. The combined executive committees of the 40
biggest French blue-chip-listed companies have only 45 women. None of those
companies have a female chief executive.

“Upward mobility is still not equal today,” said Muriel Pénicaud, chairwoman
and chief executive of the Invest in France Agency and a former executive at
Danone, the French food giant.

Daria Ostaptschuk had been in a diplomatic position with the O.E.C.D. in Paris
when her child was born 10 years ago. When she returned to work part time, “my
chances were not so good in advancing my career,” she said. “The trade-off is you
are getting squeezed as a half-time worker, plus you don’t get the good jobs.” She
now runs her own translation business.

The wage gap between men and women has shrunk in the United States and in
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a number of European countries since the mid-1990s. But it hasn’t budged in
France — and has grown in Italy and Portugal.

Sometimes, cultural attitudes hold back working mothers. In Germany, labor
market reforms in the 1990s led to more mothers entering the work force. But a
cultural backlash rose in some corners against mothers who chose to spend time at
work; a derogatory nickname — Rabenmutter, or “raven mothers” — was coined for
those who pushed their children out of the house into day care.

Policy makers and employers in Europe and the United States seem to be
making a calculation: Either keep a growing share of women employed or allow
them good jobs and promising career paths. Neither seems to have figured out how
to consistently do both.

There are signs that some American women, particularly college-educated
ones, may be figuring out a new solution. They seem to be taking time out of the
work force when they have children and returning when those children are older,
according to data from Ms. Goldin at Harvard. That is certainly what many women
would like to do. Of those women who are out of work and identify as homemakers
in the Times/CBS/Kaiser poll, 67 percent said it was likely that they would be
working five years from now.

Charlotte Mayo, 51, may be one of them. She left her job as a factory worker in
her late 30s, when she began fertilization treatments. “I see a lot of middle-aged
and older women becoming parents now, and they leave,” she said. She now stays
home in Pomfret, Conn., with her 10-year-old twins, but said she would consider
returning to work when they were older.

The plan is a gamble. Ms. Devine, the British mother who lives in Washington
State with three children under 5 years old, would like to return to school to switch
careers to a medical field like radiography when they are of school age. But she is
pragmatic about it. “I don’t know if I’m hirable anymore,” she said, “because I’ve
been out of the work force for so long.”
The Upshot provides news, analysis and graphics about politics, policy and everyday life.
Follow us on Facebook and Twitter. Sign up for our weekly newsletter here.

A version of this article appears in print on December 14, 2014, on page BU1 of the New York edition with the
headline: The Flexibility Gap.
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fertility rate
The average number of babies born to each woman.
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Find out more about page archiving.

PrintGeography
Managing population change

Case study: pro-natalist policy in France

Many areas of Europe have a low fertility rate because of the following reasons:

education - people are more aware of the availability of contraception and
consequences an unplanned pregnancy can have on their career
women in careers - Women may choose to follow their career choice rather
than start a family while young
later marriages
state benefits - couples no longer need children to help care for them when
older

France was a country with concerns that professional women were choosing not to
have children. The government were worried that the population was not going to
replace itself over time.

The policies that were put in place to encourage three-children families were:

a cash incentive of £675 monthly (nearly the minimum wage) for a mother to
stay off work for one year following the birth of her third child
the 'carte famille nombreuse' (large family card), giving large reductions on
train fares
income tax based on the more children the less tax to pay
three years paid parental leave, which can be used by mothers or fathers
government subsidised daycare for children under the age of three, and full
time school places for over threes paid for by the government

This has resulted in mothers considering having children and remaining in work.
The fertility rate in France is one of Europe's highest.
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French birth rate falls below two children per
woman
Tue, Jan 14 2014

PARIS (Reuters) - France's birth rate fell under the symbolically important bar of two children per woman and the country saw its
lowest population growth in a decade in 2013, data showed on Tuesday in a blow to one of its economic strengths.
The population reached 66 million inhabitants on January 1 2014, up by 280,000 residents or 0.4 percent from the previous year.
That was its weakest growth rate since 2000, a census by the INSEE statistics office showed.
The total fertility rate (TFR) fell to 1.99 children per woman in 2013 from 2.01 in 2012 and 2.03 in 2010. A rate of 2.1 children per
woman is considered necessary to keep the population growing excluding migration.
While France remains the second most fertile nation in the European Union after Ireland, which had a TFR of 2.05 in 2011, the drop
suggests that Europe's number two economy may be losing what has long been seen as a key strength.
Unlike EU economic powerhouse Germany, whose economy is heavily oriented toward exports, the French model has long
emphasized domestic consumption supported by strong population growth as the main driver of its economy.
Pro-fertility policies such as free post-natal care, subsidized daycare, allowances for each child born and discounts on a range of
services for large families have held up steady population growth in the post-war period.
But a fall in births, coupled with a rise in deaths, hints that France may be converging with more moderate growth rates like that of
Britain, with a TFR of 1.98 in 2011, though it remains above fast shrinking countries like Hungary and Poland.
Unemployment stuck around 11 percent and high taxes hit household budgets hard in the past year, squeezing spending.
Households' real gross disposable income fell 0.1 percent in the third quarter of 2013, data showed.
INSEE said an increase in the number of women over 40 years old had contributed to a drop in births, which fell to 810,000 in 2013,
down 11,000 from 2012, while the number of deaths had risen slightly to 572,000, INSEE said.
Both Italy and Germany - with respective TFRs of 1.41 and 1.36 in 2011 - are grappling with population decline that is seen
dragging on their economies as smaller workforces struggle to support larger numbers of inactive pensioners.
France is currently Europe's second most populous nation after Germany, whose 2012 population of around 82 million inhabitants is
projected to fall to just over 70 million by 2050, below France and Britain. Economists say the drop is already taking an economic
toll.
The life expectancy of French women rose to 85 years, up 2.1 years in the past decade, while it rose to 78.7 years for men, up 2.9
years in the same period.
(Reporting By Nicholas Vinocur and Marine Pennetier; editing by Mark John)

© Thomson Reuters 2014. All rights reserved. Users may download and print extracts of content from this website for their own
personal and non-commercial use only. Republication or redistribution of Thomson Reuters content, including by framing or similar
means, is expressly prohibited without the prior written consent of Thomson Reuters. Thomson Reuters and its logo are registered
trademarks or trademarks of the Thomson Reuters group of companies around the world.
Thomson Reuters journalists are subject to an Editorial Handbook which requires fair presentation and disclosure of relevant
interests.
This copy is for your personal, non-commercial use only. To order presentation-ready copies for distribution to colleagues, clients or
customers, use the Reprints tool at the top of any article or visit: www.reutersreprints.com.
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Among 38 nations, U.S. is the outlier when it
comes to paid parental leave
BY GRETCHEN LIVINGSTON (HTTP://WWW.PEWRESEARCH.ORG/AUTHOR/GLIVINGSTON/)
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(http://www.oecd.org/els/family/PF2.1_Parental_leave_systems%20-%20updated%20%2018_July_2012.pdf) Women’s labor force
participation has surged in recent decades, driven largely by increases in labor force participation among women with young
children, according to a new Pew Research Center report (http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2013/12/11/on-pay-gap-millennial-
women-near-parity-for-now/) . At the same time, fathers—virtually all of whom are in the labor force—are also taking on more
child care responsibilities, as fatherhood has grown to encompass far more than just bringing home the bacon
(http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2013/06/14/the-new-american-father/) .

Despite these transformations, the U.S. government support for working parents remains very limited, compared with 37 other
nations, according to data (http://www.oecd.org/els/family/PF2.1_Parental_leave_systems%20-
%20updated%20%2018_July_2012.pdf) compiled by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD).

The chart shows the number of weeks of federally-protected time off, as well as the amount of time off that is paid in full,
available to employed new mothers in each country. The bars combine both maternity leave and parental leave (which is
available to either a new mother or a new father).

The data do not address paid leave or other accommodations that individual employers make available to employees
or guarantees provided by a few individual states.

Of the 38 countries represented, the U.S. is the only one that does not mandate any paid leave for new mothers. In comparison,
Estonia offers about two years of paid leave, and Hungary and Lithuania offer one-and-a-half years or more of fully-paid leave.
The median amount of fully-paid time off available to a mom for the birth of a child is about five-to-six months. 

In the vast majority of countries (http://www.ilo.org/global/publications/books/WCMS_124442/lang--en/index.htm) offering paid
time off, the government is footing the bill, though in some cases employers are required to pony up, as well.

Then, there’s also protected leave, which essentially allows new parents to be away from their job to care for their baby, without
fear of losing that job. Along with Mexico, the U.S. offers the smallest amount of leave protection related to the birth of a child
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POSTS EMAIL BIO @DRGMLIVINGSTON

Gretchen Livingston (http://www.pewresearch.org/author/glivingston/) is a Senior Researcher at the Pew
Research Center’s Hispanic Trends Project and the Pew Social & Demographic Trends Project.

among these 38 countries—12 weeks. In the U.S., this is a result of the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) which was
enacted in 1993, and guarantees job security for those who have been employed for at least a year, and who work for an
organization with 50 or more employees.

At the other end of the spectrum, Poland, Estonia, Spain, Lithuania, The Czech Republic, Slovakia, Germany, Hungary, France
and Finland offer three years or more of protection for leave related to motherhood. The median amount of protected leave for
new mothers among these countries is about 13 months.

While not represented in this graphic, 25 of these countries also offer guaranteed paternity leave—leave that is specifically
available for new fathers. Norway, Ireland, Iceland, Slovenia, Sweden and Germany all offer eight weeks or more of protected
paternity leave, and with the exception of Ireland these countries also mandate that a portion of this time off be paid.

For the most part, though, paternity leave, where available, is more modest—in Greece, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, South
Korea, Austria and Hungary paternity leave is guaranteed for one week or less.

10 Comments

Penny • 1 week ago (#comment-649296)

Hmm. Europe is now in recession, with just about all its countries having higher unemployment and slower growth then the US.

There does seem to be a correlation between slow or zero growth and paid parental leave, n’est-ce pas?

Reply

Jessica Pasa • 3 months ago (#comment-582262)

Is there an organization or movement supporting fair parental leave in California? We need to ban together to fight for the right

of every mother and father to care for their babies in at least the first months of life.

Reply
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John Doe • 10 months ago (#comment-356167)

K. Brown: Plenty of those countries have healthier economies than the US does. That, despite the fact that most of them do not

place paramount importance on economic growth. They prefer to balance growth with social protections and quality of life

considerations for all. One of the lessons from the last economic crisis should be that balance is important. The developed

countries that weathered the crisis the best were the relatively well run social-democracies of northern Europe and Canada.

Countries that, for starters, regulate their banks more to prevent excesses and have social protections in place for citizens who

do find themselves unemployed during a crisis. Not to mention they treat healthcare as a basic right and a public service and

not as a profit center.

My biggest complaint about my fellow Americans is that we are too insular. We refuse to look around the world for ideas on how

to improve and when ideas are presented to us we dismiss them as inferior because it’s not the American way.

Take health care. America is the ONLY developed country in the world that doesn’t have a single-payer, universal health care

system. I have lived in several other countries, all of whom have universal health care. There is no healthcare debate in those

countries. There is nobody trying to implement an American style, private, for profit healthcare system. The only discussion is

how to make their already great system even better. People don’t have to spend huge sums on private health insurance. They

can spend it elsewhere, thus increasing consumption and economic activity. They don’t have to stay in low paid jobs or pass up

on new opportunities because they now have a medical condition that will disqualify them from getting new health insurance

through their new employer. Universal healthcare is not a drag on the economic activity and mobility, private, for-profit

healthcare is.

The subject of this article is maternity leave. I have lived in one of the countries near the top of this list. It has a strong economy.

I never heard anybody complain that the maternity leave was too generous and it was a drag on the economy. I have also lived

in the region that is almost always rated as the free-est free market in the world. Even they give 10 weeks fully paid maternity

leave. The only complaints I heard while living there was that 10 weeks wasn’t enough.

The rich right in the US want us all to believe that anything that restricts their ability to do whatever they want will hurt the

economy. That’s total BS. The rich don’t drive the economy. Big business doesn’t drive the economy it’s a leech on the economy.

Big businesses use their leverage to extract major lease, tax and other concessions from local and state governments in order

to open factories/stores in their areas and “create jobs”. That’s not job creation, that’s job redistribution. Taking jobs from one

place in the US and moving them somewhere else. They then use the huge economic advantage they have negotiated to

suppress wages and benefits for their workers. When a company like Walmart opens a store in a small town, most of the other

retailers go out of business. All the workers have nowhere else to go so Walmart can pay whatever they want.

The economy is driven by small business and middle class consumption. The current attack on the middle class is only going to

hasten the demise of the US as a global economic power.

Reply

Steven Collins • 10 months ago (#comment-350782)

I find it odd that on one hand I hear daily about family values, and how the family is the key to raising kids right. Heard about

single parent households, especially in the AA community that is directly attributable to higher incarceration rates etc. On the

other hand, we do absolutely NOTHING to promote birth rates or reinforce the family in congress or locally. Makes us seem

kinda hypocritical to me.

Reply
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Matt • 6 months ago (#comment-504764)

The only thing I disagree with in your statement is the word “kinda”.

Reply

gwg • 1 year ago (#comment-143974)

I believe the US is also the only country with no legally-mandated paid holiday. I guess there’s no time for time off if you’re

pursuing the American dream… ugh.

Reply

Eugenia Kaneshige • 1 year ago (#comment-141285)

We’re also an outlier when it comes to being an economic power. How many U.S. citizens applied for Estonia citizenship in this

century?

Reply

Buck • 8 months ago (#comment-486992)

Eugenia K: Which makes it all the more shameful that US corporations provide such poor worker benefits.

Reply

wwmike • 1 year ago (#comment-141263)

this must be one of those things that makes us “the greatest” nation. Just joking.

Reply

K Brown • 1 year ago (#comment-140806)

Interesting article, The chart seems to show that government “protections” or involvement in private lives may have a snuffing

effect on national economies.

Reply
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ABSTRACT

Paid maternity leave has gained greater salience in the past few decades as mothers have increasingly
entered the workforce. Indeed, the median number of weeks of paid leave to mothers among OECD
countries was 14 in 1980, but had risen to 42 by 2011. We assess the case for paid maternity leave,
focusing on parents' responses to a series of policy reforms in Norway which expanded paid leave
from 18 to 35 weeks (without changing the length of job protection). Our first empirical result is that
none of the reforms seem to crowd out unpaid leave. Each reform increases the amount of time spent
at home versus work by roughly the increased number of weeks allowed. Since income replacement
was 100% for most women, the reforms caused an increase in mother's time spent at home after birth,
without a reduction in family income. Our second set of empirical results reveals the expansions had
little effect on a wide variety of outcomes, including children's school outcomes, parental earnings
and participation in the labor market in the short or long run, completed fertility, marriage or divorce.
Not only is there no evidence that each expansion in isolation had economically significant effects,
but this null result holds even if we cumulate our estimates across all expansions from 18 to 35 weeks.
Our third finding is that paid maternity leave is regressive in the sense that eligible mothers have higher
family incomes compared to ineligible mothers or childless individuals. Within the group of eligibles,
the program also pays higher amounts to mothers in wealthier families. Since there was no crowd out
of unpaid leave, the extra leave benefits amounted to a pure leisure transfer, primarily to middle and
upper income families. Finally, we investigate the financial costs of the extensions in paid maternity
leave. We find these reforms had little impact on parents' future tax payments and benefit receipt. As
a result, the large increases in public spending on maternity leave imply a considerable increase in
taxes, at a cost to economic efficiency. Taken together, our findings suggest the generous extensions
to paid leave were costly, had no measurable effect on outcomes and regressive redistribution properties.
In a time of harsh budget realities, our findings have important implications for countries that are considering
future expansions or contractions in the duration of paid leave.
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Child care costs: how the UK compares with

the world

How high are childcare costs in the UK? And how much worse is it than the US, Germany and

France? • •

Simon Rogers

Child in a nursery in London. Photograph: David Levene for the Guardian David Levene/Guardian

Monday 21 May 2012 07.58 EDT

Bringing up a child is an expensive business - especially if you want to, you know, work. And

childcare in the UK is in the spotlight today - with a report by Conservative MP Elizabeth Truss

(PDF) for Centre Forum calling for a Dutch-style "one-stop shop" to register, train and act as an

agency for childminders.

So, how bad are things in the UK? According to the OECD's family database and a recent report,

Doing better for Families, it's not good, especially if you live in a household where both parents

work.

The data shows

Interestingly, parents in the UK have a high reliance on 'informal' childcare, ie relying on non-

official care from relatives or friends. Over a third of parents - 36.9% - use this kind of care for

kids aged 3-5. In France it's 19.6% and even lower in Denmark, where it's 0.1%.

The full data is below for you to download. What can you do with it?
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Data summary
UK childcare compared

Country

Maternal
employment

rate (child
under 15)

Net
Cost of
child

care, %
of

average
wage

Cost,
as %

of net
family
income

Child
care

spending
as % of

GDP

Pre-
primary

spending
as % of

GDP

Switzerland 69.7 77.7 50.6 0.1 0.2
UK 67.1 40.9 26.6 0.4 1.1
Ireland 58.7 45.2 25.6 0.3 0.3
USA 66.7 38.1 23.1 0.1 0.4
New Zealand 62.2 28.6 18.6 0.1 0.8
Canada 70.5 29.5 18.5 .. 0.2
Japan 52.5 28.1 16.9 0.2 0.3
Australia 61.9 22.5 14.5 0.2 0.4
Slovenia 85.7 19.9 13.7 .. 0.5
OECD, all 66.2 18.4 11.8 0.2 0.6
Austria 75.4 16.8 11.8 0.3 0.3
Germany 70.8 14.1 11.1 0.1 0.4
Israel 64.1 18.3 11.0 0.1 0.7
Norway 16.8 10.8 0.7 1.0
France 73.6 16.5 10.4 0.4 1.0
Netherlands 78.5 13.2 10.1 0.3 0.7
Denmark 84 11.2 8.9 0.8 1.3
Korea 15.2 8.5 0.2 0.3
Finland 77.2 12.2 8.4 0.7 0.9
Czech Republic 58.8 10.6 6.6 0.1 0.4
Luxembourg 68.4 8.7 5.4 0.4 0.4
Iceland 84.8 7.9 5.0 0.2 0.9
Portugal 75.4 7.7 4.8 0.0 0.4
Poland 68.1 7.1 4.8 0.0 0.3
Spain 60 8.2 4.7 0.5 0.5
Belgium 70.9 5.8 4.7 0.2 0.8
Sweden 80.3 7.1 4.7 0.6 1.1
Hungary 54.4 6.2 4.2 0.1 0.6
Slovak Republic 59.3 7.4 3.9 0.1 0.4
Estonia 66.7 6.6 3.7 0.0 0.3
Greece 58.8 4.9 3.2 0.1 0.1
SOURCE: OECD

Download the data

• DATA: download the full spreadsheet
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ABSTRACT

The growing labor force participation of women with small children in both the U.S. and Canada has

led to calls for increased public financing for childcare. The optimality of public financing depends

on a host of factors, such as the “crowd-out” of existing childcare arrangements, the impact on

female labor supply, and the effects on child well-being. The introduction of universal, highly-

subsidized childcare in Quebec in the late 1990s provides an opportunity to address these issues. We

carefully analyze the impacts of Quebec’s “$5 per day childcare” program on childcare utilization,

labor supply, and child (and parent) outcomes in two parent families. We find strong evidence of a

shift into new childcare use, although approximately one third of the newly reported use appears to

come from women who previously worked and had informal arrangements. The labor supply impact

is highly significant, and our measured elasticity of 0.236 is slightly smaller than previous credible

estimates. Finally, we uncover striking evidence that children are worse off in a variety of behavioral

and health dimensions, ranging from aggression to motor-social skills to illness. Our analysis also

suggests that the new childcare program led to more hostile, less consistent parenting, worse parental

health, and lower-quality parental relationships.
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There has been a substantial rise in the share of mothers who work in the paid labor force 

in North America. In the U.S., the share of mothers with children under age 6 who worked rose 

from 34% in 1976 to 56% in 2004. In Canada, the employment rate of mothers with at least one 

child younger than 6 rose from 31% in 1976 to 67% in 2004. In neither country has this trend 

been offset by a decline in the proportion of working fathers, necessitating an increased use of 

paid and unpaid childcare. In 1984, 37% of children in the U.S. under age 6 were being cared for 

by someone other than a parent; by 2001 the proportion had increased to 56%. In Canada, the 

comparable percentages rose from 40% in 1994-95 to 51% in 2002-03.1  

 The increased demand for childcare accompanying the rise of two-earner couples has 

captured the attention of public policy makers.  In both Canada and the United States, most 

childcare is provided by the private market. An alternative model is supplied by the universal 

public programs found in Europe (OECD, various years). Publicly-financed systems can provide 

more equitable access to quality childcare. This is important if there are cost barriers for low 

income families.  Furthermore, given the evidence that the labor force decisions of secondary 

earners are very sensitive to their net earnings, subsidizing childcare can raise labor supply.  

Finally, childcare may improve child outcomes.  Children in care may have better social or 

educational outcomes, or they may benefit from the additional income from secondary earners’ 

labor supply. 

That said, public systems require extensive public funding, which comes at a cost of 

higher taxes and therefore reduced economic efficiency. Moreover, it is possible that publicly-

provided childcare simply “crowds out” the private provision of care, with no net increase in 

                                                           
1 The numbers in this paragraph are from the authors’ calculations using the Current Population Survey (US) and 
Labour Force Survey (Canada) for mothers’ labor supply, and the Survey of Income and Program Participation (US) 
and National Longitudinal Study of Children and Youth (Canada) for childcare use. 
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childcare use or labor supply to the market.  Finally, it is also possible that time spent in 

childcare, with many children per caregiver, is worse for children than time spent with parents at 

home. 

 A full evaluation of publicly-financed childcare, therefore, requires answers to three 

questions. First, does public financing affect the quality or quantity of care provided, or does it 

just lead to a substitution from one form of care to another? Second, if childcare use does 

increase, how large is the associated increase in labor force participation of parents, and what 

does it suggest about the net cost of the policy (subsidies offered minus new tax revenue 

collected)? Third, what effect does any change in childcare (and associated increases in labor 

force participation) have on child and family outcomes? Previous studies of childcare policy 

offer at best incomplete answers to one or two of these questions. There has been no evaluation 

of a full-scale public intervention which can address all three questions. 

This paper provides such an evaluation using a major policy innovation in the Canadian 

province of Quebec in the late 1990s. The Quebec Family Policy began in 1997 with the 

extension of full-time kindergarten to all 5 year olds and the provision of childcare at an out-of-

pocket price of $5 per day to all 4 year olds. This $5 per day policy was extended to all 3 year 

olds in 1998, all 2 year olds in 1999, and finally all children aged less than 2 in 2000. This 

dramatic policy change in one of Canada’s largest provinces provides a promising quasi-

experimental environment for evaluating the effect of publicly-financed childcare. 

Our analysis is based on the National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth 

(NLSCY). The NLSCY is an ongoing panel data set which follows the progress of a large, 

nationally representative sample of Canadian children. We measure the impact of the policy 

change on mothers’ labor supply, childcare utilization and child and parent outcomes. Because 

 3

50



concurrent program reforms complicate the inference for single mothers, we focus on married 

(and cohabitating) women and their children. 

 Our results are striking. The introduction of universal childcare in Quebec led to a very 

large increase in the use of care. The proportion of 0-4 year olds in care rose by 14 percentage 

points in Quebec relative to the rest of the country, or roughly one-third of the baseline childcare 

utilization rate. This rise in childcare was associated with a sizeable increase in the labor force 

participation of married women. Participation rose by 7.7 percentage points in Quebec, or about 

14.5% of the baseline. The difference between the rise in participation and the rise in childcare 

utilization primarily reflects reduced use of informal childcare arrangements, or the “crowd out” 

of informal childcare by this new subsidized childcare.  Partly as a result of this large “crowd 

out”, the taxes generated by the new maternal labor supply fall far short of paying for the costs of 

the increased childcare subsidies. 

 We also find consistent and robust evidence of negative effects of the policy change on 

child outcomes, parenting, and parent outcomes. Child outcomes are worse for a variety of 

parent-reported measures, such as hyperactivity, inattention, aggressiveness, motor/social skills, 

child health status, and illness. Parental interactions with children are worse along all measured 

dimensions, and there is some evidence of deterioration in parental health and a reduction in 

parental relationship quality. These are subjective measures, but the consistency of the results 

suggests that more access to childcare is bad for these children (and, at least along some 

dimensions, for these parents). There are, however, interpretations of these findings which are 

more benign. While some of these explanations appear inconsistent with the data, we cannot rule 

out the possibility that our findings represent a short term adjustment to childcare, and not a 

long-run negative impact.  
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