
Doing Better for Families

Doing Better for Families
All OECD governments want to give parents more choice in their work and family decisions. This book looks 
at the different ways in which governments support families. It seeks to provide answers to questions like: 
Is spending on family benefi ts going up, and how does it vary by the age of the child? Has the crisis affected 
public support for families? What is the best way of helping adults to have the number of children they desire? 
What are the effects of parental leave programmes on female labour supply and on child well-being? Are 
childcare costs a barrier to parental employment and can fl exible workplace options help? What is the best 
time for mothers to go back to work after childbirth? And what are the best policies to reduce poverty among 
sole parents?

Contents

Chapter 1 – Families are changing

Chapter 2 –  The balance of family policy tools: benefi t packages, spending by age and families with young 
children

Chapter 3 – Fertility trends: what have been the main drivers?

Chapter 4 – Reducing barriers to parental employment

Chapter 5 – Promoting child development and child well-being

Chapter 6 – Sole parents, public policy, employment and poverty

Chapter 7 – Child maltreatment

Further reading

Doing Better for Children (2009)

Growing Unequal? Income Distribution and Poverty in OECD Countries (2008)

Babies and Bosses – Reconciling Work and Family Life: A Synthesis of Findings for OECD Countries (2007)

ISBN 978-92-64-09872-5
81 2011 05 1 P -:HSTCQE=U^]\WZ:

D
o

ing
 B

etter fo
r Fam

ilies

Please cite this publication as:

OECD (2011), Doing Better for Families, OECD Publishing.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264098732-en

This work is published on the OECD iLibrary, which gathers all OECD books, periodicals and statistical databases. 
Visit www.oecd-ilibrary.org, and do not hesitate to contact us for more information.





Doing Better for Families



This work is published on the responsibility of the Secretary-General of the OECD. The

opinions expressed and arguments employed herein do not necessarily reflect the official

views of the Organisation or of the governments of its member countries.

ISBN 978-92-64-09872-5 (print)
ISBN 978-92-64-09873-2 (PDF)

The statistical data for Israel are supplied by and under the responsibility of the relevant Israeli authorities. The use
of such data by the OECD is without prejudice to the status of the Golan Heights, East Jerusalem and Israeli
settlements in the West Bank under the terms of international law.

Photo credits: © Shutterstock/Boguslaw Mazur.

Corrigenda to OECD publications may be found on line at: www.oecd.org/publishing/corrigenda.

© OECD 2011

You can copy, download or print OECD content for your own use, and you can include excerpts from OECD publications, databases and

multimedia products in your own documents, presentations, blogs, websites and teaching materials, provided that suitable

acknowledgment of OECD as source and copyright owner is given. All requests for public or commercial use and translation rights should

be submitted to rights@oecd.org. Requests for permission to photocopy portions of this material for public or commercial use shall be

addressed directly to the Copyright Clearance Center (CCC) at info@copyright.com or the Centre français d’exploitation du droit de copie (CFC)

at contact@cfcopies.com.

Please cite this publication as:
OECD (2011), Doing Better for Families, OECD Publishing.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264098732-en



FOREWORD

DOING BETTER FOR FAMILIES © OECD 2011 3

Foreword

Families are the cornerstone of society. They play a central economic role, creating economies of scale

for people living together and as the source of home production. They are a crucial engine of solidarity,

redistributing resources (cash, in-kind or time) among individuals, households and generations. They

provide protection and insurance against hardship. Families offer identity, love, care and development

to their members and form the core of many social networks.

Families are changing. Life expectancy is higher, birth rates lower. In many families today, there

are more grandparents and fewer children. Many families now live in non-traditional arrangements:

there is more cohabitation, people marry at older ages, marriages end in divorce more often and

remarriages are increasing. Parents’ aspirations have changed and across the OECD many fathers and

mothers both want to combine a career and an active family life. Children have fewer siblings

and live more often with cohabiting or sole parents. More children are growing up in blended families

of re-partnered adults.

More effective public policies which do better for families can have large private and public pay-

offs. For example, by supporting vulnerable families and children more effectively now, policy is likely

to avoid costly negative outcomes in future. Better co-ordination and co-location of services for families

generate economies of scale and also ensure that more families get the variety of services they need. But

family policy is not just about services or cash allowances, income support during leave or tax breaks

for families. It is also about promoting various health and education aspects of child well-being, about

reducing barriers to parental employment and helping parents to provide for their children and easing

family poverty risks. Increased parental employment will also further economic growth and improve

the financial sustainability of social protection systems in the face of population ageing.

This book looks at how family policy is developing in the changing family context, and considers

the different ways in which governments support families. It first presents a range of work, family and

child outcomes and then seeks to provide answers to the following questions: Is spending on family

benefits going up, and how does it vary by the age of the child? What is the best way of helping adults

to have the number of children they desire? What are the effects of parental leave schemes on female

labour supply, and on child well-being? Are childcare costs a barrier to parental employment and how

can flexible workplace options help? What is the best time for mothers to go back to work after

childbirth? And what are the best policies to reduce poverty among sole parents? The book concludes

with an initial cross-country analysis of the relatively neglected topic of child maltreatment.

The report was prepared by a team of analysts: Nabil Ali, Simon Chapple, Maria Huerta, Dominic

Richardson and Olivier Thévenon, with contributions from Marta Bilotta, Alexandra Bytchkova,

Pauline Fron, Tatiana Gordine, Linda Richardson, Angelica Salvi del Pero and Juliana Zapata. We are

grateful to the many people who pointed to relevant data and took the time to comment on earlier

drafts, but in particular to John P. Martin, Director of Employment, Labour and Social Affairs at the

OECD and Monika Queisser, Head of the OECD Social Policy Division, who commented on all chapters.

Willem Adema led the team and supervised the preparation of this book. Marlène Mohier prepared the

manuscript for publication.
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Executive summary

Family policy pursues different objectives

All OECD governments aim to support families and to give parents more choice in their

work and family decisions. Countries differ considerably, however, in the types

and intensity of support provided. These differences are rooted in countries’ histories,

their attitudes towards families, the role of government and the relative weight given

to the various underlying family policy objectives, such as: reconciling work and

family responsibilities, helping parents to have the number of children they desire,

mobilising female labour supply, promoting gender equality, combating child and family

poverty, promoting child development and generally enhancing child well-being from an

early age.

Family policy currently faces many challenges including those posed by low fertility and

population ageing, the prevalence of family poverty and sometimes worrying child

outcomes. Work, family and child outcomes differ markedly across countries. Nordic

countries generally have significantly better family outcomes than the OECD average,

while Australia, Belgium, France, the Netherlands and New Zealand also do well on many

accounts. Other countries face challenges in a range of areas (Chapter 1).

Ensuring fairness in the face of budget cuts

On average across the OECD, public spending on family benefits amounts to just over 2.4%

of GDP. In most OECD countries, most of this goes to financial support, i.e. payments during

parental leave, child allowances and/or tax advantages for families. However, in the current

context of fiscal consolidation, budget strategies sometimes involve freezing or reducing

child allowances, temporary suspension of income supports during leave, and cutbacks in

formal childcare support.

The best and fairest ways of reforming family policy in an era of fiscal consolidation will

vary across countries. As most countries pursue a range of objectives in their family

policies, consolidation measures in this area must be evaluated carefully against the

different objectives and outcomes. Countries that do well on family outcomes devote about

half of public spending on family benefits to in-kind services, including quality early

childhood care and education services, so it makes sense to sustain this investment. Also,

countries which deem it necessary to reduce family support should ensure the most

vulnerable are protected.
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Making public family support more effective

The efficiency of family service delivery can be increased in many ways. Universal support

systems ensure that all children are covered, without stigma, but they are expensive. A

“cascaded” approach that provides universal services with more intensive delivery to

targeted populations will often be more efficient. For example, a universal system of health

visits for families with infants could be supplemented with more intensive service delivery

for needy families, as identified through the universal visits.

Families in need often face multiple risks and require multiple interventions. These are

most effectively delivered through integrated local-level services, co-located services and/

or personal advisers that help families find the service they need. The efficiency argument

for integrated services is strong. There are economies of scale, particularly for co-location

on sites such as schools, clinics or formal childcare centres. Co-location can promote

innovation in working practices amongst professionals and it reduces the risk that support

is withdrawn or approved unjustly, because different case assessments are directly

available on site. For clients, integrated access can tackle both the disadvantage and the

causes of the disadvantage (e.g. poor health leading to homelessness or vice versa). Repeat

visits are avoided, reducing the burden of time, money, and emotional costs. Giving

families vouchers for certain services (e.g. housing) and making these conditional on the

provision and use of other services (e.g. improving child health) can empower vulnerable

families to break the cycle of disadvantage and dependency.

Family benefits can also be made conditional to achieving other objectives. Such

conditions can include: job-search requirements for parents on income support provided

childcare supports are available, pre-school participation of toddlers, vaccinations of

children, or medical visits and participation in formal education.

The rate of return on public investment in human capital is higher when it takes place in

early childhood and is maintained into young adulthood. A coherent policy approach for

the early years would ensure that childcare services are available when leave benefits run

out and that there is little difference in investments for children attending pre-schools or

compulsory education. However, in most countries, public spending on such benefits is

concentrated on the school years rather than on early childhood. Countries should do more

to re-orient education spending towards the early years and to ensure that any early

benefits are sustained through compulsory education. For example, whilst still

maintaining overall investment in tertiary education, countries could envisage a greater

role for private investment and a well-developed system of student loans. Freed-up public

resources could then be spent on young children.

Enabling people to realise their plans to have 
children

There has been a long downward trend in birth rates in many countries, but since the

early 2000s there has been a small rebound in about half of the OECD countries.

Nevertheless, many people still have fewer children than they would like, especially in

many southern and central European and Asian OECD countries. More so than elsewhere

in the OECD, the mix of societal attitudes, and public and workplace measures to reconcile

work and family life, push adults to choose between work and family life in these
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countries. The consequences are a postponement of parenthood, fewer large families, and,

in European low-fertility countries, high levels of childlessness. Relatively high housing

and private education costs in Japan and Korea further constrain parental options.

Policy that helps parents to have their desired number of children has to be sustained over time

and help combine family and working life. Introducing or increasing cash support can have a

temporary positive effect on birth rates, but investment in formal childcare services as part of

a range of supports seems to be more effective. Nordic countries provide a universally

accessible continuum of public supports of paid and job-protected parental leave, subsidised

early care and education supports, and out-of-school hours care (OSH care) until children enter

secondary school. Parenthood and careers are perceived as simultaneously achievable, not

mutually exclusive. They tend to have above-average birth rates. Similar supports exist in

France, but with greater focus on larger families where mothers are less likely to be in paid

work. In France, female employment rates are at the OECD average and lower than in the

Nordic countries, but it has a higher birth rate and a greater proportion of larger families.

In Anglophone countries, female employment rates and birth rates are also above average.

Policy gives a greater role to income-testing of benefits and supports and relies more on

individuals finding flexible workplace solutions, with many mothers working part-time

before children enter primary school in Australia, New Zealand and the United Kingdom.

Working parents in the United States are also helped by the low cost of domestic services,

but this raises concerns about the quality of informal and/or cheap childcare.

Mobilising female labour supply and promoting 
gender equality in paid and unpaid work

For countries with stabilising or declining working-age populations, it is crucial to mobilise

female and maternal labour supply more effectively. This is one key element to ensuring

future economic prosperity and the financial sustainability of social protection systems.

Changing female aspirations have led to increased female labour market participation. In

Asian, Nordic, and southern European countries, men and women work predominantly

full-time. By contrast, in the Netherlands and Switzerland, but also in Australia, Germany,

Ireland, New Zealand and the United Kingdom, much of the increase in female

employment has been on a part-time basis, adding to the job satisfaction of most of these

workers, but often with negative consequences on career progression.

There is potentially a “business case” for family-friendly workplace support. Having a

family-friendly workplace can motivate current staff, reduce staff turnover and sickness

absenteeism, help attract new staff, reduce workplace stress and generally enhance worker

satisfaction and productivity. The “business case” is strongest for workers who are difficult

to replace, and for flexible workplace arrangements that least affect the production

process. Employers frequently offer part-time employment opportunities, but the business

case for working time flexibility with employees choosing their own start and finishing

times, or teleworking is less evident. Unions and worker representatives can also play an

important role in improving the provision of family-friendly work practices, but either they

lack bargaining power, and/or do not prioritise demands in this area.

To successfully promote female and maternal labour force participation, policy should

provide strong financial incentives to work, for both women and men. Policy should also

provide financial supports for formal childcare, OSH care and, as appropriate, flexible
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workplace supports, and promote their use among both mothers and fathers. If fathers

were to take on a greater role in unpaid care, this would help mothers to enter work or

increase their working hours.

Gender gaps in paid and unpaid work are narrowing, but remain wide. On average across the

OECD, female employment rates are over 13 percentage points below male rates. The gap is

wider when taking account of the fewer working hours of women compared with men. The

gender pay gap at median earnings is 16% on average in OECD countries. Women also do

most unpaid work at home in all OECD countries. On average, women devote two hours more

per day to unpaid work than men do. Even non-working fathers devote less time to caring

than working mothers. There are also clear divisions in the type of care provided by men and

women: mothers typically provide physical personal childcare and housework, while fathers

spend more time on educational and recreational childcare activities.

It has proven difficult to redress the gender balance in earning and caring, partly because

countries may not want to impose solutions on parents. Hence, parents generally choose

who is going to take parental leave or otherwise divide care responsibilities. However, in a

number of countries (the Nordic countries, Germany and Portugal) paternal leave is

promoted by granting fathers the exclusive right to part of the parental leave and/or ample

income support during the leave. This has resulted in more fathers taking more parental

leave, but it is unclear whether this has led to a more equal sharing of responsibilities and

whether the changes are durable.

Combating child poverty

Since the 1980s, average family incomes have increased across the OECD. But in many

countries, child poverty rates have risen too. This suggests that in these countries family

incomes have risen less than those of households without children. In other countries,

child poverty fell over the past decade; the biggest gains were seen in those OECD countries

with historically high levels of child poverty including Chile, Italy and the United Kingdom.

Paid work, in every OECD country, is more likely to lift families out of poverty. Jobless families

are at the highest risk of poverty, while sole-parent and younger families with no more than

one adult in work are at the highest risk of poverty. Most countries with female employment

rates around or above the OECD average have low child poverty rates, except for Israel, Portugal

and the United States. This could be addressed by developing and/or extending existing in-

work benefits drawing on the extensive cross-country experience to design them in a cost-

effective manner (the earned income tax credit in the United States) and childcare supports for

working families. Recent experience in the United Kingdom shows that a combination of

measures setting a relatively low wage floor, targeted working family cash benefits (with

subsidies for sole-parent families) and an increase in childcare places and subsidies can help.

Keeping parents out of long-term benefit dependency is crucial to reducing child poverty.

Policy can help parents to find work and develop their careers. Most OECD countries,

except Ireland and, until recently, New Zealand, have made parental income support

conditional on job-search and other participation commitments once the youngest child

has reached compulsory school age. However, sole parents on income support can only be

expected to work if suitable, reasonably priced childcare supports are available. Investment

in training and other intensive employment supports may be required when the parent(s)

have been out of work for a considerable period.
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Not all parents who are obliged to make child-support payments do so. Therefore, public

child-support programmes can also be important for reducing child poverty, but their

effectiveness varies significantly across countries. For example, in Denmark and Sweden

child-maintenance programmes reduce child poverty by 2.5 percentage points, but only by

1 percentage point in the United States. The Danish and Swedish systems ensure regular

supports to the parent with care responsibilities through advance payments that are later

recouped from the parent obligated to provide financial help. In the United States,

payments are only made once the funds have been received from the parent who is obliged

to pay child maintenance. Thus, governments may need to guarantee a minimum

payment, regardless of the economic circumstances of the parent making maintenance

payments.

What is best from a child development 
perspective?

Across the OECD, the share of children in early childhood care and education has

increased. Between 1998 and 2007, preschool enrolment rates for children up to 5 years old

grew from about 30% to over 50%. Socio-economic characteristics affect the intensity and

type of childcare services that families are using. Children in the lowest income groups are

less likely to be enrolled in formal childcare services than those from richer families.

Low-quality care, too many hours in care and participation in care before age one are

associated with more behavioural problems. High-quality formal childcare is linked with

moderate cognitive gains. But economic circumstances are more important predictors of

child’s outcomes (especially cognitive) than maternal employment or participation in

childcare. For children from more disadvantaged homes, high-quality childcare provides

the largest cognitive and social developmental gains.

From a career perspective, women are probably best advised to go back to work around

six months after childbirth; from a child development perspective, things are not so

clear-cut. Behavioural and cognitive development effects and the reduction of poverty

risk may cancel each other out, especially for children in low-income families. In general,

a return to work of the mother before the child is 6 months old may have more negative

than positive effects. However, the effects are small and not universally observed. The

quality of childcare is critical for child development and the gains from participation in

high-quality formal care are largest.

No matter when parents return to paid work, good parenting is crucial. Some OECD countries

provide parenting support through home visits or family/child service centres. Promoting

breastfeeding and parenting activities that contribute to the child’s development, as well as

providing guidance on what to do in stressful situations, can help improve child outcomes.

Across the OECD, countries have developed different policies to enhance the well-being

of parents and children. Family benefits and services are an important tool to assist

families in achieving their preferred work and family outcomes. The right balance of family

policy tools is of particular relevance in times of difficult economic circumstances.

This volume reviews what is known about family and child policies and outcomes, what

works and what does not, and hopes to make a contribution to improving family policy in

the future.
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Chapter 1 

Families are changing

Families have changed over the past thirty years. This chapter provides an overview
of the changes in family formation, household structure, work-life balance, and child
well-being. Fertility rates have been persistently low in many OECD countries
leading to smaller families. With marriage rates down and divorce rates up, there
are an increasing number of children growing up in sole-parent or reconstituted
families. Sole-parent families are of particular concern due to the high incidence of
poverty among such households.

Poverty risks are highest in jobless families and lowest amongst dual-earner
families. Important gains in female educational attainment and investment in more
family-friendly policies have contributed to a rise in female and maternal
employment, but long-standing differences in gender outcomes in the labour market
still persist. The increased labour market participation of mothers has had only a
limited effect on the relative child poverty rate as households without children have
made even larger income gains.

Child well-being indicators have moved in different directions: average family
incomes have risen but child poverty rates are also up. More youngsters are now in
employment or education than before, while evidence on health outcomes is mixed.

Overall, are families doing better? Some undoubtedly are, but many others face
serious constraints when trying to reconcile work and family aspirations.
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Introduction
Families are changing in many ways across the OECD and its enhanced-engagement

partners. Most countries have seen a decline in the fertility rate over the past three

decades. Today almost no OECD country has a total fertility rate above the population

replacement rate of two children per women. As a result the average household size has

also declined over this period. At the same time, there has been a sharp increase in the

proportion of women entering the labour force. The evidence on trends in child well-being

is mixed, and important challenges remain. There are still large gender gaps in

employment and earnings and one in eight children, on average across the OECD, still lives

in relative poverty.

Family formation patterns are also changing. Increasingly, both men and women want

to first establish themselves in the labour market before founding a family. Hence, the age

of mothers at first childbirth has risen and with it the probability of having fewer children

than previous generations. Many women remain childless. Birth rates have fallen and life

expectancy has increased, so there are fewer children and more grandparents than before.

Figure 1.1, Panel A and Panel B illustrates how birth rates and average household sizes have

fallen in most OECD countries since the 1980s.1

Female educational attainment and female employment participation (Figure 1.1,

Panel C) have both risen over the last 30 years. Women have a better chance of fulfilling

their labour market aspirations and much needed additional labour supply has been

mobilised. And while increased maternal employment has contributed to material wealth

among families with children, comparable societal groups without children have also seen

similar gains. Poverty rates among households with children, based on a relative poverty

concept related to half of equivalised median household income, have increased slightly

across the OECD over the past 10 years (Figure 1.1, Panel D).

Issues in family policy, underlying policy objectives and evidence on good practices

will be discussed in subsequent chapters. This chapter outlines some of the key indicators

that illustrate modern family life and how these affect the well-being of children and

parents across the OECD countries and its enhanced engagement partners.2 The second

section provides an overview of the change in family formation over the past thirty years,

while the following section illustrates changes in household structure and changes in

parent-parent and parent-child relationships. The next section focuses on employment

outcomes for parents and what effect this may have on family poverty risks. Before

summarising the overall family outcomes, the final section considers child well-being

against three key dimensions of material, education and health outcomes.

Trends in fertility and family formation
In many OECD countries, policy makers are increasingly concerned about adults being

able to have as many children as they desire. Fertility behaviour can be constrained for

different reasons: the perceived inability to match work and care commitments because of
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Figure 1.1. Families are changing

Note: Panel B: Data missing for Estonia, Israel and Slovenia.
1. Data refers to 2007 for Canada; 2008 for Brazil, Chile, China, India and Indonesia. 2. The size of households is determined by members
who live in the same dwelling and include dependent children of all ages. 3. Data refers to 2003 for Brazil; 2007 for India and South Africa.
4. Poverty thresholds are set at 50% of the equivalised median household income of the entire population. 5. Data refers to 2008 for
Germany, Israel, Italy, Korea, Mexico, Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Sweden and the United States; 2007 for Canada, Denmark and
Hungary; 2006 for Chile, Estonia, Japan and Slovenia; 2005 for France, Ireland, Switzerland and the United Kingdom; 2004 for Australia, Austria,
Belgium, Czech Republic, Finland, Greece, Iceland, Luxembourg, Poland, Portugal, the Slovak Republic, Spain and Turkey.
Source: OECD (2010b), OECD Employment Outlook; Provisional data from OECD (2010e), Income Distribution Questionnaires; United Nations
Statistical Division, 2010; UNECE, 2010; and national statistical offices, 2010.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932392457
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inflexible labour markets and/or the lack of public supports, the financial costs of raising

children, and the difficulty for prospective parents in finding affordable housing to

establish a family of their own. This section illustrates the main drivers of trends in family

formation and how they vary between OECD countries. The restrictions to family

formation and related public policy issues are discussed in Chapter 3.

Fertility patterns

Demographic trends involve low and/or declining fertility rates and increasing life

expectancy in most OECD countries (OECD, 2010a, CO1.2). The resultant ageing populations

have led to a decline in the number of women of childbearing ages, and curtailed growth of

the potential labour force. In some countries this has already resulted in a sharp decline of

the working-age population, as seen in the Russian Federation (OECD, 2011a). The growing

number of retirees will lead to higher public (and private) spending on pensions and long-

term care supports for the retired population (OECD, 2010b and 2011b). Informal support

networks will come under increasing pressure as the declining number of children will

lead to a reduction of future informal carers for the elderly population.

Total fertility rates (TFR) among the OECD countries have declined dramatically over

the past few decades, falling from an average of 2.7 children per woman in 1970 to just

over 1.7 in 2009 (Figure 1.2, Panel A). The average TFR across the OECD bottomed out at

1.6 children per woman in 2002 and has since edged up. Overall, the average TFR across the

OECD has been below replacement level since 1982.3 In 2009, the TFR was around the

replacement rate in Ireland, Mexico, Turkey and New Zealand, and it was above

replacement level in Iceland (2.2) and Israel (3.0). Historically, the fertility rates were

extremely high in all enhanced engagement countries, except for the Russian Federation,

with TFRs greater than 5.0 children per woman in the early 1970s. Since then there has

been a steady decrease in Brazil, India, Indonesia and South Africa, with the TFR dropping

below 3 children per women in all four countries in recent years. In China, where fertility

rates were also high, around 4.8 in the early 1970s, there was a large decrease in the

late 1970s, and, following the introduction of the one-child policy, the TFR fell

to 2.3 in 1979. Since then there has been a continuous drop for the past few decades and

the TFR in China currently stands below the replacement level at around at 1.8 children per

woman (Figure 1.2, Panel B).

The pace of decline in TFR varied widely between countries. In northern European

countries, the decline started early but has oscillated around 1.85 children per women

since the mid-1970s. By contrast, among southern European countries the decline has

been slower, starting in the mid-1970s, but reached an extremely low level of 1.3 in 1994

before slowly starting to edge up. Fertility rates in Japan and Korea (OECD, 2007a)

were in decline until 2005. In contrast fertility rates in the United States bottomed in

the mid-1970s, and have oscillated around two children per women for the past 20 years.

In the Russian Federation, the fertility rates were more stable than in OECD countries

in the 1970s, followed by a rise in the 1980s peaking at 2.2 children per woman in 1986.

This growth was followed by a sharp decline throughout the 1990s, reaching a low

of 1.2 in 1999.

Following the long period of decline, fertility rates began to rise from 2002. Since 2002

the TFR has increased by 0.2 children per woman in Australia, Belgium, Denmark, Greece,

Iceland, Italy, Norway, Poland and Spain; and by 0.3 children per women in the

Czech Republic, New Zealand, Sweden and the United Kingdom up to 2008 (OECD, 2010a,
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SF2.1). Thus, there appears to have been a rebound in fertility in Nordic countries with

fertility rates relatively close to the replacement level, and also in some of the so-called

“lowest-low” fertility rate countries in southern Europe and the Czech Republic where

fertility rates had bottomed around 1.2 children per women. However, TFRs have fallen

since the beginning of the economic crisis in 2008 in Portugal, Spain and the United States.

The overall decrease in fertility rates over the past three decades has contributed to

the decline in the average household size over the same period (Figure 1.1, Panel B).

However, despite persistently low fertility rates the average household size in Korea and

the Slovak Republic remains well above the OECD average. This is because of the relatively

high proportion of multigenerational households in these two low-fertility countries

(OECD, 2010a, SF1.1).

Postponement of family formation

Postponement of childbearing is a major reason for the decline in fertility rates.

Greater access to contraceptives has given more adults control over the timing and

occurrence of births. And as more men and women first want to establish themselves in

the labour and housing markets, many adults have chosen to postpone having children.

Across the OECD the average age at which women have their first child increased from 24

in 1970 to 28 in 2008 (OECD, 2010a, SF2.3). The average age of first childbirth of women is

high, at just below 30 years of age in Germany, Italy, Spain and Switzerland and is highest

in the United Kingdom (despite teenage motherhood being more prevalent in the United

Kingdom than in most OECD countries, OECD, 2010a, SF2.4).

Postponement of first childbirth generally leads to a narrower age-interval in which

women have their children (Chapter 3) and fewer children overall. Comparing 2008

Figure 1.2. Fertility rates have dropped but are beginning to rebound, 1970 to 2009

Note: Northern Europe includes Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden. Southern Europe includes Greece, Italy, Portugal and
Spain. Other OECD Europe includes all other OECD European countries.

Source: Eurostat (2010), Eurostat New Cronos Database, and national statistics offices; UN Population Division, 2010, for China.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932392476
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with 1980, the proportion of births of a first child has increased in most European

countries, while the share of births of a third or higher order has fallen over the same

period, except in Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Hungary, Luxembourg, Norway and Slovenia

(OECD, 2010a, SF2.1). As a result, the proportion of large families has fallen, while the

number of children growing up without siblings has risen.

Childlessness

In addition to those women who cannot conceive or those women who have decided

not to have any children, the upper limit to the childbearing years, set by the so-called

biological clock, makes it difficult for women who postpone having children to give birth at

later ages.

The proportion of women who remain childless has increased across the OECD (OECD,

2010a, SF2.5). A greater proportion of women born in the mid-1960s are childless compared

with women born in the mid-1950s in most OECD countries, with the exceptions of Mexico,

Norway, Portugal and the United States, where there was a decrease in childlessness of less

than 2 percentage points. Definitive childlessness is highest in Spain and the United

Kingdom, with over 20% of women born in 1965 without any children; it is lowest in the

Czech Republic, Hungary, Mexico, Portugal, and Slovenia where less than 10% of women

had no children.

Inevitably, the increase in the childlessness rate, along with the drop in the fertility

rate, has led to an increase in the proportion of women living in households without

children. At least 20% of women aged 25-49 live in households with no children in

European OECD countries (Figure 1.3). This is partly due to deferment of childbearing and

partly due to the increase in complete childlessness. The proportion of women living in

Figure 1.3. Women with higher levels of education are more likely to live
in households without children, selected OECD countries, 2008

Proportion of 25-49 year old women living in childless households by level of education1

Note: Figures for OECD EU countries and Turkey. Data missing for Denmark, Ireland and Sweden.
1. Women with lower secondary and upper secondary education have been grouped together as category “Secondary”.

Source: EU LFS, 2008.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932392495
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childless households is particularly high in Austria, Finland, Germany and Greece, where

more than 40% of women aged 25-49 live in childless households. Conversely, it is low in

Estonia, Poland, the Slovak Republic and Turkey where less than 30% of women live in

childless households.

The household childlessness rate is strongly linked to the education level of women,

as women with tertiary education are more likely to be in a childless household than

women with secondary education in most OECD countries (Figure 1.3). This suggests that

the increase in childlessness is more due to the consequences of women deferring

childbirth or choosing not to have children, rather than being unable to conceive, as highly

educated women choose employment over childbirth. The difference also suggests there is

ongoing tension between employment and childbearing. The gap between women of

differing educational level is largest in countries with low proportion of women living in

childless households, such as Poland and Turkey. Another possible cause behind the

increased childlessness among highly educated women is their reluctance to take on a

partner who is less educated than themselves, especially in Japan and Korea (Chapter 3).

This leads to lower marriage and partnership rates among highly educated women and can

subsequently lead to lower fertility rates and childlessness.

Changes in household structure

Children in households

Changing family structures, lower fertility rates and ageing populations have led to a

growing share of households without children. Figure 1.4 shows that in all OECD countries,

except Canada, Chile, Mexico and Ireland, over half of households do not include children.

Even households with children predominantly contain only one or two children. The

proportion of households with one child is about the same (around 40%) as the proportion

of households with two children, except for Austria, Germany, Hungary, Italy, Poland,

Portugal, Slovenia and Spain, where the proportion of households with one child is around

50% of all households with children. The proportion of households with three or more

children is below 20% of all households with children, on average, across the OECD, with

the exceptions of Chile (20%), Norway (20%), Finland (21%), the United States (22%), Iceland

(25%), Ireland (30%) and Mexico (33%).

Partnership patterns

Both falling marriage rates and increasing divorce rates (OECD, 2010a, SF3.1) have

contributed to the increase in sole-parent families as well as “reconstituted families”. On

average across the OECD, marriage rates have fallen from 8.1 marriages per 1 000 people

in 1970 to 5.0 in 2009. There is considerable variation across countries: marriage rates have

remained high in Korea, Turkey and the United States but are low in Chile, Luxembourg and

Italy. Over the same period the average divorce rate across OECD countries doubled to

2.4 divorces per 1 000 people. Again, the rates vary between countries, with high divorce

rates in the United States, Czech Republic and Belgium and low divorce rates in Chile, Italy

and Mexico. Thus, overall there are less people getting married, and those getting married

are more likely to end up divorcing. The correlation between marriage and divorce rates is

moderately strong (r = 0.59, see Figure 1.A1.1 in the annex), which suggests that high

divorce rates reflect the high frequency of marriage in many countries.
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The decline in the marriage rate has been accompanied by an increase in the average

age at which first marriages occur (OECD, 2010a, SF3.1). This tendency to defer the age of

first marriage is most pronounced in Switzerland where the mean age at first marriage

increased by more than seven years from 1980 to 2008. In Denmark, Iceland, Norway and

Sweden, where cohabitation is becoming increasingly common, women are, on average,

over 30 years of age when they marry for the first time.

The decline in marriage rates is related to the emergence of more non-traditional

family forms, including relationships that involve partners keeping their own place of

residency, “weekend-relationships”, “living apart together” and civil partnerships.

Cohabitation is increasing, and because there are more people cohabiting before marriage,

people are older when they marry. However, the data show that marriage is still the

preferred option of partnership for most couples (Figure 1.5). Regardless of marital or

“cohabitational” status, the majority of people opt to partner with someone with similar

educational attainment (Box 1.1).

Overall, the partnership patterns are changing between generations. In almost all

countries across the OECD the younger generation (aged 20-34) is more likely to be

cohabiting than the previous generation at the same age. The younger generation is also

less likely to live alone in most of the countries. While cohabitation rates are high in

France, and the Nordic and Anglophone countries, they are very low in Greece, Italy, Poland

and the Slovak Republic, and negligible in Turkey.

Figure 1.4. Most households have no children, 20081

Proportion of households by number of children

Notes: For Australia and New Zealand, households with 1, 2 and 3+ children are grouped as households with
1+ children.
Data missing for Estonia, Israel, Japan, Turkey and Sweden.
1. 2001 for Denmark and Norway; 2002 for Ireland; 2003 for Australia; 2005 for the US; 2006 for Canada, Chile and

New Zealand; 2007 for Switzerland.

Source: Australia: Family Characteristics, June 2003; Canada: 2006 Census; Chile: CASEN 2006; EU countries: EU LFS,
2008, NOSOSCO; Ireland: 2002 Census; Korea: KLIPS 2007; Mexico: ENIGH 2007; New Zealand: 2006 Census; Norway:
Population and Housing Census 2001; Switzerland: SHP 2008; and US Census Bureau, 2005.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932392514
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Children and parental partnership patterns

In 1970, the mean age of women in the OECD countries at first childbirth was 24.3,

0.3 years after the average age at first marriage. By the mid-2000s, however, the mean age

at first marriage (29.7) had risen above the mean age at first childbirth (27.7). Many people

now get married after having children or have children without getting married This has

resulted in a sharp increase in the number of children being born outside marriage: the

OECD average tripled from 11% in 1980 to almost 33% in 2007 (Figure 1.6). The rate is

particularly high among Nordic countries, with Norway, Sweden and Iceland having

more births outside of marriage than within. By contrast, births outside marriage are rare

in countries where the cohabitation rate is also low such as Greece, Japan and Korea.

Unsurprisingly, there is a strong correlation between countries with high cohabitation

rates and large proportion of births outside marriage (r = 0.69, see Figure 1.A1.2 in

the annex).

Figure 1.5. Marriage remains the most common form of partnership among couples,
2000-071

Proportion of population for both males and females

Note: “Single/living alone” includes sole-parents without partners; “Married” and “Cohabiting” include couples without a third adult
present; “Other” includes adults living in households with three or more adults including multi-generational households.
Data missing for Chile, Iceland, Israel, Japan, Korea, Mexico and Sweden, and for Australia, Canada, New Zealand and the United States
for those aged 20-34.
1. 2000 for Estonia, Finland, Switzerland and the United States; 2001 for Austria, Denmark, Greece, Hungary, Italy, Luxembourg,

the Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Spain and the United Kingdom; 2002 for Ireland, Poland, Romania, Slovenia; 2006 for Australia,
New Zealand and Canada; 2007 for Belgium, Bulgaria, France, Luxembourg and Turkey.

2. For New Zealand aged from 15 onwards.
3. For Belgium, France, Luxembourg and Turkey aged 25 to 39.

Source: Australia: 2006 Census of Population; Canada: 2006 Census of Population; New Zealand: 2006 Census of Population; for European
countries: 2000 Round of Censuses of Population and Housing, except for Belgium, France, Luxembourg and Turkey: EU LFS, 2007; and
United States: 2000 Census of Population.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932392533
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Box 1.1. Assortative mating

Men and women typically partner with people with similar educational attainment levels
as themselves. Among European countries it is most common for both partners to be
educated to upper secondary level (table below). In general, men are more likely to have a
higher level of education than their partner in most European countries, with the exceptions
of Finland, France, Ireland, Italy, Poland, Portugal and Spain.

Belgium, Finland and Ireland have the highest proportion of couples where both
partners have completed tertiary education, at around 20% of all couples, while Portugal
and Spain have a high proportion of couples, over 60%, where both partners have only
completed lower secondary education. This reflects the overall difference in education
levels among these countries, especially in Portugal where the proportion of 25-54 year-
olds with at least an upper secondary education is among the lowest in the OECD (OECD,
2010a, CO3.1) The proportion of couples where one of the partners is still a student is
relatively high in Finland and Hungary (over 5%).

Parental socio-economic background influences the child’s educational, earnings and
wage outcomes in all OECD countries (OECD, 2010c). Earnings mobility across parents and
children (the extent to which children’s earning differ from their parents) is particularly
low in France, Italy, the United Kingdom and the United States, while it is high in the
Nordic countries, Australia and Canada. In education, the effect of intergenerational
transfer is particularly strong in Belgium, France and the United States where a parent’s
socio-economic status strongly influences the secondary school outcomes of their
children. In contrast, the influence is again weak in Nordic countries, Canada and Korea.

Distribution of individuals by educational attainment of partners,
selected OECD countries, 2008

Men and women 
with high level
of education

Men with higher 
education

than women

Women with
higher education 

than men

Men and women 
with medium 

education

Men and women 
with low

education

One partner
is a student

Austria 8.5 29.3 10.7 42.4 8.9 0.1

Belgium 18.7 20.8 19.2 16.4 24.1 0.8

Czech Republic 7.6 18.9 7.8 61.9 3.5 0.3

Finland 19.3 18.2 25.0 19.2 12.8 5.6

France 15.0 20.6 21.8 20.0 21.0 1.5

Germany 13.1 30.3 8.8 39.7 7.4 0.8

Greece 12.3 14.7 14.6 19.7 38.6 0.0

Hungary 12.0 14.7 13.4 37.7 13.6 8.7

Ireland 21.3 14.5 24.6 17.0 19.2 3.4

Italy 6.6 14.4 18.9 19.5 40.6 0.0

Luxembourg 15.4 26.8 15.1 20.9 20.8 0.9

Netherlands 17.7 29.2 17.9 18.1 15.4 1.7

Poland 13.3 12.9 14.5 50.5 8.3 0.5

Portugal 7.3 7.7 14.0 3.9 66.9 0.2

Slovak Republic 9.6 15.3 8.0 58.9 7.8 0.4

Spain 17.8 17.2 18.8 7.4 38.4 0.3

Turkey 5.6 19.6 6.6 6.1 62.0 0.1

United Kingdom1 16.5 20.8 18.0 26.8 17.8 –

OECD18 average 13.2 19.2 15.4 27.0 23.7 1.5

Note: Population includes all adults aged 15 or over, Low education = Lower secondary education; Medium
education = Upper secondary education; High education = Tertiary education.
1. For the United Kingdom data for the group “One partner is a student” is not available. The proportions in

the table are relative to the five groups for which data is available.
Source: EU LFS, 2008.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932394015
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Children today are also more likely to end up with divorced parents. Across the OECD,

with the exceptions of Australia, Germany, Italy, New Zealand and Switzerland, most

divorces involve children. Countries where a high proportion of divorces involve children

include Greece, Luxembourg, Mexico, Portugal and the Slovak Republic, where this reaches

65% or more (Figure 1.7).

Figure 1.6. A sharp increase in the proportion of births outside marriage, 
1980 and 20071

Note: Data missing for Chile, Estonia, Israel, Mexico, Turkey and Slovenia.
1. 2006 for Iceland, Korea, Japan, New Zealand, Portugal, the United Kingdom and the United States; 2005 for

Australia and Canada; 1999 for Mexico.

Source: Eurostat (2010), Eurostat New Cronos Database, and national statistical offices.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932392552

Figure 1.7. Proportion of divorces involving children, 20071

Number of children involved in divorces, as a proportion of all divorces

Note: Data missing for Belgium, Chile, Denmark, Israel, Ireland and the United States.
1. 2006: France, Korea, Italy; 2005: Greece, Spain; 2003: Portugal; United Kingdom, Turkey.

Source: UN Statistical Division, 2010.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932392571
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In all OECD countries the divorce rate decreases as more children are involved. In the

Nordic countries, where there is strong financial support available for children following

divorce or separation, and thus less financial constraint following divorce (OECD, 2010a,

PF1.5), there is a high proportion of divorces involving two or more children. For example,

more than a third of divorces in Finland and Iceland involve two or more children. The

proportion of divorces involving two or more children is also high in the Netherlands,

Luxembourg, Austria and Korea.

The increase in the proportion of divorces involving children has been accompanied

by an increase in sole parenthood over the past few decades (Chapple, 2009). However, only

15% of all children live with one parent only, while nearly 84% of children live with two

married or cohabiting parents, on average, across the OECD countries (Table 1.1).

Table 1.1. Distribution of children1 by household type,
selected OECD countries, 2007

Percentage of children living with:
Total

% of children in 
multigenerational 

households0 parents 1 parent 2 cohabiting parents 2 married parents

Australia 2.6 16.8 81.0 100 . .

Austria 2.2 14.3 7.4 76.1 100 7.5

Belgium 2.5 16.2 13.7 67.7 100 2.2

Canada 0.0 22.1 11.0 66.9 100 . .

Czech Republic 0.6 14.9 8.2 76.3 100 7.7

Denmark 1.5 17.9 15.1 65.6 100 0.4

Estonia 1.9 21.8 23.9 52.5 100 12.0

Finland 0.9 14.4 15.8 68.9 100 0.6

France 0.9 13.5 21.0 64.5 100 1.8

Germany 1.3 15.0 5.5 78.2 100 0.9

Greece 1.2 5.3 1.2 92.3 100 6.5

Hungary 0.8 15.4 9.9 73.9 100 11.6

Ireland 1.9 24.3 5.9 67.9 100 4.5

Italy 0.8 10.2 5.2 83.9 100 5.0

Japan 0.0 12.3 87.7 100 . .

Luxembourg 0.3 10.2 6.9 82.6 100 2.8

Netherlands 0.3 11.1 13.1 75.5 100 0.3

New Zealand 0.0 23.7 76.3 100 . .

Poland 0.8 11.0 9.2 79.0 100 22.0

Portugal 2.9 11.9 9.7 75.5 100 11.6

Slovak Republic 1.1 10.6 3.7 84.7 100 17.6

Slovenia 0.6 10.4 19.5 69.4 100 13.7

Spain 1.2 7.2 7.9 83.7 100 5.8

Sweden 1.3 17.6 30.5 50.6 100 0.3

Switzerland 0.1 15.2 84.7 100 . .

United Kingdom 1.4 21.5 12.6 64.5 100 3.4

United States 3.5 25.8 2.9 67.8 100 . .

OECD27 average 1.3 14.9 11.3 72.5 100 6.6

Notes: The category “2 cohabiting parents” includes unmarried parents and parents in reconstituted households.
Data missing for Chile, Iceland, Israel, Korea, Mexico, Norway and Turkey.

1. Children are defined as household members aged under 18; < 15 for Canada and New Zealand.
Source: Iacovou and Skew (2010), Household Structure in the EU.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393958
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Box 1.2. Projecting changes in household structure to 2025-30

The way family and household structures are likely to evolve in the future is important
for forward planning in policy areas including childcare, education, housing, and elderly
care. About one-third of OECD countries have produced or commissioned relatively
detailed projections to 2025-30 on various aspects of household and family structure,
notably one-person households, sole-parent households, and households with or without
children. The start dates, time horizons as well as the methods used vary from study to
study, making precise comparisons between countries difficult. Nonetheless, the
projections reveal strong similarities among many OECD countries with respect to
underlying trends.

Much as a consequence of ageing populations, the number of one-person households is
expected to grow in all the OECD countries for which projections are available. The largest
increases are expected in Australia (between 43% and 73% depending on scenario), Korea
(43%), New Zealand (71%), and UK (60%).

Data on sole-parent households are also available for most countries that have published
projections. The consistency of the upward trend across these OECD countries is
remarkable, with the bulk of projections to 2025-30 suggesting that numbers are likely to
increase by between 22% and 29%. Austria, Netherlands, Switzerland and United States are
the countries expecting the lowest increases in sole-parent families (8 to 10%). Germany
stands out as the one exception with a projected decrease in sole-parent numbers of 16%
by 2025 – the effect of a rise in divorce and separations being unlikely to substantially
mitigate that of declining numbers of children.

Recent increases in the number of sole-parent households is expected
to continue over the next couple of decades, except in Germany

Projected percentage increase in the number of sole-parent families in selected OECD countries,
from early/mid-2000s to 2025-301

1. The period over which changed are projected are as follows: Australia (2000 to 2026), Austria (2007 to 2030),
France (2005 to 2030), Germany (2000 to 2025), Japan (2000 to 2030), the Netherlands (2009 to 2030), New
Zealand (2006 to 2031), Norway (2002 to 2031), Switzerland (2005 to 2030), United Kingdom (2006 to 2031)
and United States (2005 to 2030).

Source: OECD (2010d). OECD work is underway exploring likely future changes in household and family
structures to 2030, and the challenges these and other long-term changes in economy and society may pose
across a range of policy areas. Results will become available in the course of 2011 through www.oecd.org/futures.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932392837
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Children of divorced parents are more likely to live with just one parent than in

reconstituted families. On average across the OECD, almost 10% of children live in

reconstituted households, while nearly 15% live in sole-parent households (OECD, 2010a,

SF1.3). The proportion of reconstituted families is above-average in Belgium, Canada, the

Czech Republic, Estonia, France, the Nordic countries, the United Kingdom and the United

States. Reconstituted families are rare in Greece, Italy, Poland, Slovenia, Spain and Turkey

where less than 5% of children live in such households.

Around 1 in 15 children on average across the OECD live in a household with their

grandparent (Table 1.1), a consequence of an ageing population. In many countries, sole

parents live with their parents to pool resources and gain better access to childcare (see

Chapter 5). Multigenerational households are most common in Poland and the Slovak

Republic, where more than 15% of children live in multi-generational households, while

they are extremely rare in the Nordic countries.

Work life and family life

Changing patterns of female labour market participation

Increasing female participation in higher education (Box 1.3) has contributed

to changing female aspirations regarding labour market participation in many

OECD countries, with the biggest change in behaviour amongst married mothers (see

below). The timing of the resultant increase in female employment has varied across

countries. For example, the rise in female employment began in the early 1960s in

Australia, New Zealand, the Nordic countries, and the United States (OECD, 1999), whereas

the main gains in Ireland, the Netherlands and Spain were recorded over the past

two decades (Figure 1.8).

Box 1.2. Projecting changes in household structure to 2025-30 (cont.)

Sole-parent families are set to increase not only in absolute terms, but also as a
proportion of all family households with children. Indeed, by 2025-30 their share is
expected to rise in all the OECD countries for which projections are available (OECD, 2010b).
However, the effect is likely to be felt more in some countries than in others. For example
in Australia, Japan and New Zealand sole-parent families’ share of all family households
with children could reach well over 30% (up from 28%, 22% and 31% respectively in the
mid-2000s). By contrast, in Austria, Germany and Switzerland shares are expected to range
between 17% and 19%, showing little change since the mid-2000s.

In the light of past and current fertility rates and increases in life expectancy, it comes as
no surprise that almost all the OECD countries for which projections exist are expected to
show significant increases to 2025-2030 in the numbers of couples without children. These
increases range between 37% and 72% for Australia, Korea, New Zealand, Switzerland, and
the United States. Germany is projected to see the slowest increase (14%) while Japan could
in fact experience a decrease in the number of childless couples.

By contrast, most of these countries expect to see declines in the number of couples with
children to 2025-30. The largest decreases are projected for Germany, Japan and Austria
(between 15% and 27%), the lowest for Korea and the Netherlands. In contrast, the United
States and Australia could see increases in the numbers of couples with children.
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In the early 1980s, Belgium, Greece, Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands, Mexico, Spain and

Turkey had the lowest female labour market participation among the OECD with less than

40% of the female working population in employment (Figure 1.8). Amongst these

countries there has been a large increase in female employment in Belgium, Ireland, the

Netherlands and Spain with employment rates exceeding 50% in 2009. There were also

modest increases in Greece, Italy and Mexico with employment rates reaching above 40%.

However, in Turkey female employment dropped below 25% in 2009.

The Nordic countries historically had the highest female employment rates among the

OECD countries and are still among the highest despite drops in the 1990s in Finland,

Norway and Sweden. Iceland is the only OECD country with nearly 80% of the female

working-age population in employment in 2009.

In the past decade the female employment rate has remained fairly stable across most

of the OECD countries, with the exceptions of a noticeable decrease in the United States and

a large decrease in Turkey. But the rate dropped in almost every OECD country

from 2008 to 2009, reflecting the poor economic situation worldwide (OECD, 2010b). In

contrast to most of the OECD countries, there was a slight increase in the female

employment rate in the Russian Federation over the last decade, increasing from 56% in 1999

to 65% in 2009.

Box 1.3. Participation in education by gender: women are now more likely
to have a university degree, but they study humanities rather than sciences

The increase in female educational attainment levels has preceded changes in women’s labour
market behaviour. The figure below shows that the proportion of younger women with completed
tertiary education is higher than for older women in all countries, and the gains have been particularly
large in Belgium, Denmark, France, Ireland, Luxembourg, Norway, Poland and Spain (more than 20
percentage points) and most pronounced in Korea (over 40 percentage points). In fact, in the majority
of OECD countries, and in the Brazil and the Russian Federation, young women have higher levels of
educational attainment than their male counterparts: on average across the OECD 40% of women in the
age group 25-34 have completed tertiary education compared with 32% of the young men. As with
women, young adult men aged 25-34 are more likely to have completed tertiary education compared
with their peers in the age cohort 45-54. In some countries gains have been limited (e.g. Austria,
Czech Republic, Finland, Germany, Israel, Mexico, the Russian Federation, the Slovak Republic and the
United States), or the proportion of men with tertiary educational attainment decreased, as in Brazil
and Estonia.

Women may have overtaken young men in terms of average educational attainment levels, but men and
women still engage in different fields of study. While a large proportion of females graduate with degrees
in humanities (OECD, 2010a, CO3.2), there is relatively low female participation in science and engineering
(Panel B). This gender gap in engineering, manufacturing and construction degrees is particularly large in
Ireland, Japan, Switzerland and the Netherlands where less than 20% of graduates are female. In Greece,
which has the highest proportion of female participation in engineering degrees, less than 50% of
engineering graduates are female. Because older female workers have relatively low average education
levels, and younger women in general study arts rather than sciences, differences in labour market
outcomes (employment and earnings) for men and women persist (see below).
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Box 1.3. Participation in education by gender: women are now more likely
to have a university degree, but they study humanities rather than sciences (cont.)

Women are more likely than men to have completed tertiary education, 2008

Note: Panel B: data missing for Chile, Estonia, Israel, Luxembourg and Slovenia.
1. 2002 for the Russian Federation.

Source: OECD (2010i), Education at a Glance, for Panel A; OECD (2010a), OECD Family Database, CO3.2 for Panel B.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932392856
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Figure 1.8. Women are increasingly participating in paid work, 1980 to 2009
As a percentage of the working population (15-64)

Note: Data missing for Chile, Estonia, Israel and Slovenia.
1. For Korea data refers to ages 15-59 prior to 1989.

Source: OECD Database on Labour Force Statistics, 2010.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932392590
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Gender differences in paid and unpaid work remain

Despite the improvement in female participation in the labour market, gender

inequalities persist. While over 70% of prime-aged women (25-54 year-olds) are employed

on average across the OECD, the figure is over 85% for men, resulting in a gender

employment gap of around 15 percentage points (Table 1.2). There are large cross-country

differences in the employment rate gender gap. The gap is below 5 percentage points in

Estonia, the Nordic countries and Slovenia. By contrast, the gender employment gap for

prime-age workers is over 30 percentage points in Chile and Mexico, and very high in

Turkey at over 50 percentage points.

There are also gender gaps in the intensity of employment participation. In all

OECD countries, a much larger share of female employment is part-time when compared

with male employment, with the OECD average for women at 21.7% compared with only

4.4% for men. The largest gaps in the share of part-time/full-time employment among men

and women are in Germany, the Netherlands, Switzerland and the United Kingdom where

over 35% of female employees work part-time. The gap is smallest in the Czech Republic,

Estonia, Finland, Hungary, Portugal, the Slovak Republic and Slovenia where less than 10%

of female employment is part-time. In contrast to the OECD countries the gender gap is low

in the Russian Federation where the average for women is almost on par with the average

for men (2.4%) at 4.0%, and is lower than the average for men in most OECD countries.

Women are also more likely than men to have a temporary rather than a permanent

employment contract (Table 1.2), particularly in Finland, Japan and Korea. In contrast,

women in Estonia, Hungary, Mexico and the Russian Federation, where a large proportion

work in the public sector, are more likely to have a permanent contract than their male

counterparts. In particular the proportion of employed men with temporary contracts is

very high in Mexico, Poland and Spain with over 20% of male employment being temporary.

The gender gap is also very large for managerial and supervisory jobs. Although the

number of reported jobs with management and supervisory responsibility varies from

country to country, women in Japan and Korea have the most difficulty getting through to

the top with less than 10% of management jobs occupied by women. Women have the best

career prospects in Canada, France, Hungary, Poland, Slovak Republic and the United

States, with over 35% of management jobs occupied by women.

Overall, despite the improvement of the labour market situation for women, significant

differences in gender employment outcomes remain across the OECD. To some extent this

reflects past education and labour market outcomes (older women have lower average levels

of education and are unlikely to have strong labour force attachment), but is also related to

women’s self-selection to employment in sectors with family-friendly workplace practices

(often in the public sector) or working under less favourable employment conditions

(e.g. temporary contracts). Together these factors contribute to persistent gender wage gaps.

The wage gap has reduced over time but in most OECD countries the median female wage was

still less than 90% of the median male wage in 2008 (see Figure 1.A1.3, Panel A in the annex).

Two notable exceptions are Hungary and Italy where the median female wage is almost the

same as the median male wage, which for Hungary is related to the recent increase in wages

in the public sector where a large proportion of women are employed. To some extent, the low

wage gap in Hungary and Italy is also due to selection of highly qualified women in the labour

market (both Hungary and Italy have low female employment rates, see above). In Belgium,

Greece, New Zealand and Norway, the wage gap is also small with the female median wage
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more than 90% of the male median wage. At the other end of the spectrum, the wage gap is

large in Japan and Korea with the median female wage less than 70% of the median male wage.

The gender wage gap is greater for top earners in most OECD countries reflecting the

low proportion of women in managerial positions. The top quintile female wage is less

than 90% of the top quintile male wage for all OECD countries studied, except Belgium,

Greece, Italy, Poland and Spain. As with the median wage, the largest gap is in Japan and

Korea where the top quintile female wage is around 60% of the top quintile male wage.

Table 1.2. Selected labour market statistics for 25-54 year-olds, by gender, 2007-09

Employment rates,
20091

Share of part-time employment
in total employment,

20092

Share of temporary employment
in dependent employment,3

20094

Proportion
of managers

who are female, 
20075

Women Men Women Men Women Men

Australia 72.1 86.3 33.9 6.4 6.6 4.3 . .
Austria 79.5 88.5 33.0 4.2 5.1 4.0 26.8
Belgium 73.8 85.7 30.4 5.0 7.9 4.6 34.0
Canada 77.2 83.5 19.7 5.6 9.7 8.6 37.8
Chile 52.8 86.3 13.9 4.0 . . . .
Czech Republic 74.1 90.5 4.2 0.8 6.4 4.3 28.9
Denmark 82.9 87.2 15.0 5.7 8.0 5.0 27.7
Estonia 75.5 77.4 8.6 3.7 1.3 2.8 . .
Finland 80.4 84.4 9.6 4.6 16.6 8.1 27.4
France 76.6 87.6 21.1 4.0 11.6 7.9 37.9
Germany 75.4 86.1 38.9 5.6 9.9 8.8 27.9
Greece 62.2 88.4 14.0 3.9 13.2 9.9 27.9
Hungary 66.9 78.9 3.9 1.7 7.0 8.5 35.1
Iceland 80.6 86.9 18.2 5.0 8.2 6.0 31.1
Ireland 67.1 78.0 34.8 7.7 7.1 5.2 30.7
Israel 68.3 79.6 20.4 5.1 . . . . . .
Italy 59.1 84.7 30.2 4.5 13.3 8.7 33.5
Japan 67.6 91.3 30.5 5.0 19.7 4.3 9.6
Korea 59.8 86.3 11.0 4.0 22.9 13.6 7.8
Luxembourg 71.4 90.8 31.0 3.4 5.9 4.0 21.3
Mexico 51.1 90.2 26.7 5.0 10.3 22.2
Netherlands 79.6 90.7 55.5 6.0 15.0 11.1 27.6
New Zealand 74.2 87.5 30.4 5.3 . . . . 23.0
Norway 83.5 88.3 22.2 5.4 10.6 4.2 31.7
Poland 71.6 83.7 11.1 3.1 22.3 22.6 36.1
Portugal 74.9 84.5 8.9 2.2 21.2 18.6 31.8
Slovak Republic 71.2 84.2 3.4 1.6 3.2 3.6 38.2
Slovenia 83.2 86.4 5.4 3.1 12.6 10.1 . .
Spain 63.8 77.3 20.0 3.3 25.9 22.8 32.9
Sweden 81.9 86.9 14.1 5.1 13.2 8.9 31.6
Switzerland 80.6 92.9 47.4 5.4 7.0 6.2 21.2
Turkey 27.6 77.9 22.4 4.5 10.0 9.3 . .
United Kingdom 74.4 85.4 35.1 5.5 4.9 3.8 34.4
United States 70.2 81.5 13.6 4.1 3.4 3.5 36.7

OECD34 average 70.9 85.5 21.7 4.4 11.0 8.6 29.3

Russian Federation 81.2 86.4 4.0 2.4 11.5 16.6 . .

1. Data refers to 2008 for Israel.
2. Data refers to 2004 for Mexico; 2007 for Chile and Israel.
3. Dependent employment = Total employment – Self-employment.
4. Data refers to 2004 for Mexico; 2005 for the United States.
5. Data refers to 2000 for Canada, Iceland, Japan, Korea, New Zealand, Slovak Republic and Switzerland.
Source: OECD Database on Labour Force Statistics, 2010.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393977
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These gender employment and wage gaps can also be related to the period of family

formation. Employment rates for men and women tend to be similar during their twenties,

but patterns diverge when adults become parents. Paternal employment behaviour is not

that different from men in general (although in some countries, e.g. Australia and the

United Kingdom, men often increase working hours after becoming fathers (OECD, 2010a,

LMF2.1 and LMF2.2) ), but in many countries female employment participation drops when

young children are present in households.

Employers are aware that mothers have to make work and family choices. In fact,

many employers expect women, regardless of their level of educational attainment to

withdraw (at least temporarily) from the labour force upon marriage and/or childbirth, and

are therefore, more likely to consider women less committed to their career than men. As

a result, employers are less likely to invest in female workers and their career prospects. To

some extent this is a vicious circle: as female workers have limited incentives to pursue a

career if they perceive the likelihood of moving upwards to be more limited than for men,

they are more likely to leave the labour force, thus reinforcing the stereotype. These

features apply to most OECD labour markets to some degree, but are particularly

pronounced in Asian OECD countries, where the choice between a career and motherhood

is a stark one. In Asian OECD countries, many women either have children or remain in

work: the constraints to labour force participation of women who do have children lends to

a considerable waste of human resources and can negatively affect child poverty (see

below), whereas the fact that many women choose not to have children will have

significant implications for the face of future societies.

Parents in work

The growth in the proportion of women in the labour force is strongly related to the

growing numbers of mothers re-entering the labour force or remaining in employment. On

average across OECD countries in 2007, more than six out of ten mothers with dependent

children (aged 0-16) were in paid employment (Figure 1.9, Panel A). There is, however,

considerable cross-national variation. At below 50%, employment rates for mothers with

dependent children (0-16) were lowest in Hungary, Italy, Poland and the Slovak Republic. In

contrast, more than two out of three mothers were in paid employment in Canada, the

Netherlands, Switzerland and the United States, with maternal employment rates highest

in Nordic countries at around 75% or more.

Virtually all employed mothers take a short break from paid work just before birth and

during the first few months after a child’s birth. After this period, differences in national

parental leave and childcare support arrangements contribute to different labour force

behaviour of mothers (Chapter 4). Figure 1.9, Panel A shows that in many countries

maternal employment rates rebound when children are three to five years of age, and

maternal employment rates often increase further when children enter primary school

around the age of six. But the data also mask considerable cross-national differences in the

dynamics of employment relationships. For example, in Australia and New Zealand

mothers often reduce hours of work per week to care for young children and increase hours

when children go to primary school at age five, in contrast to the Netherlands and

Switzerland where part-time employment is a more permanent feature for mothers with

children throughout childhood (OECD, 2007b). The change in the prevalence and nature of

employment among mothers as their children grow older is discussed further in

Chapters 3 and 4.
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Figure 1.9. Most mothers are in paid work, especially when children
go to school, 20071

Note: In both panels countries ordered in ascending order of maternal employment rate with youngest child aged 0-16.
Panel A: For Australia, Iceland and Ireland children aged < 2 and 3-5 are grouped together as children aged under 6.
Panel B: For Australia and Iceland the “two children”group represents “2 + children”.
Data missing for Chile, Estonia, Israel, Korea, Mexico, Norway, Slovenia and Turkey.
1. 1999 for Denmark; 2001 for Belgium, Canada and Japan; 2002 for Finland, Iceland and Italy; 2003 for Sweden;

2005 for Australia; 2006 for Switzerland.

Source: Australia, Australian Bureau of Statistics (2005); Statistics Canada (2001 data); Statistics Denmark (1999 data);
Statistics Finland (2002 data); Statistics Iceland (2002 data for women age 25-54); Japanese authorities (2001 data);
Swiss LFS (2006 2nd quarter data); UK Office of National Statistics (2005 data); and the US Current Population Survey
(2005 data). All other EU countries, European Labour Force Survey (2005 data, except for Italy which concerns 2003).

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932392609
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Employment rates tend to be lower for mothers with a greater number of dependent

children (Figure 1.9 Panel B). In 2007, on average almost 60% of mothers with one child

were in paid employment, while this was about 55% for mothers with two children. In

Greece, Hungary, Italy, Luxembourg, Poland, the Slovak Republic and Spain, less than half

of mothers with two or more children were in paid employment in 2007. Maternal

employment rates tail off even further in the presence of a third child, to below 30% in

Hungary, Italy and Poland.

Looking across the OECD, the increase in female and maternal employment has led to

an increase in the share of couple families where both adults are in paid employment. In

most countries the male breadwinner household has now been replaced by dual-earner

couples: on average nearly 60% of couples are now dual-earner families (Figure 1.10).

Joblessness and poverty among households

The economic vulnerability of families is linked to parents’ incapacity to reconcile

employment and parenthood. The most disadvantaged families with children are those

where no adults are in paid employment. Joblessness is generally much higher for sole-

parent families than for couples with children, and the growth in the incidence of sole-

parent families has been a significant contributor to trends in family joblessness

(the various policies geared towards improving the labour force participation of sole-parent

families are discussed in Chapter 6). Thus, children in couple households are less likely to

be living with jobless parents than children in sole-parent households (OECD, 2010a,

LMF1.1). In all countries studied, more than 80% of children living in couple households

have at least one parent in full-time employment with the proportion particularly high

in Japan and the United States. The share of children living in couple households where

both parents are employed is also high, particularly in Slovenia, Portugal and the United

States, where more than 60% of children live in couple households with both parents

Figure 1.10. Most couples are dual-earner families, selected OECD countries, 2008

Note: Figures for OECD EU countries, Canada and Turkey. Data missing for Denmark, Ireland and Sweden.

Source: EU LFS, 2008.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932392628
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Box 1.4. Unpaid work and time spent on parenting
by fathers and mothers

The burden of unpaid work can often contribute to gender inequality. Care activities
constitute one of the main forms of unpaid work and there are large differences in the time
contributed to care work by women and men. Even in families without children, women
contribute a substantial part of their time to care work. At the extreme end, women
aged 25-44 devote nearly 8% of their time to care work in Mexico, while men of the same
age spend only 3% of their time (OECD, 2010a, LMF2.5). This gender gap increases with the
number of children in the family. In families with two or more children, women in
Germany, Finland, Mexico and the United Kingdom spend over 20% of their time on care,
compared with less than 10% of men’s time spent on care. In contrast, women in Canada,
France and the United States spend less than 13% of their time on care activities. Although
the proportion of time spent on care varies between countries the proportion of women
whose primary activity is care work is fairly constant across the OECD at 2-4% of the
female working population.

In countries with high rates of female employment more men spend time on unpaid
work (see Figure below). However, in all OECD countries women spend more time on
unpaid work in an average day than men regardless of the level of female employment in
the country, due in part to women working shorter hours and taking up more parental
leave. In Norway, where the female employment rate is more than 75% men spend more
than two hours on unpaid work on an average day, while women spend less than 4 hours
per day on unpaid work. In Mexico, where the female employment rate is one of the lowest
among the OECD countries at just 43%, women spend a disproportionately large amount of
time in unpaid work: more than six hours on average per day. This suggests that many
women in Mexico carry out unpaid work on top of some paid work. The amount of time
spent on unpaid work is lowest in Korea for both men and women, with women spending
around 3.5 hours and men spending less than one hour each day on unpaid work.

Men’s unpaid work increases with national levels of women’s employment, 
while women’s unpaid work decreases, selected OECD countries, 2007

Note: Data missing for Austria, Chile, Czech Republic, Denmark, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Israel,
Luxembourg, the Netherlands, the Slovak Republic and Turkey.

Source: Miranda (2011), “Cooking, Cleaning and Volunteering: Unpaid Work around the World”.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932392875
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working full-time. Given that joblessness greatly increases the chances of a household

being poor, couple households can act as a protection for children against poverty as such

households are less likely to be jobless.

A significant minority of families in work are poor (as measured with respect to half

the median disposable household income). Sole-parent families with a working adult

generally have higher poverty rates than two-parent households where only one parent is

employed, with the exceptions of Denmark, Norway, Sweden and Portugal (Whiteford and

Adema, 2007). But joblessness is still the major poverty risk especially among sole-parent

families. In almost all countries, poverty rates among non-employed lone parents are at

least twice as high as among those with paid work (Table 1.3), while poverty rates among

couples with children where neither parent is employed are, on average, three times higher

than where one parent is employed, and more than ten times higher than where both

parents are employed.

It is a particular worry that in most OECD countries, poverty risks have shifted over the

past 20 years towards families with children (Förster and Mira d’Ercole, 2005). In many

countries, families with children are disproportionately likely to be poor; only in Belgium,

Denmark, Finland, Greece, Norway and Sweden do children face lower risks of poverty than

the national average. Israel and Mexico have the highest rate of child poverty in the OECD

with more than a quarter of children living in poor households. The poverty rate is also

high in Chile, Poland, Turkey and the United States at over 20% (Table 1.3).

Public benefits for families

With the current economic crisis, and the shift in poverty risks towards households

with children, it is important for countries to provide support for families, especially for

those with elevated poverty risks such as sole-parent and jobless households. Most

governments provide support to families in the form of cash benefits (Figure 1.11): cash

benefits make up more than 40% of public spending on families in all OECD countries

except France, Germany, Iceland, Japan, Korea, Mexico, the Netherlands, Spain, Sweden

and the United States. In Korea, where public social benefits are low overall, cash benefits

are extremely low making up less than 5% of all public spending on families. On the

contrary, tax breaks for families are low in most OECD countries. Tax breaks only constitute

a significant proportion of public family spending in Canada, Germany, Japan, Poland and

the United States where they account for over 30% of spending on families.

Box 1.4. Unpaid work and time spent on parenting
by fathers and mothers (cont.)

In general, women spend at least twice as much time on care work (for children and
adults) as a primary activity than men. The largest differences are recorded for Japan and
Turkey where women spent on average 4 and 6 times more time on care work than men,
respectively (OECD, 2010a, LMF2.5).

Gender inequality also persists in child-related leave policies (OECD, 2007b). Mothers are
entitled to paid leave with employment protection in all OECD countries except the United
States. Legal entitlements to paternity leave exist in around half of OECD countries with
payment rates at 100% of salary, but duration is considerably shorter. For example, in
Austria, Greece, Ireland, Luxembourg, the Netherlands and Spain, paternity leave amounts
to three days or less (Chapter 4 and OECD, 2010a, PF2.1 and PF 2.2).
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Overall, the average OECD public spending on families is around 2¼% of GDP. The

highest spending, more than 3% of GDP, is in Austria, Belgium, Iceland, Luxembourg,

Denmark, France, Hungary, Sweden and the United Kingdom while it is lowest in Chile,

Korea and Mexico where the government spends less than 1% of GDP on families.

Table 1.3. Children in sole-parent families face an elevated poverty risk,
mid- to late-2000s1

Poverty rates for children and for families by employment status, percentages

Children (0-17) Sole parent Two parents

Not working Working No worker One worker Two workers

Australia 11.8 67.8 6.1 50.8 7.9 1.0

Austria 6.2 51.3 10.5 36.3 4.5 2.9

Belgium 10.0 43.2 10.1 36.1 10.6 2.5

Canada 14.8 90.5 29.6 79.4 28.7 4.1

Chile 20.5 87.2 37.6 32.8 27.2 5.8

Czech Republic 10.3 71.4 10.3 43.2 9.5 0.7

Denmark 3.7 33.9 5.1 29.2 7.8 0.6

Estonia 12.4 94.5 29.2 75.4 16.3 3.1

Finland 4.2 46.3 5.6 23.4 8.9 1.1

France 8.0 35.8 14.6 18.1 8.7 3.0

Germany 8.3 46.2 11.6 23.2 3.7 0.6

Greece 13.2 83.6 17.6 39.2 22.1 4.0

Hungary 7.2 30.8 21.3 9.6 6.5 3.1

Iceland 8.3 22.9 17.1 51.0 28.8 4.1

Ireland 16.3 74.9 24.0 55.4 15.7 1.9

Israel 26.6 81.1 29.6 86.4 37.5 3.6

Italy 15.3 87.6 22.8 79.3 22.5 2.7

Japan 14.2 52.5 54.6 37.8 11.0 9.5

Korea 10.3 23.1 19.7 37.5 9.5 5.3

Luxembourg 12.4 69.0 38.3 27.4 15.8 5.3

Mexico 25.8 48.2 31.6 68.7 34.7 11.2

Netherlands 9.6 56.8 23.2 63.1 14.6 1.8

Norway 5.5 42.5 5.9 45.4 7.3 0.2

New Zealand 12.2 75.7 14.0 68.6 9.3 1.0

Poland 21.5 74.9 25.6 51.2 28.4 5.7

Portugal 16.6 90.2 26.2 53.2 34.3 4.8

Spain 17.3 78.0 32.2 70.6 23.2 5.1

Slovak Republic 10.9 65.9 23.9 66.0 18.2 1.8

Slovenia 7.8 72.8 19.6 76.6 22.0 2.1

Sweden 7.0 54.5 11.0 46.0 18.5 1.4

Switzerland 9.4 21.6 7.6

Turkey 24.6 43.6 31.9 28.1 18.9 20.2

United Kingdom 10.1 39.1 6.7 35.8 9.0 1.0

United States 21.6 91.5 35.8 84.1 30.6 6.6

OECD34 average 12.7 61.4 21.3 49.4 17.3 3.9

Russian Federation 20.1 56.0 24.5 57.2 29.8 15.0

Note: The child poverty rate is defined as the share of children living in households with equivalised incomes less
than 50% of the median for the entire population.
1. Data refers to 2008 for Germany, Israel, Italy, Korea, Mexico, Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Sweden and the

United States; 2007 for Canada, Denmark and Hungary; 2006 for Chile, Estonia, Japan and Slovenia; 2005 for
France, Ireland, Switzerland and the United Kingdom; 2004 for Australia, Austria, Belgium, Czech Republic,
Finland, Greece, Iceland, Luxembourg, Poland, Portugal, the Slovak Republic, Spain and Turkey.

Source: Provisional data from OECD (2010e), Income Distribution Questionnaires.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393996
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Child well-being
Child well-being is a multidimensional concept. However, for the purposes of this

report we focus on three commonly-agreed dimensions only: material well-being,

education and health (OECD, 2009a),4 and also discuss subjective well-being among

children. This selection of indicators also aims to cover outcomes for children at different

stages of childhood: with material well-being representing the whole of childhood, health

indicators covering the early years, and educational outcomes reflecting experiences in the

later years.

Material well-being: household income

A number of OECD countries, and the European Union more recently, have set income

poverty targets in past years (European Union, 2010). However, even though the equivalised

household income for families with children has increased in absolute terms over the past

20 years (Figure 1.12), these increases have not translated to lower relative child poverty

(Figure 1.1, Panel D). Indeed, rates of income poverty among children have increased

slightly during this period (see Chapter 5 for more detail).

Figure 1.11. Public spending on family benefits in cash,1 services2

and tax measures, in percentage of GDP, 2007

Note: Public support accounted here only concerns public support that is exclusively for families (e.g. child payments
and allowances, parental leave benefits and childcare support). Spending in other social policy areas such as health
and housing support also assists families, but not exclusively, and is not included here. Data on tax breaks towards
families is not available for Chile, Estonia, Greece, Hungary, Israel and Slovenia. Coverage of spending on family
services (including childcare) may be limited as such services are often provided, and/or co-financed, by local
governments. This can make it difficult to get an accurate view of public support for families across, especially but
not exclusively, in federal countries.
Data missing for Turkey. Data on tax breaks towards families are not available for Chile, Estonia, Greece, Hungary,
Israel and Slovenia.
1. Cash benefits include family allowance, maternity and paternity leave and other cash benefits.
2. Services include day-care/home-care help service and other benefits in kind.

Source: OECD (2010f), Social Expenditure Database; and Adema, Fron and Ladaique (2011).
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932392647

4.0

3.5

3.0

2.5

2.0

1.5

1.0

0.5

0

% of GDP 

Fra
nc

e

 D
en

mark

 U
nit

ed
 King

do
m

 Ic
ela

nd

 H
un

ga
ry

 B
elg

ium

 S
wed

en

 A
us

tri
a

 L
uxe

mbo
urg

 N
or

way

 N
eth

erl
an

ds

Germ
an

y

 A
us

tra
lia

 F
inl

an
d

 Ir
ela

nd

 C
ze

ch
 R

ep
ub

lic

 N
ew

 Ze
ala

nd

 O
EC

D33 a
ve

ra
ge

 S
lov

ak
 R

ep
ub

lic

 Is
rae

l

 S
lov

en
ia

 E
sto

nia

 S
pa

in

 P
ola

nd

Switz
erl

an
d

Can
ad

a

Por
tug

al
Ita

ly

 Ja
pa

n

Unit
ed

 Stat
es

Gree
ce

 M
ex

ico
 K

or
ea

Chil
e

Cash benefits Benefits in kind Tax break for social purposes

OECD average = 2.23%



1. FAMILIES ARE CHANGING

DOING BETTER FOR FAMILIES © OECD 2011 43

Figure 1.12. Average incomes in households with children are rising steadily
in absolute terms across the OECD, 1985 to 2005

Income levels relative to OECD average income in 2005
(OECD average income in 2005 = 100)

Notes: Equivalised median household income for households with children aged 0-17 has been anchored to the unweighted OECD
average for 2005 data (given a score of 100).
Data missing for Chile, Estonia, Slovenia, Israel, the Netherlands, Spain and Turkey.

Source: Provisional data from OECD (2010e), Income Distribution Questionnaires.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932392666
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Across the OECD, the income for families with children has increased by an average of

25% between 1985 and 2005, with the increase particularly strong since 1995. Around one-

third of countries have seen unabated increases; the remaining countries have witnessed

some income fluctuation (with most of the drops being around the mid-90s), but there is

an overall increase for all countries.

Health outcomes: infant mortality and low birth weight

Two important measures of child health outcomes are infant mortality rates and low

birth weights. In 2007, infant mortality was low or extremely low in most OECD countries

(Figure 1.13), and there have been improvements in all OECD countries on this front in the

past 20 years. Japan, along with most northern European countries, had the lowest rate of

infant deaths in 2005 (two to three per 1 000). Mexico and Turkey are outliers and had

substantially higher infant mortality rates than other OECD countries at rates of 16 and 21

per 1 000 births, respectively.

Figure 1.13. In the past 20 years the numbers of infant deaths have fallen:
there has been clear convergence on this front, 1987 to 2007

Number of deaths of children under one year of age that occurred in a given year per 1 000 live births

Notes: OECD average and standard deviation are unweighted. Some variation in infant mortality rates is related to
differences in registration practices of premature babies. For example, in Canada, Nordic countries and the United
States, very premature babies (with relatively low odds of survival) are registered as live births, which can increase
mortality rates compared with other countries that do not. For more detail, see OECD Health Data 2009.
Data missing for Chile, Estonia, Israel and Slovenia. The values above the columns for Mexico and Turkey refer to the
figure for 1987. See the Statlink.

Source: OECD (2009d), Health at a Glance.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932392685
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Contrary to the trends observed in the infant mortality rates, low birth weights have

increased across the OECD countries in the past 20 years. Low birth weight is linked to

children’s future development trajectories and has also been linked to earning and learning

capacity in later life (for example see Black, 2007). Part of the increase is due to

improvements in medical care leading to higher number of births for children who would

otherwise not survive to birth, as well as changes to birth recording practises. Nordic

countries have particularly low proportions of children born underweight and the rates in

these countries have only increased slightly since 1987 (Figure 1.14). At the other end of the

scale, Japan and Greece have high rates of low-birth weight children, rates which have

increased more substantially than elsewhere since 1987.

Figure 1.14. Low birth weights are increasing steadily across the OECD,
only Hungary and Poland have seen notable falls, 1987 to 2007

Number of live births weighing less than 2500 grams as a percentage
of total number of live births

Notes: OECD average and standard deviation are unweighted based on 25 OECD countries. Data is missing for Korea,
Luxembourg, Mexico, Netherlands and Turkey. Breaks in series: Australia (1991, no significant change), Denmark
(1997, 0.9 percentage points decrease) and France (1998, 0.5 percentage points increase). For Germany, until 1989 data
refers to the Federal Republic of Germany, from 1990 onwards data refers to Germany after reunification. For further
information, see OECD Health Data 2009.
Data missing for Chile, Estonia, Israel, Korea, Luxembourg, Mexico, the Netherlands, Slovenia and Turkey.

Source: OECD (2009d), Health at a Glance.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932392704
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Educational outcomes: literacy scores, children not in education and employment

A good education is critical to a child’s personal and social development. Compulsory

education of children in the majority of OECD countries takes place between the ages 5

to 15, the most important stages of which – at least for later labour market participation –

is around the period of examination and exit from compulsory school. All OECD countries

provide comprehensive education systems. But how successful are these systems at

getting children into work or further education and providing children with the necessary

life skills?

The NEET (Not in Education, Employment and Training) indicator records

the proportion of older children who fail to find employment, training or further

educational opportunities after compulsory schooling, and compares NEET rates reported

in 1997 and 2007. In the last decade, the rates of children aged 15-19 not finding work,

training or further education have been below 10%, on average, across the OECD. The data

shows that the rate had fallen slightly in the period leading up to the financial crisis.

In 2007, only five OECD countries had more than 10% of children not in education, training

or employment between the ages of 15 and 19 (the United Kingdom, Spain, Israel, Mexico

and Turkey).

Countries that had above-average NEET rates in 1997 have seen the largest drops

from 1997 to 2007. Countries where rates are increasing include the Nordic countries and

France, from very low levels in 1997, and in Turkey and Israel from rates already well above

Figure 1.15. In the past decade the likelihood of children being out of education 
and employment in the years following compulsory school has fallen,

19971 and 20072

Proportion of youth not in education, employment or training

Note: Data missing for Chile, Iceland, Korea.
1. Austria and Israel data is for 2002, United Kingdom for 2000, Ireland for 1999 and Norway and Italy for 1998.

Japanese data is for ages 15-24.
2. Mexico data is for 2004. Data for Iceland is missing. OECD average is an unweighted average based on data

for 1997 and 2007 only

Source: OECD (2010i), Education at a Glance.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932392723
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the OECD average. In 2007, there remained considerable variation in NEET rates across the

OECD, with the Turkish rate 12 times higher than the Polish rate, although the difference

between higher income countries has decreased to between 3% and 10%.

The trends in educational achievement across OECD countries can be compared using

information on reading literacy from the first three waves of PISA (Figure 1.16). The data

show the change in the countries performance on the reading literacy scale relative to the

OECD average for each survey in terms of average performance scores. Chile, Hungary, Israel,

Korea, Poland, Portugal and Turkey have seen the largest improvements between 2000

and 2009; it is interesting to note that these countries are spread out across the range of

country scores. Ireland and Sweden observed the biggest falls in reading literacy.

Subjective well-being: children’s self-reported life satisfaction

Subjective well-being among children in OECD countries can be measured based on

the proportion of children who report scores of 6 and over on a scale used to represent their

personal satisfaction with their life. The scale – presented in a written questionnaire in

classrooms – asks children aged 11 to 15 years to place themselves on a rung of a ladder

based on present subjective perception of life, where the top rung (10) represents the best

possible life, and the bottom rung (0) represents the worst possible life. In 2005-06, with the

exception of Turkey, at least four out of five children stated that their life is in the top half

of the scale (Figure 1.17). Life satisfaction (a score of 6 or more) was particularly high in

Belgium, Denmark, Finland, the Netherlands and Spain, where over 90% of children were

satisfied with their life. However, around 15% of OECD children said that there life is at

most half as good as it could be (Currie et al., 2008).

Figure 1.16. A minority of countries have reported real gains relative
to OECD average reading literacy levels since 2000

Differences in student performance on the reading literacy scale 2000 to 2009

Note: For Turkey, Slovak Republic and the Netherlands scores differences are between 2003 and 2009 only.
Data for Austria is missing as the 2009 scores were not comparable.

Source: OECD (2010h), PISA 2009 Assessment Framework.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932392742
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Summary
Family life has changed over the past few decades in most OECD countries. Total

fertility rates have fallen and, despite a recent rebound in many countries, fertility rates

remain below the replacement level in most OECD countries. There has been increased

deferment of childbearing among women which in extreme cases has led to increased

childlessness. The childlessness rate seems strongly linked to the education level of

women: women with higher education levels are most likely to remain childless.

Lower fertility rates and increased childlessness has led to a decline in the average

household size and a large proportion of households without children. Falling marriage and

increasing divorce rates also mean that less people are getting married, and those that do are

more likely to get divorced. Consequently more children are born out of marriage and

experience family dissolution. The increase in births outside marriage is also partly due to

the increase in non-traditional forms of partnership, namely cohabitation. Cohabitation is

becoming increasingly popular among the younger generation as they cohabit before

potential marriage and as an alternative to marriage. Overall, changing partnership patterns

mean that more children now live in sole-parent and reconstituted families.

Increasing educational attainment levels among women have gone hand-in-hand

with improved labour market outcomes for women. However, despite sharp increases in

female employment over the past few decades, gender gaps persist. Many women still find

it more difficult to gain employment than men, and once they are in the labour market,

face further difficulties in gaining equity with their male counterparts. On average, there is

a 15 percentage point gap in the employment rates of men and women among prime-aged

(25-54) adults. And among the working population, women are more likely to have part-

time work and temporary contracts and less likely to reach managerial positions.

Figure 1.17. The majority of OECD children report higher than median levels
of life satisfaction, 2005-06

Proportion of children, aged 11 to 15 years, ranking their life as 6 or above on a scale of 0 to 10

Note: Data missing for Australia, Chile, Japan, Korea, Mexico and New Zealand.

Source: Currie et al. (2008), HBSC International Report from the 2005/2006 Survey.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932392761
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Over a generation of children, indicators of three important dimensions of child well-

being have evolved in different directions. Average incomes have risen, but at the same time

child poverty rates have also increased as households without children have made more

financial gains than households with children. More youngsters are now in employment or

education than before. Health outcomes for children show evidence of improvement, decline

and stability/stagnation in equal measures. Thus, whilst improvements are being made in

some areas, it is clear that more could be done to improve child well-being.

Notes

1. In this chapter, the statistical data for Israel are supplied by and under the responsibility of the
relevant Israeli authorities. The use of such data by the OECD is without prejudice to the status of
the Golan Heights, East Jerusalem and Israeli settlements in the West Bank under the terms of
international law.

2. Families have changed more than available data can show, as certain features of family life were
not widespread enough to be reflected in data systems until recently. For example, statistics on
non-marital forms of partnerships, such as cohabitation, which are now being developed in many
countries, were simply not available in the 1980s. The development of formal childcare systems
started in the 1960s in Nordic countries, and comparable data for other OECD countries are only
available from the mid-1990s onwards. Similarly, data on women in employment by the age of
their youngest child are still not available for some OECD countries. In the absence of historical
information, some indicators presented in this chapter are based on cross-national comparisons
for a recent year only.

3. The fertility “replacement level” is defined as the cohort fertility rate of 2.1 children per woman,
which would ensure the replacement of the previous generation, and therefore population
stability, assuming no net migration and no change in mortality rates.

4. OECD (2009a) included three other dimensions: risk behaviours, quality of school life and housing
and environment. These three dimensions have not been included here as indicators of the first two
dimensions have recently been reviewed for changes over time and by gender (OECD, 2009d, 2009e),
and housing and environment data are not available in long-term trends for sufficient countries.
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Figure 1.A1.1. Countries with high marriage rates also have high divorce rates, 
2007

Relationship between crude marriage and divorce rates

Note: Data refer to 2004 for Mexico; 2005 for Turkey and the EU (except for Denmark and Ireland); 2006 for Denmark,
Iceland, Ireland and the United States.

Source: OECD (2010a), OECD Family Database.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932392780

Figure 1.A1.2. Countries with high cohabitation rates have a high proportion
of births outside marriage, 2000-07

Relationship between cohabitation and births outside marriage

Note: Data refers to 2000: Estonia, Finland, Latvia, Switzerland and the United States; 2001: Austria, Cyprus,
Denmark, Greece, Hungary, Italy, Lithuania, Luxembourg , the Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Spain, and the United
Kingdom; 2002: Ireland, Poland, Romania, Slovenia; 2006 for Australia, New Zealand and Canada; 2007 for Belgium,
Bulgaria, France, Luxembourg, Malta, and Turkey.

Source: OECD (2010a), OECD Family Database.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932392799
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Figure 1.A1.3. Trends in the gender gap in earnings, 1980, 1996 and 2008

Note: Estimates of earnings used in the calculation refer to gross earnings of full time wage and salary workers.
However, this definition may slightly vary from one country to another.

Source: OECD (2010g), OECD Employment Database.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932392818
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Chapter 2 

The balance of family
policy tools – benefit packages, 
spending by age and families

with young children

Across OECD countries, public spending on family benefits makes up, on average,
one-tenth of total net public social spending. Since the mid-1990s, there has been a
trend increase in spending on in-kind benefits (in particular childcare services),
while spending on cash transfers has been relatively stable, even though it remains
the most important of the family benefits.

Before the age of three, and more often immediately following birth, poverty risks
for families with young children are at their highest. In around two-thirds of
OECD countries, some families can expect to experience either deep or persistent
(two or more consecutive years) poverty if one parent stops working. A review of
age-related spending on children also reveals that in many countries spending on
education is prioritised, and often families with older children benefit most.

Family policies were scaled up during the early crisis period as part of the stimulus
packages but, with countries now moving into fiscal consolidation, resources for
family policies are also being affected.
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Introduction
Family benefits and services are important social policy tools in all OECD countries, and

influence many of the outcomes reviewed in Chapter 1. Since the mid-1990s, public spending

on cash transfers and compulsory education has remained relatively stable while

investment in early childhood education and care services increased significantly. Moreover,

in the past decade the use of tax allowances and credits in OECD family policy packages has

been increasing.

The evolving needs of families and children over the life-cycle means that the timing of

a transfer can determine its effect. Spending on early childhood has recorded the highest

average rise in recent years, although from a low base. Late childhood still receives the

highest share, at around 39% of total spending up to age 18 compared to just under 36% in

middle childhood, and 25% in early childhood. The period immediately preceding

compulsory school often sees the least investment; country spending tends to peak around

birth or in the early teenage years.1

Investment in families is most efficient if it starts when children are young. Analysis of

early years’ tax and benefit policies reveals the different ways in which countries support

families with the youngest children. It shows that the greatest variation in household

income occurs for families with children in the period from birth to around the age of four (a

period critical for child development and parental career development). During the early

years, sole-parent families generally face the highest risk of falling into poverty, compared

with other family types.

Following the onset of the global financial crisis, spending on families has been evolving

rapidly. The year leading up to the economic crisis saw benefits for working families

strengthened and, for families more generally, both leave benefits and formal childcare

services were extended. The initial response during the crisis was to scale up funds for

family policy, with countries extending childcare provisions and often providing additional

one-off supplements to family benefits. In the early phases of the recovery, some countries

have already implemented cuts to universal birth-related benefits, childcare coverage, and

temporary freezes have been imposed on family benefits. But today, less than half of the

OECD countries are considering cutting benefits for families as part of an austerity package.

The first section of this chapter briefly outlines the various policy tools used to support

families across OECD countries, including a review of the spending levels and the prioritisation

of cash and in-kind transfers and tax allowances in the family expenditure budgets of

OECD countries. The second section analyses family and child spending by updating the work

undertaken on age-spending profiles in Doing Better for Children (OECD, 2009). The third section

explores of the treatment of different family types in the tax and benefit systems across the

OECD. The analysis focuses on different family types: large families (4+ children), sole-parent

families, and families earning half of the gross average wage. Results are presented in terms of

the relative poverty risk of these families during the early childhood years of their youngest

children, taking into account the role of taxes and benefits.
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Main findings
Increased spending on childcare does not constitute a fundamental change in the nature of

public investment in families. In the years leading up to the financial crisis of 2008-09, there

was a sizeable increase of spending on families, in particular public spending on childcare.

Nevertheless, this increase does not reflect a fundamental change in the structure and

direction of spending on families – despite increasing evidence to suggest that early

interventions, when maintained throughout compulsory schooling, are the most effective

form of investment in children.

The evidence suggests that countries undergoing changes in family policy often do so by

increasing overall spending, not by reallocating funds from one part to the other. Path dependency

is a constraint to recommending new policies for family and child development; for

instance long-standing education spending programmes can drive future spending, or

leave and childcare policies may be linked for reasons of complementarity and not

adjusted independently. Countries that plan to maintain present levels of spending should

consider options for reallocating funds from one point in the lifecycle to another, or from

one family type to another.

The recent economic crisis has been exerting serious budgetary pressures on family benefits.

Initially, income supports to families with children were extended but some countries are

now introducing austerity cuts, which frequently follow a “last-in-first-out” strategy. As a

result, long-term commitments to improving child development and/or the balance of

work and family commitments are at risk.

On the basis of the evidence in this chapter, a number of policy recommendations on

how policies can spend wisely can be highlighted:

● Maintain, and, where possible, increase, spending on the youngest and most vulnerable children: At

present, spending across the life cycle of a child favours the later years, when children’s

behaviours and achievement are less malleable and parents tend to have a more stable

situation in the labour market. Starting to spend early on children is efficient, but many

countries wait at least 6 years before the main public intervention towards child

development begins. Investing in pre-school education can yield a higher return than later

investment for outcomes such as cognitive development (see also Chapter 5). Spending

early on children also contributes to equity. The family environment plays a key role for a

range of children outcomes, and it is important for public services to account for market

failures (parents under-investing in their children), and restrict the development of gaps

between the rich and the poor. Such gaps are not only inequitable in the short term but

they are also the starting point for later forms of social exclusion. The results are costly to

both the child and society (Chapters 5 and 7).

● Protect families from poverty in the child’s first years: Ensure that child-related leave policies

and associated child benefits provide adequate income support for different family types

and complement publicly-provided childcare and consider parental career prospects.

During parental leave periods, the depth and length of the poverty risk varies across

countries. Before the age of three, and more often immediately following birth, poverty

risks for families with young children are at their highest. Earnings levels and family

structures play an important role in setting poverty risks, with low-earners (earning half

of the average wage) and sole parent families commonly being at the highest risk of

poverty (Chapter 6). In countries with low-paid or no-pay leave policies, the birth of a

child imposes relatively larger costs on average-earning families, and generally
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increases poverty risks. In around two-thirds of OECD countries, some families can

expect to experience either deep or persistent (two or more consecutive years) of poverty

if choosing to care for their children at home.

● Older children at-risk should not lose out: There will be an inevitable investment lag if

countries shift focus from their present spending profiles to the early years.

Older children who have not benefitted from the expansion to early years support are

at risk of missing out. In particular public spending on older at-risk children should

be maintained.

In times of constraint on public budgets governments looking to cut back on family

policies should ensure that those most at risk do not lose support; countries must also

cut smart:

● Benefit payments to those most in need should be preserved as much as possible: Countries that

deem it necessary to reduce family support should ensure that the most vulnerable are

protected. Policy options to means-test cash benefits or cascade or co-locate services

could be explored.

● Make better use of in-kind services: Many of the OECD countries that perform well in

comparisons of poverty and child well-being (e.g. health and education) are high

investors in service delivery (Chapter 5). However, on average across the OECD spending

on in-kind services constitutes the minority of spending on family benefits. Efficiencies

in service delivery can also be made. Universal services can be “cascaded” to better

identify and target families who are most in need of multiple services, and there are

economies of scale particularly for co-location on physical sites like schools, clinics or

formal childcare centres. Integrated service delivery can also improve service delivery by

professionals, avoid inadvertently withdrawing necessary supports, and give clients

better access to the different services families and children may need.

Spending and policy tools for families across OECD countries
The main ways in which families are supported in OECD social protection systems are

through cash benefits, in-kind service provisions including childcare and tax breaks.

Different spending choices by type may reflect different priorities in terms of family and

children’s outcomes, administration and coverage, and broader policy goals.

Cash benefits are popular tools in social protection systems due to their relative

flexibility; they can be adapted relatively easily and so respond faster to goals or targets

such as reducing poverty rates, or the need to cut spending in times of budgetary

constraint. Options to means-test cash benefits can add precision to interventions

designed to raise minimum standards of living. Cash transfers are also more transparent;

their costs can be quickly assessed and outcomes can be evaluated over a shorter period

than service interventions. Broadly, cash benefits can be categorised into two types: a

“horizontal” transfer, which moves income from one group in society to another (such as

universal family benefits) and “vertical” transfers which moves income from one point in

a person’s lifecycle to another (such as social insurance based leave policies). More

recently efforts to influence how families spend their cash payments, by naming benefits

as “child” benefits or paying them to the mother rather than to the father (Woolley, 2004),

add to the flexibility of this type of intervention. Moreover, there are examples of cash

benefits being used in OECD countries as incentives to take-up services, such as
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immunisations or other health services (e.g. the Australian immunisation allowance, the

Finnish and Hungarian birth grants).

Tax breaks are seen as more efficient for encouraging work in comparison to cash

benefits. However, tax breaks may not be as easily applied to directly improving family

outcomes, such as child poverty targets, if work is not readily available or paid at a low

wage, unless the tax breaks are “non-wastable” (i.e. paid in cash when recipients’ tax

liabilities are already fully off-set). As with cash benefits, the costs and effects of tax break

policies can be quickly assessed. Over the past few years this type of redistribution has

been growing in the OECD, reflecting the evolution of tax and benefit systems designed to

encourage welfare through work (Immervoll and Pearson, 2009).

In the case of services such as childcare, education or child protection, issues of

flexibility and short-term outcomes may not be the priorities. Certain services provide for

public goods or necessities, or are complementary to other family policies such as work-

related benefits. Services are earmarked for specific purposes, whereas cash transfers

can be used for anything once paid to the family. The coverage of in-kind benefits is

commonly universal (although targeting is possible), and free at the point of

consumption, although in some cases requires referrals which can be administered

through different systems (see Box 2.1 for a discussion of integrated services). Countries

with relatively high commitments to in-kind spending are often countries with good

outcomes as measured in terms of child well-being. The challenge for all countries is to

deliver services efficiently.

Policy measures in support of families can be roughly divided into five main purposes:

● Support for mothers-to-be during pregnancy until delivery: most countries provide

medical care, information or counselling services (on positive and negative health

behaviours) and hospitalisation for delivery.

● Support for childbirth: for example a “baby pack” (which can include a bottle and clothes

for a newborn), vouchers, or a lump sum paid prior to, or on, the birth of a child.

● Longer-term financial assistance for families to cover the direct cost of children: this can

include family allowances, welfare benefits indexed by the number of children, tax

breaks for families with children, and education or care services or support to cover

some education or care expenses.

● Support designed to help working parents raise their children: this category encompasses

leave entitlements for the birth of a child or to take care of very young children or sick

children, childcare and education facilities, and financial benefits and tax breaks linked to

employment.

● Benefits paid to parents who are not in paid employment or who stop working to care for

young children: including social assistance or housing benefits related to family size,

leave payments, family allowances, child raising allowances and care and education

services.

These different types of support are extended at different times and at different paid

levels. They can therefore be expected to have different influences on the decisions of

whether to have children, how to bring up these children, and whether to enter or leave the

labour market.
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Box 2.1. The three Cs of efficient service delivery: cascading, co-operation 
and co-location

Delivering services directly to families is a central part of social protection systems. In-
kind service spending, including childcare, amounts to around 0.75% of national GDP across
the OECD on average and is growing faster than any other form of family intervention (OECD,
2010a). Recent literature has highlighted the varied ways in which OECD countries deliver
their services; in particular three ways are highlighted as being most efficient.

The “cascading” services model

Cascaded services are services that are delivered in the first instance as universal, and
then focused on families in need at later stages. In the case of pre-natal checks during
pregnancy for example, all mothers can benefit from health checks with mid-wives or
obstetricians, with evidence suggesting that the most effective number of checks for
pregnancies without complications is around four (Di Mario et al., 2005). However, some
mothers may require additional treatment because of complications during pregnancy or
risks related to do with under-nutrition and/or health behaviours. The first universal stage
is efficient insofar as it provides the standard intervention whilst screening for risks that
benefit from early intervention. Intensified intervention at the second stage reduces long-
term costs associated with the early withdrawal of the service.

Co-operation and co-location of services

Families in receipt of one public service intervention often face multiple risks. For
instance, families in temporary social accommodation may also suffer from low incomes,
unemployment, or mental and physical health problems. It is equally possible for low
incomes or health problems to lead to families entering temporary social accommodation.
Allowing multiple risks to establish can affect the lives of the family today and the future
of their children tomorrow, through the transmission of risk and disadvantage.

Effective delivery of services in one area may rely on multiple interventions for the
family with multiple disadvantages. Delivering integrated services through co-operation,
or services from the same physical location through co-location, can reduce cost burden
on both the provider (fixed and running costs when located on pre-existing sites such as
schools or clinics) and the client (travel, time and emotional costs). Together these
methods can be used to identify the best approach to tackle disadvantages and their
causes simultaneously. Moreover, co-location reduces the risk that support is withdrawn
or approved unjustly, because different professional assessments are directly available on-
site. When service users receive the most comprehensive assessment and response first
time, the likelihood of longer term dependency on the services is reduced.

OECD experience suggests that integrated services can be delivered by good co-ordination
of local services delivered by municipal health, education and family departments as in
Nordic countries, personal advisers for services users (established in employment policies),
joint funding of initiatives designed to focus on a range of interventions (Stronger Families
and Communities Strategy in Australia) or by physically co-locating complementary services
for children or families on the same site (United Kingdom – co-location fund for schools and
Sure Start; New Zealand’s Community Link, Head Start and Early Head Start in the United
States, Fair Start in Canada, Best Start in Australia and Dream Start in Korea).

The limited empirical literature on integrated services has yet to extend into comparative
analysis; indeed, comparisons of present co-location policies are almost non-existent.
Available national evidence for health and social care suggests that the co-location services
may require new and sometimes more complex administration and management (Maslin-
Prothero and Bennion, 2010). Nonetheless the benefits from appropriately delivered co-
located services would be an important next step for improving family and child outcomes.
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A snapshot of variations in spending on family benefits in 2007

A good deal of variation exists in the share of GDP different OECD countries invest

through the social protection system on child and family benefits. Figure 2.1, Panel A

shows the breakdown of spending on family benefits in 2007, not including health and

housing (see notes to the Figure). OECD countries on average spend 2.2% of GDP on family

benefits, ranging from just over 0.5% in Korea to over 3.5% in Denmark, France, Iceland and

the United Kingdom.

The majority of OECD countries transfer at least 1% of GDP to families with children in

the form of cash benefits, on average this amounts to about 1.2%. Mostly this is paid

through a family allowance, child benefit or working family payments, but also via

maternity, paternity and parental leave payments and birth grants. A number of

OECD countries also include one-off benefits such as back to school supplements or social

grants in these amounts (such as payments to support one-off purchases for the home).

Figure 2.1. Most public spending on family benefits in 2007 was delivered
in the form of cash benefits

Note: Countries are ranked in decreasing order of total family benefit spending in 2007. The OECD average is calculated as the un-
weighted average of all available OECD countries. Expenditure includes child payments and allowances, parental leave benefits and
childcare support. Spending on health and housing support also assists families, but is not included here. No data on tax breaks for Chile,
Estonia, Greece, Hungary, Israel, and Slovenia. Tax breaks are not used in Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Italy, Luxembourg, Mexico or
Sweden. Coverage of spending on family may be limited as such services are often provided, and/or co-financed, by local governments.
This leads to large gaps in measurement of spending in Canada and Switzerland. Local governments also play a key role in financing
childcare. This can make it difficult to get an accurate view of public support for childcare across a country, especially but not exclusively,
in federal countries. Data is missing for Turkey.

Source: OECD (2010a), OECD Social Expenditure Database (www.oecd.org/els/social/expenditure).
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932392894
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Austria, Hungary, Ireland, Luxembourg and the United Kingdom transfer over 2% of GDP to

families in cash payments. Korea and the United States both transfer less than 0.1% of

their respective GDP in family cash benefits.

In-kind payments or public services for families, including childcare services, are a

substantial part of the spending budget, amounting to over 0.8% of GDP across the OECD on

average. In-kind services can include childcare and day care services, home help for

families, and a suite of family social services. The largest “service providers” are Denmark

and Iceland – which spend almost twice as much on services as on cash transfers, over 2%

of GDP in total – as well as France and Sweden. These countries are also amongst the

biggest spenders on formal childcare services. In-kind services are used to a lesser extent

in Canada, Estonia, Poland and Switzerland.

Favourable tax treatment for families, delivered in the form of allowances on earned

income in support of a take up of a service (such as childcare) or for each child dependent

in a household, are also included in the family spending packages. Tax breaks for families

are an important tool for delivering family support in Belgium, France, Germany, Japan, the

Netherlands and the United States where over 0.5% of GDP is allocated to working families

through earned-income tax breaks and tax credits. Seven of the 33 OECD countries covered

do not provide tax breaks to families in any form (see Adema et al., 2011 for a detailed

overview of spending on tax breaks with a social purpose).

In relative terms, cash benefits dominate the family benefit picture. Panel B of

Figure 2.1 shows cash transfers, in-kind and tax breaks transfers as proportions of overall

spending on families. On average one in every two family budget dollars is transferred in

cash, ranging from over four in every five dollars in Estonia and Luxembourg, to less than

one in every 10 dollars transferred in Korea and the United States. Tax breaks make up 10%

of social transfers on average, amounting to around 40% of the Japanese family budget and

nearer 45% of the United States budget. In-kind spending, on average, makes up over one

third of the total family policy transfers. In Chile, Denmark, Iceland, Italy, Korea, Mexico,

Spain, and Sweden over half of the total family spend is committed to service delivery; less

than 20% is committed in the budgets of the Canada, Czech Republic, Ireland, Luxembourg,

Poland and the Slovak Republic.

Public benefits and services in support of child-raising make up only part of the public

support available to families with children, and are low in comparison to total net public

spending on benefits and services. Figure 2.2 superimposes the spending on public family

benefits and spending on public education over total public net social spending. On

average transfers to families amount to around half of total transfers via public education,

which in turn make up one quarter of total spending. The largest in-kind support for

families comes in the form of public spending on compulsory education. For those

countries with data, only Luxembourg spends as much on family transfers as on public

education. The largest relative difference is seen in the Korea where the education budget

is around five and a half times that of spending on family benefits.

The rise of in-kind spending

Trends in average OECD family spending in the past two decades show that countries

have strongly favoured expansions in in-kind benefits compared to cash transfers and

education spending. Panel A of Figure 2.3 compares the spending types (cash, in-kind and
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tax breaks for families) to public spending on education over time. The increase in in-kind

spending should be read in the context of the relatively low share of in-kind spending in

total public family spending.2

Increases in in-kind spending are partly explained by increasing number of children

aged 0-5 (inclusive) and the demands this puts on the childcare system. Figure 2.3 shows

the changing trend in the numbers of children in OECD countries on average. Despite a

small overall decline in the child population, spending on family services has increased

and cash benefits and education spending have been relatively stable. Falls seen in the

older child population may explain small reductions in compulsory educational spending

since 2003.

With the unfolding of the financial crisis in late 2007, spending on family benefits was

initially maintained (and sometimes increased), but the development of austerity policies

in the recovery phase has introduced spending cuts in many countries (Box 2.2).

Figure 2.2. In most countries spending on family benefits is around one-tenth
of total net social spending and half of public spending on education

Note: Countries are ranked in decreasing order of net public social expenditure in 2007. Total public net social spending data is missing
for Chile, Estonia, Greece, Israel, Slovenia and Switzerland. Data on education for Greece have been estimated.

Source: OECD (2010a), OECD Social Expenditure Database; OECD (2010b), OECD Education Database, Hungarian Ministry of National Resources.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932392913
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Figure 2.3. Since 1990 spending on in-kind benefits for families has almost 
doubled while cash benefits and education spending have remained constant; 

since 2002 the population of older children has fallen

Note: Panel A: The OECD average is calculated as the unweighted average of all available OECD data. Cash benefits
and benefits in-kind base year = 1990; primary and secondary education base year =1995; fiscal measures for families
base year = 2000. For other spending notes and coverage (federal countries for instance) notes see Figure 2.1 above.
The 2000 data for tax break for social purposes is estimated based on a linear regression of 2001-07 data. Secondary
education comprises of both lower secondary and upper secondary education. Panel B: the OECD average is
calculated as the unweighted average of all OECD countries for which data is available.

Source: Panel A: OECD (2010a), OECD Social Expenditure Database; Panel B: OECD (2010b), OECD Education Database.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932392932

Box 2.2. Spend then save: public family policies during the crisis

The analysis in this chapter draws heavily on information on social protection systems
for 2007 and 2008. Although detailed and comprehensive cross-national data has not yet
become available, the situation is likely to have changed in 2009-10. This box provides a
summary of policy change during the evolution of the crisis.

The early response

The global financial crisis started in late 2007 (OECD, 2010c) quickly affecting the real
economy, with GDP declining and unemployment increasing. Governments intervened
quickly and decisively but expansionary monetary policy, often with unprecedented fiscal
stimulus packages and bailout programmes to rescue some financial institutions.

Almost all EU countries, except Hungary and the Netherlands, expanded their level of
support to families as part of established policies (e.g. indexed or planned increases to
benefits). Fewer measures, either expanding or reducing the coverage of family transfers,
were instead introduced as a direct response to the crisis. Crisis response measures mostly
came in the form of cash transfers, childcare supports and housing subsidies: moreover,
many of them were set up only temporary (Gauthier, 2010).
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Public spending on family benefits and education by the age of the child
Public spending on family benefits and education varies widely by the age of the child

(relative to national wealth). In 2007, social spending per child up to age 18 was on average

USD PPP 152 000. On average, one quarter of the 2007 budget was transferred during early

childhood (0-5 years), rising to just over a third during middle childhood (6-11 years), up to

39% for children during late childhood (12-17 years). Spending thus appears to be tilted

towards older children – reflecting in part their additional schooling and consumption

costs – while the theory and evidence on child well-being and development that suggests

it is most efficient to start investing early in childhood.

Why review public family interventions by the age of the child?

The analysis of spending patterns by child age gives an overview of policy portfolios in

different countries for children on average, and for different family types, and helps

Box 2.2. Spend then save: public family policies during the crisis (cont.)

The later responses

In some European countries, notably Greece, Ireland, Portugal, Spain and United
Kingdom, rising government deficits and debt has led to austerity packages and budget
cuts, in some cases directly affecting family policy. At the end of July 2010, OECD countries
fitted broadly into four groups:

● Austerity packages approved: Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Germany, Greece,
Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, and the United Kingdom;

● Austerity packages announced: United Kingdom (further to first cuts), France, Luxembourg,
and Slovenia;

● Talks, but the process is not complete: Belgium, Japan, and Slovak Republic;

● No planned austerity packages: Austria, Australia, Canada, Chile, Finland, Israel, Mexico,
New Zealand, Norway, Poland, Korea, Sweden, Switzerland, Turkey, and United States.

In countries with approved austerity packages, cuts are affecting family policy to various
degrees. Denmark will reduce the child allowance paid to parents by 5% and will remove
funding for couples seeking “in vitro fertilisation” treatment. In mid-2010, Germany
announced a reduction by 2% of the monthly allowance (Elterngeld) given to parents taking
care of a child until the 14th month of life, and a plan to abolish it for unemployed parents.
Ireland has lowered the age of children eligible for family allowances. Spain has abolished
the birth grant of EUR 2 500 for each new-born. By mid-2010, only Greece and Portugal hadn’t
altered family policy directly.

In the second group, Luxembourg, has announced a reduction of parental leave from six
to four months. The United Kingdom reduced the number of families eligible for child tax
credit, the “Health in Pregnancy Grant” and coverage of the Sure Start maternity allowance,
before announcing a means-test to the universal child benefit in October 2010 as part of
the Comprehensive Spending Review (HM Treasury, 2010).

It is too early to draw a conclusion on the extent to which family outcomes (including
income poverty, employment participation and fertility choices) will be affected by the
austerity packages. Overall, family benefits may not have been affected as much as other
policy areas in many countries, but cuts in these other areas will also affect families, for
example, reductions of Social Assistance and Housing Benefit, and freezing or reducing
public salaries.
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identify critical and sensitive periods for intervention. Analysis of spending by age is an

important tool for policymakers wishing to identify which points in the lifecycle are under

or overinvested in relative to other periods.3

In both academic and policy circles there is growing recognition that investing early in

children and sustaining this investment throughout compulsory schooling is beneficial for

them and for society. OECD (2009) reviewed work by Heckman and others who show how

investing early in children increases the efficiency of later investment, saving money in the

process and offsetting costs of long term underinvestment in human capital (for example

see Heckman, 1999; Heckman and Masterov, 2007). Although further empirical evidence in

support of these hypotheses is needed (particularly on how such investments play out in

countries with welfare and education systems different to those in the United States),

recent results suggest that early interventions in particular can provide cognitive and

attainment gains for children during their school careers and employment and earnings

gains in adulthood (see for example Goodman and Sianesi, 2005; or Aakvik et al., 2005).

OECD (2009) also outlines arguments for treating early childhood as a distinct period

of life in terms of policy development (Duncan and Magnuson, 2003 and 2004). Arguments

in the literature for increasing spending on children, and particularly younger children,

have been developed on basis of empirical evidence of the predictive nature of early year’s

environments for later periods of childhood in terms of achievements and behaviours

(Magnuson et al., 2003). Cunha and Heckman (2007) found evidence of different sensitive

periods for child development, which tend to differ according to the child outcomes, while

Duncan and Brooks-Gunn (1997), Morris et al. (2004) and Dahl and Lochner (2005) show how

the accrual of income in certain periods of life affect child development. Finally, brain

development theory suggests that age matters. For instance, peaks in the development of

grey matter associated to higher cognitive ability are found in children between 7.5 and

10 years of age (Lenroot and Giedd, 2006). Although it is hard to link spending on family

policies and education directly to a range of well-being outcomes, this evidence provides a

foundation for more detailed exploration of the age-related affects of public spending;

particularly in terms of identifying the optimal level of investment, by type of intervention,

for the various outcomes of interest.

Young children cost more in terms of care time than older children (Bradbury, 2008;

and Folbre et al., 2005), and have specific needs in regards to items (pushchairs, feeding

equipment, specific medical care such as immunisations). Older children require less care

time, but are likely to impose more monetary costs (including more food, school

equipment, pocket money, or clothing of a certain type required to “fit in” with their peers,

see Bradbury, 2008). Moreover, adults can pass on household tasks to older children that

would otherwise take up parental time or income. Clearly, the types of costs vary as

children age, and as such different types of interventions are likely to be appropriate.

OECD-wide more money is being spent on children, but spending profiles have 
retained an “inverted U” pattern

Figure 2.4 contains thirty-two detailed country profiles by individual year of age. These

include public spending on education, family benefits and active labour market policies for

individuals over their early life cycle (Annex 2.A1 discusses methodological and data issues).

The profiles do not include public spending on health which also benefits families with

children, especially when they are young (Box 2.3). The spending profiles for 2007 are shaded
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Figure 2.4. Average social expenditure by child by intervention as a proportion
of median working-age household income, 2007
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Figure 2.4. Average social expenditure by child by intervention
as a proportion of median working-age household income, 2007 (cont.)
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to represent the different types of spending accruing to each age cohort. Dotted lines are

used to depict the 2003 profiles – the first year for which these data are available

(OECD, 2009). Results show that the shape of spending by age has not changed substantially

in most countries, although some increase – particularly in early years’ cash and childcare

transfers – can be seen.

Compared to 2003, the amount of money, in real terms, spent on children under 18-

years old increased in each stage of childhood. Spending on early childhood grew most, but

this did not lead to a fundamental change in the distribution of spending on children

Figure 2.4. Average social expenditure by child by intervention
as a proportion of median working-age household income, 2007(cont.)

Note: Data missing for Canada and Turkey. No data for 2003 for Chile, Estonia, Israel or Slovenia.

Source: OECD’s Secretariat’s calculations from OECD (2010a), OECD Social Expenditure Database.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932392951
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across early, middle and late childhood (Annex 2.A1). Around half of the OECD countries

have increased the relative share of social expenditure going to early childhood since 2003,

but most countries still spend considerably more on older children, as most readily

explained by spending on universal compulsory education.

As in 2003, for most countries the broad pattern of the spending profile is an

“inverted U”. Social spending on children is comparatively low during early childhood before

it rises to a peak in the early to mid-teens, and thereafter tails off. Much of this peak in

spending, which is dominated by compulsory education, is ostensibly universal, but the

money spent is most likely to benefit those who have already succeeded through early and

middle childhood. Consequently, weighting spending at this stage of the life cycle is likely to

Box 2.3. Exploring the effects of health spending on the age spending profiles

The vast majority of OECD countries provide health care services free at the point of consumption to
complement leave policies during pregnancy, at birth and in the early postnatal years. In some countries
there is a direct link between cash benefits around birth and access to health services: in Japan, Turkey and
Greece birth grants provide in part for the cost of health services and hospitalisation at the birth of a child
(in other countries birth grants are intended for the purchase of baby items). The Australian immunisation
allowance pays a grant to mothers whose children have had a full immunisation schedule in order to
promote high rates of coverage of preventative health care.

Because of a lack of age-related health spending data it has not been possible to include health spending in
the spending profiles for all countries. However, using available 1995-data for Sweden (Dalman and Bremberg,
1999) an example of the effect of including health spending on spending profiles can be derived. Health
expenditure boosts overall public spending in the first year (pre-natal policies were not included in the
Swedish study), but is only a very small part of overall public spending on children up to age 18 (see the dark
blue section on the top of the right hand panel of the figure below). Services in the first year will include birth
and postnatal care as well as the first round of immunisations and visits from health professionals.

Child age spending profiles before and after the inclusion
of health spending in Sweden, 2007

Cash benefits and tax breaks take-up adjustment as a proportion of median working-age household income, 2007

Note: The values taken from the Dalman and Bremberg study on health spending and have been inflated to 2007 prices for the
purpose of this analysis.

Source: Estimates based on Dalman and Bremberg (1999) and OECD (2010a), OECD Social Expenditure Database.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393027
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reinforce inequality, at least in qualitative terms. This pattern is particularly pronounced in

the Anglophone countries, as well as in Chile, Greece, Italy, Mexico, Poland and Switzerland.

Starker increases and falls are seen in Israel, Japan and to a lesser extent Korea.

Countries that place a stronger emphasis on spending early in the child lifecycle

“front-load” their spending have a stylised left-to-right sloping triangular shape. Several

countries place a stronger relative weight on early childhood than the majority of the

OECD. The Czech, Hungarian and Icelandic profiles are much more heavily front-loaded in

comparison to most other OECD countries, as they spend relatively more money on

benefits and early childhood education and care. The Estonian, Norwegian and Slovenian

profiles have elements of front-loading as well.

Chile and Korea stand out as having the least spending at most points in the child life

cycle, with around 30% of median household income spent at all points. Evidence for Korea

suggest an increase in spending between 2003 and 2007 in the early years. On the other

hand, Nordic countries, Hungary and Luxembourg spend amounts equivalent to around

half or more of median household income.

Spending by age on children under 18 rarely peaks outside of the birth year or during

the compulsory school years. Austrian spending peaks around age 5, and spending in New

Zealand peaks about age 4, yet despite these early peaks, overall there is a heavy

preponderance of late childhood spending. Several countries have flatter profiles where

levels of investment are higher after the birth period, but relatively little difference is seen

throughout the mid- and later childhood periods: Israel, Japan, Poland and the United

Kingdom are the most prominent examples. With few exceptions, spending per child in the

years between the end of parental leave policies and the beginning of compulsory school

falls (between ages 1 and 3).

The composition of spending by the age of children

In terms of spending composition, profiles typically show a peak in cash benefits early

on, reflecting forms of maternal and parental leave. The most prominent examples are the

Czech Republic (a combination of a birth grant4 and maternity leave paid at higher rates for

higher earners), Denmark (maternity leave is paid at 100% to an hourly cap of EUR 13),

Estonia (a combination of a birth grant and 100% earnings replacement during maternity

leave for 20 weeks), Hungary (a birth grant and 24 weeks of maternity leave paid at 70%),

Norway and Slovenia (both countries have a birth grant and 100% earnings-replacement

during maternity leave). The least prominent are in Korea (government contribution to

leave is minimal), Mexico (no parental leave policy), Switzerland (cantonal payments are

not captured here) and the United States (unpaid leave).

Family cash benefit spending stops around the age of 17 or 18 in the Nordic countries

and the Netherlands, or tails-off gradually based on experiences of unemployment

following compulsory school or enrolment in further or higher education or training (either

condition can be a reason for extending family allowances). Many OECD countries continue

cash payments or tax breaks for dependent children well into their twenties (for example

Austria, Australia, Belgium, the Czech Republic, France, Germany, Greece, Japan,

Luxembourg, Portugal and the Slovak Republic).

As to formal childcare, direct public provision and/or childcare supplements can come

into play as early as the months following parental leave and before age 1. The general

trend is for the childcare enrolment, and so family receipt of services and/or benefits, to
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increase as children get closer to compulsory school age. In Denmark, Luxembourg,

Sweden and Norway, high rates of enrolment in out-of-school-hours care ensure that this

type of payment continues through the primary school period. The Irish profile stands out

as the only one without sizeable childcare spending – this is because pre-primary spending

amounted to less than EUR 5.5 million in 2007, and almost half of all 4-year-olds were

enrolled in primary school. Since 2007, Ireland has introduced and then replaced the Early

Childcare Supplement in favour of a free preschool year, starting in September of 2010,

which will increase the childcare spending considerably.

Few countries make other in-kind transfers that can be distinguished by age; mainly

Nordic countries and Hungary stand out as big investors on policies such as home help,

travel subsidies, and child protection and support services available to children of all ages.

In some cases, in-kind spending after the end of compulsory schooling (e.g. Portugal) is

related to active labour market policies for youth.

Finally, patterns in education spending show that countries are making choices about

resources invested on children at different stages of their educational career. Three broad

types of spending patterns can be identified. The first includes countries with a sizable

increase in spending after most children have entered the secondary schooling system,

these include: Belgium, France, Norway, Portugal and Spain. Second are those countries

who spend more in primary school, including: Chile and Poland, and to a lesser extent

Iceland. A third and final group have quite balanced spending per child across the

compulsory school period, these include: Israel, Japan, Slovenia, the United Kingdom and

the United States.

In general, education spending patterns are highly path-dependent, i.e. historical

spending patterns can drive future spending patterns, for example maintaining school-

buildings. Countries could do more to reorient public resources towards the early years. For

example, whilst maintaining overall investment in tertiary education, countries could

envisage a greater role for private investment and a well-developed system of student

loans (i.e. a system that recoups costs from later earnings whilst minimising disincentives

on educational aspirations of older children regardless of their socio-economic

background). The public resources so freed up could be geared towards young children.

Take up

The estimates of the age profile of cash spending are limited insofar as they map the

actual spending on children and not the spending committed to every child as outlined in

policies. This is of concern when comparing cash amounts allocated as an average of the total

child population by age because higher take-up would increase average spending per child.

Benefits for families and children (both universal and means-tested, cash and

services) are often underutilised for various reasons, including: lack of knowledge about

eligibility, complex administration, family instability/mobility, and stigma. Figure 2.5 sheds

some light on the profiles under the assumption that benefits spending were maximised to

full child coverage, using the United Kingdom as an example where the actual take up rates

(from financial years overlapping 2007) range from 76% for Working Tax Credits to 96% for

the universal Child Benefit. The result shows a very small increase in the amount of

cash spending although the shape of the profile is not affected. This result does not

account for age-related variations in take-up, and does not account for error or fraud in

the benefit system, as information on both these features is not readily available.
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Families with very young children: “missing earners” drive poverty risks
The age-spending profiles above do not consider the distributional effects of the

welfare systems as children from different family backgrounds age. However, a comparison

of the treatment of various family types as children age can be made on basis of the

OECD tax and benefit models (Annex 2.A2).

Figure 2.6 provides two comparable graphs per country side by side: the left-hand

Figure maps the equivalised income changes net of taxes and transfers to families earning

the national average wage as their youngest child goes through early childhood. The right-

hand Figure “re-runs” the analysis for families on half the national average wage. The

shaded area at the bottom of each Figure represents the national poverty threshold for the

total population set at 50% of the median equivalised household income in 2008. The lines

on each Figure represent the net incomes of dual-earner couples with two and four children

and one-earner sole-parent families with two children as a ratio of the poverty threshold. The

vertical axis on each Figure reflects this ratio value and the horizontal axis depicts the age

of the “focal child” (this is always the last child born into the family).

For example, in the case of Australia, couple families with two children, where both

parents are earning the average wage, live on incomes just under 3.5 times the poverty

threshold (AUD 16 143) before their second child is born. Following the birth of their second

child the income level falls to just below two times the poverty threshold as one of the

parents takes unpaid parental leave even though additional family benefits are made.

Figure 2.6 assumes that parents take all available employment-protected leave, regardless

of income replacement levels, which in the Australian case for 2008 is one year unpaid

leave. When the parent who has taken leave returns to work, the two-child couple family

income is lower than the income before birth because of the additional costs associated

with a larger family (income is equivalised using the square root of the household size).

Similar patterns are seen for larger families and sole-parent families on average wages

because specific parental leave policies for these family types did not exist in Australia

Figure 2.5. Adjusting for less than full take-up of benefits in the United Kingdom makes little 
difference to the profile shape or size

Take-up rates of family cash benefits and tax breaks and its overall effect as a proportion
of median working-age household income, 2007

Notes: 16% of women did not take up the full 26 weeks statutory leave in maternity (estimated at a sum total of 8% of non-take up of
expenditure). Other benefit expenditure is inflated to represent full take-up rates. Take-up rates for Child Tax Credits and Working Tax
Credits are expenditure take-up (means-tested benefits). Child benefit rate is based on caseload take-up.
SMP: Statutory maternity pay.

Source: HMRC (2010) and DWP (2008).
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932392970
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Figure 2.6. Working families’ poverty risks are highest when infants are at home
Income ratios of net disposable family income by family type over poverty threshold

for the total population1
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Figure 2.6. Working families’ poverty risks are highest when infants are at home (cont.)
Income ratios of net disposable family income by family type over poverty threshold

for the total population1
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Figure 2.6. Working families’ poverty risks are highest when infants are at home (cont.)
Income ratios of net disposable family income by family type over poverty threshold

for the total population1
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in 2008. All Australian families have an increased risk of income poverty whilst taking

leave, but sole-parent families face the highest risk (Chapter 4 includes an overview of

parental leave policies across countries; see also OECD 2010f, indicator PF2.1).

Poverty risks in the early years are mainly driven by initial earnings; earnings-

replacement levels during leave; and, family structure.

Initial earnings

In around one-third of OECD countries, all family types with workers on average

earnings are protected from the risk of poverty whilst caring for children, including in

Australia, Austria, Canada, Denmark, Germany, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Korea, the

Netherlands, Slovenia,5 Switzerland, and the United Kingdom. Earning half of the average

wage exposes all families – couple families, sole-parent and large families alike – to

poverty risks. On occasion, flat-rate leave benefits can protect low-wage families from

falling below defined income levels (e.g. income support payments during parental leave in

Austria). On some occasions, low-income large families and two-child families are not

protected from poverty during leave by their second income. Low-income couples with two

children fall into poverty during leave in Estonia, Greece, Israel, Luxembourg, the

Netherlands, Norway, Slovenia, Spain and the United States. Of these countries only

Norway protects large low-wage families from poverty by means of family payments.

In all countries, the income differences by family type experienced during the early

years are much lower when earned-income levels are low (the lines in the 50% panels in

Figure 2.6 are much closer together). The Scandinavian countries, Australia, Germany,

Ireland, the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom are relatively successful at closing net

income gaps across family types in low-income families.

Figure 2.6. Working families’ poverty risks are highest when infants are at home (cont.)
Income ratios of net disposable family income by family type over poverty threshold

for the total population1

Note: Left-hand figures represent income variations in the early years for families earning 100% of the national average wage (parents are
always in full-time work except during leave periods); the right-hand figures are for families earning 50% of the national average wage.
1. Couple families have two full-time earners; sole-parent households have one full-time earner. Shaded areas represent incomes below the

national relative poverty line (50% of the median equivalised household income). Values on the y-axis are the ratio values relative to the
poverty line. It is assumed in the model that parents take all available leave regardless of the payment level. Poverty thresholds are
estimates based on OECD Income Distribution Questionnaire data. NCU refers to National Currency Unit. Slovakian threshold is presented in
Slovak koruna (SKK) converted from euros using May 2008 exchange rate of SKK 30.13 to euro. Chile and Mexico are missing.

Source: OECD’s Secretariat’s calculations of adapted OECD tax and benefits models in 2008 (OECD, 2010d); and Provisional data from OECD
(2010e), Income Distribution Questionnaires.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932392989
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Length and depth of income shifts during leave

Across the OECD there is notable variation in the length and depth of income shifts during

leave periods, which are related to the duration of leave and the level of income support

paid during this period (see Chapter 4 and the OECD Family Database). The combined length of

child-related leave (maternity, paternity, parental or childcare leaves) in OECD countries can

last as long as the first four years of life (from birth until age 3) and beyond. Prolonged

periods of leave are available in Austria, Estonia, the Czech Republic, Poland (especially for

sole parents), Finland, France, Hungary (especially for parents in large families),6 Norway,

the Slovak Republic, and Spain. The shortest combined leave periods are seen in Greece,

Slovenia, Switzerland, Turkey and the United States. Many other countries have combined

maternity and parental leave provisions of around one year (Chapter 4).

Differences in the replacement of earnings create the variation in the decline in income

during periods of child-related leave. The relative fall in income is almost always smaller

for low-wage families given the mix of universal or near-universal child benefits and

minimum leave payments or grant alternatives. On occasion there appears to be an

improvement in income levels following the period of birth for all family types although for

a short period. For instance the spike in income found in the Japanese model following the

return to work reflects the payment of 20% of replacement earnings to workers six months

after their return to the job.7 Less noticeable are spikes around birth in countries providing

birth grants at sufficient rates to momentarily raise family income above previous earning

levels (France, and Japan). Declines in income are smallest for average earners in Canada,

Denmark, Germany, Iceland, and Switzerland.

In some cases, income replacement rates are different in the maternity period and the

parental leave; more often than not giving a stylised downwards step in net income in the

first six months of life. Where periods of parental leave can be extended (for example, the

Czech Republic, Estonia, and Hungary), income replacement during this period is lower,

and further downwards steps are seen as time goes on.

In fact whether countries apply earnings-related benefits with ceilings and/or floors or

universal flat-rate payments can affect poverty risks. When the lines representing low-wage

families in Figure 2.6 dip below those representing average-wage families, replacement

rates are used without floors (or floors are low) and other non-leave benefits do not make

up the income difference (see Italy for example). Lines that mirror each other at different

wage levels are seen in countries that do not have income replacement rate policies

(or they are tightly restricted), and pay no- or flat-rate benefits, or other non-leave policies

make up the income difference. Flat rate benefit payments keep all family types out of

poverty in Denmark, but draw average-wage sole parents into poverty during parental

leave in Hungary. In the rare cases where low-wage family lines are above average-wage

family lines, this accounts for the fact that combined flat-rate leave and family benefits

pay higher total benefits to poorer people (e.g., consider sole-parent families by earnings

as in Poland).

Overall, the analysis shows that there is no real evidence that countries with shorter

leave have higher payments, or that in the context of other family benefits a short leave is

a guarantee of maintaining living standards when caring for children. Some countries

provide parents with longer leave and protect them from poverty risks; in other countries

taking a break from paid work to raise a child brings with it a risk of experiencing a short

and sharp period of income poverty.
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Family structure: Sole parents are particularly exposed to poverty during the early years

Tax/benefit systems try to account for family structure in determining net transfers to

households. Before taxes and transfers, sole-parent families in Figure 2.6 earn half of what

couples earn. However, after equivalising this income to account for the additional costs of

an extra adult in the household, the couple family has 1.7 times more gross income than

the sole-parent family. For large families, income is subject to greater economies of scale:

dual-earner couples with two children on the same gross wage start out 1.22 times better-

off than a family with four children because costs are lower.

In most countries, tax and benefit systems do not fully account for these additional

costs in large average-wage families. Although family benefits include family size

supplements in over half of the OECD countries, few countries consider family size

differences when paying maternity or parental leave. Figure 2.6 shows that, for the

majority of the early years’ period, outcomes for large families consistently run closer the

poverty thresholds than for couple families.

Across a large part of the earnings range, sole-parent families face the highest poverty

risk because policies cannot fully overcome the loss of income from a missing second

earner.8 During periods of maternity and parental leave, sole parents with two children on

average wages register sharp falls in income due to a total loss of earnings, particularly in

Estonia, Israel, Luxembourg, New Zealand (where during parental leave payments are low

or unpaid) and Greece, Turkey and the United States (where leave is not paid and sole

parents have to rely on other low income support payments).

The decline in income is less dramatic for sole parents on 50% of average earnings, but

regardless of the initial earnings sole parents’ incomes often fall below the relative income

poverty line at some point following childbirth. Only in Australia, Austria, Denmark,

Germany, Iceland, Ireland, Korea, Poland, Slovenia and the United Kingdom do net

transfers through the tax/benefit system ensure that sole parents previously in

employment do not experience poverty at any point in time after childbirth.

Notes

1. In this chapter, the statistical data for Israel are supplied by and under the responsibility of the
relevant Israeli authorities. The use of such data by the OECD is without prejudice to the status of
the Golan Heights, East Jerusalem and Israeli settlements in the West Bank under the terms of
international law.

2. Information on fiscal measures (tax allowances and credits) for families is limited to the
period 2000 to 2008, where after a brief rise and fall, spending on this measure has increased.

3. All OECD countries, as well as accession countries and enhanced engagement countries, have
signed the UN convention on the rights of the child (only the United States is yet to ratify the
convention). The convention expresses the absolute rights children should be helped to achieve in
countries around the world, and expresses the needs for appropriate pre and post natal care, as
well as the attainment of education in the primary years (UN, 1989/1990).

4. As of 1 January 2011 the birth grant in the Czech Republic is payable only to low-income families
(with incomes less than 2.4 times the minimum living standard for the family) on the birth of their
first child.

5. The fall in income following birth in Slovenia in Chart 2.6 is less stark for sole parents than for
couples. This is related to higher levels of family benefits for sole parents and the assumption that
fathers take 75 days of unpaid paternity leave (after 15 days paid leave), which runs concurrently
with maternity leave.

6. Parents of three or more children in Hungary can stay at home until the youngest is eight years,
the benefit was paid at a flat rate of HUF 28 500 or EUR 121 in 2008.
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7. The Japanese return to work payment was temporarily increased from 10% to 20% between
April 2007 and April 2010. Since April 2010 the return to work payment has been consolidated with
the leave period payment. Korea has recently introduced changes to their maternity leave policy
including a rise to 40% of salary for mothers taking leave, a part of which will be saved and paid
six months after the return to work. The justification of the delayed payment is to encourage
mothers to return to work after the end of maternity leave (see http://english.chosun.com/site/data/
html_dir/2010/11/18/2010111801273.html).

8. Chapter 6 discusses variation of the policy approach to sole parents in some detail, and includes a
discussion of child support or child maintenance payments which are not covered in the in
Hungary for large families (parents of three or more children can stay at home until the youngest
is 8 years, the benefit pays at a flat rate of HUF 28 500 or EUR 121 in 2008) calculations here.
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ANNEX 2.A1 

Age-Spending Profiles, Methods,
Sources and Limitations

The age-spending profiles record public spending on children by age and by type.

Spending figures are central government spending amounts, and do not include spending

at a local or regional level since this data is not readily available. This limitation needs to

be borne most strongly in mind for more decentralised federal member countries like

Switzerland.

OECD age-spending profiles for children run until age 27. Although the cut-off point

for children is at age 18, conforming to the United Nations definition of the child, many

OECD countries child benefits continue to accrue to people after age 18. The profiles

include both welfare spending and education spending, and cover 32 out of 34 OECD

countries.

Social expenditure data from 2007 is used to map the age-spending profiles. As with

the 2003 profiles before (OECD, 2009), the 2007 data is sliced into different age groups,

giving the expenditure by age in that year. Therefore, if there were no policy changes

since 2007, this approach would show the average spending that a child born in 2007 would

be exposed to over every single year of their life cycle from birth until when the final child

benefit is paid.

All spending comparisons are made in relation to median household working-age

incomes (and so are relative to working-age wealth in each country). The models provide

only approximate spending patterns by age in the countries, developed as they are from

aggregate data and spending rules. National experts in each country will have access to

more detailed information in terms of spending and programme rules, and so could

produce better individual country profiles. The advantage of the approach taken here is

cross-OECD comparability.

The profiles only represent public government spending on family social protection

interventions and education, although children can receive financial support from other

sources. Families support their children using earned income, and income from benefits

from different sources (social assistance, unemployment assistance or housing benefit for

instance). Health services also free up household income for investment on children. The

results above therefore should be read in context of other forms of support available to

families with children.



2. THE BALANCE OF FAMILY POLICY TOOLS – BENEFIT PACKAGES, SPENDING BY AGE AND FAMILIES WITH YOUNG CHILDREN

DOING BETTER FOR FAMILIES © OECD 2011 83

Changes in spending since 2003
In 2003, average social spending per child was USD 126 000 in total up to the age of 18.

By 2007, the total had risen by around 6% to USD 135 000 (in 2003 prices). Around

one-quarter (23.9% or USD 30 000) of the 2003 budget was transferred during early

childhood (0-5 years), rising to over a third during middle childhood (35.4% or USD 45 000:

6-11 years), up to over two in every five available dollars for children during late childhood

(40.7% or USD 51 000: 12-17 years) (OECD, 2009). In 2007, this distribution had changed very

little, with average spending on the youngest children rising by 1.3% to 25.2%, spending on

late childhood falling by 1.4% and spending on middle childhood remaining stable.

Data sources
The main data source for the age-spending profiles is the OECD Social Expenditure

Database (or SOCX, OECD, 2010a), which lists family programmes and information on active

labour market policies for youth.* Profiles are presented using expenditure after direct tax.

Data on direct taxes are published as part of SOCX. The adjusted figures are disaggregated

using the rules for each benefit (eligibility by age or enrolment in education, payment

amounts and so on) into child age-cohorts. The sizes of child age-cohorts are defined by

population figures by age of children and are taken from OECD official data sources. For

instance, if parental leave payments stop when the child reaches 18 months the SOCX

figure is split between these 18 months (two-thirds in the first year and one-third in the

second year). As another example, if policy allows mothers to take three of these

18 months before the birth of their child, then one-sixth of the money is allocated to before

birth and the remainder to the time following birth.

The second source used for profiling expenditure is the OECD Education Database

(2010b). Spending in pre-primary years (where not included in SOCX), by primary school,

secondary and post-secondary non-tertiary education, and tertiary expenditure are used.

Enrolment figures by level of education are used to allot spending to each year of age.

A range of sources was used to identify the eligibility rules, conditions and amounts of

the family benefits, including country chapters for OECD tax-benefit models in 2007

(available via the Benefits and Wages website in OECD, 2010d), MISSOC (for 2007),

international reviews of social security and family policies (Social Policies throughout the

World, 2010), as well as other national government and academic sources. Enrolment rates

in childcare were derived from government-reported statistics in the OECD Family Database

(2010f): it also includes the information used to allocate spending across childhood.

Limitations
The difference between spending directly accruing to the child and that which is

accrues to the family is not distinguished. When cash transfers are provided to the family

it is typically adults in these families make decisions on how the money is spent, and

spending may or may not be on the child. On the other hand, in-kind benefits, such as

education, accrue directly to the child (if they are taken up).

Cash transfers with different conditions are used. Some child-related transfers simply

provide money – for example, child benefits – but impose no other requirements. On the

* Administrative costs are included in the active labour market policy spending but not in other forms
of social expenditure.



2. THE BALANCE OF FAMILY POLICY TOOLS – BENEFIT PACKAGES, SPENDING BY AGE AND FAMILIES WITH YOUNG CHILDREN

DOING BETTER FOR FAMILIES © OECD 201184

other hand, certain benefits may require social insurance contribution, require that parent

is taking leave, or have work conditions. The approach taken here makes no distinction in

value between the two forms of cash transfer. Conditions, in this case on formal human

capital accumulation, are also made for paying child benefits in some countries beyond a

certain age. Yet such transfers are also aggregated together, dollar for dollar, with

unconditional benefits.

Equal cost assumptions are also applied where spending by age is estimated. The

equal cost assumption is sensitive to spending patterns where there are clear differences

in the approaches to providing the same service for children of different ages. For example,

older children in childcare will require fewer carers per head, and as such costs for this

group are likely to be lower. The exact differences between countries cannot be clearly

identified, and so no attempt has been made to account for such difference. It is important

to note, however, that these variations in age-sensitive costs per child are minimised, and

in the cases of some countries nullified, when data is aggregated into the three major

childhood stages (see Annex Figure 2.A1.1).

The approach provides an average age-spending profile. The countries included in

this study will vary in terms of what is being spent on high or low-risk groups at each point

in the child life cycle. For example, average spending per child is likely to be lower on

high-risk children past the end of compulsory schooling, as those children

disproportionately drop out of the education system. Averaging conceals these individual

country contexts and relative policy responses to social risk.

The lack of equivalisation of cash payments over-emphasises the role of transfer

income for children compared to in-kind services in the profiles. Family income is typically

equivalised to adjust for the fact that children are in families, and the families differ in size.

Moreover, government services in-kind are valued at the cost of their provision to

government. This approach to valuation is common, but ideally valuation would be at the

value of the services to families and children, which may well be less than their cost.

Among the social programmes excluded from the age-spending profiles are

mandatory and voluntary private social spending. Quality of coverage in the data set for

voluntary private expenditures varies across countries. Including such measures might

give a misleading impression of comprehensiveness without improving comparability. In

any case, spending detail by programme is not readily available. Mandatory private

spending could in theory be included more easily than voluntary private spending, but

these are trivial in size. Their absence from the following calculations would make very

little difference to the age-spending profiles.

Finally, public social expenditure is not the only form of investment to children over

the lifecycle. Private determinants include a nurturing family environment, access to

informal support in the community for families, opportunity for participation in the

community and society for children, and the quality of the living environment, such as

safety and access to outdoor spaces. The quantity and quality of parental time invested in

children, considered for example in Dalman and Bremberg’s (1999) approach for Sweden,

are obviously important omissions from consideration of overall investment in children.

The omission of health spending is discussed in Box 2.3. Information on health spending

by age would improve the assessment of extent and timing of investment for children in

OECD countries.
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Figure 2.A1.1. Large shifts in spending patterns by age are seen in only a few 
countries; in most of these cases early years gains are seen

Change in the share of public spending by age group in OECD countries between 2003 and 2007

Note: Data is missing for Australia in 2007, for Chile, Estonia, Israel, and Slovenia for 2003, and for Turkey and Canada
in both 2003 and 2007.

Source: OECD’s Secretariat’s calculations from OECD (2010a), OECD Social Expenditure Database. For country notes and
assumptions please see OECD (2010f), OECD Family Database (www.oecd.org/els/social/family/database).

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393008
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ANNEX 2.A2 

Dynamic Tax and Benefit Models in the Early Years: 
Methods and Assumptions

To analyse the tax and benefit treatment of families as children age, the OECD Social

Policy Division’s 2008 Tax-Benefit Models are updated to include maternity benefits,

paternity benefits, parental leave benefits, birth grants and other child raising allowances.

The benefit details used to model the early years’ interventions are available in an

online annex.

The models are made dynamic by incorporating a child-age evolution pattern: models

keep track of the evolution of tax and benefits, month by month, from a year before

birth, until age 27. The analysis below only present the first six years of the focal child’s life

as it represented the period of greatest fluctuation in disposable incomes for all family-

types (in no small part due to exit from the labour market for periods of parental or

maternity leave).

Assumptions
As part of the modifications some model assumptions have been made. The focal

child in the analysis is always the youngest, and at the moment of birth, siblings in the

family are aged 2 years in a two-children family and two, seven and 12 in a four-children

family. The focal child is born on the first day of the fiscal year to minimise the potential

variation in disposable income, arising if parental leave is spread over different fiscal years

and the benefit increases are indexed.

When a child is entitled to receive family or child benefits conditioned on educational

participation, it is assumed that the child attends. This is important for those countries

where family benefits are paid until a child is in their 20s.

Parents are assumed to be working, both in two- and sole-parent households, unless

they are on leave. In each family parents’ earned income is the same (100% of average wage

or 50%). Therefore unemployment benefits and unemployment insurance are not

modelled. Moreover parents are supposed to have fulfilled the conditions (e.g. social

security contributions) required to receive the various benefits included in the models.

It is also assumed that the parent always takes the full quota of leave available to them

regardless of the benefit payment levels. This assumption saves any attempt to assume

parental cut short their leave for unobservable reasons, maintains comparability, and

allows for a full assessment of the cost maximising time at home with the new child.
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Specific treatment of early years benefits
The majority of OECD countries pay a birth grant. In most of the cases it is an universal

benefit that ranges from around EUR 260 in Slovenia to EUR 1 740 in Luxembourg, in other

countries the grant is mean-tested or given to uninsured mothers that are not entitled to

maternity benefits, as in Norway or Germany. Few countries pay a higher amount for the

first child. For the purpose of the model, the grant is supposed given at birth, to make the

moment of receipt uniform, since in most countries it is paid just after birth. The exception

to this rule is France where the mean-tested grant is given at the seventh month of

pregnancy (reflected in the model).

Most of the countries expressly reserve a period of maternity leave before

confinement, which could range from 11 weeks before birth in the United Kingdom to

two weeks before birth in Ireland and Poland. The pre-confinement period may be divided

into compulsory or optional parts. Maternity leave is always modelled as if mothers go on

leave as soon as they can, even if the post-confinement period is reduced, to highlight to

which extent the pre-confinement period is prioritised. Countries where only post-natal

leave is provided are Australia, Switzerland and United States, the latter two being the only

two countries offering neither paid maternity leave nor paid parental leave in 2008.

When a clearly defined paternity leave is available (in 14 out of 32 countries) it is

modelled directly following birth; allowing for paternity leave to overlap with maternity

leave (the period in which paternity leave can be taken is often short, for instance

four weeks from birth in the Netherlands or 30 days in Belgium, and therefore would be

taken at the same time as maternity leave).

Parental leave is directly after the end of maternity leave. Leave is modelled as

if parents take the longest leave available, even if the leave extension is unpaid. Where

countries provide two distinct, usually non-transferable, periods for each parent, leave

is modelled first for the mother and then the father, even when joint leave is available,

to maximise time at home with the child. Where countries offer a unique period of leave

for one parent, or where leave can be shared or transferred between parents, the entire

leave is modelled as maternal leave. These specific adjustments do not introduce any bias

in the analysis since it is assumed that in a two-parent family that both parents earn the

same wage.

Finally, the models allow tracking the evolution of families’ net income along three

dimensions: number of children, level of gross earnings, and sole-parent/two-parents

family. The net income figures obtained are equivalised to take into account the size of the

household (using the square root of the household size). The equivalisation is dynamic as

well, changing to account for an increase in the family size as a child is born.

Limitations and strengths
The sole focus on taxes and cash benefits in this analysis means it is inevitably

narrower than the age-spending analysis, as education and in-kind benefits are not

included. Services provided in-kind to families (such as childcare) may have further impact

on final levels of disposable income not observed here.

The analysis does however move beyond simple averaging to incorporate a risk

dimension to the age-spending analysis, focusing on the early years. In addition, the

models deal with transfers to the family, not average transfers per child, and has the added

strength of adjusting payment amounts to account for interactions with the other benefits
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available to working families (such as housing benefits). The analysis also captures

variations in cash transfers that are family form, size or income dependent, as well as

those based on age variations. Together these developments allow for the effect on family

income of age-related events such as childbirth, and parental exit and re-entry into the

labour market to be tracked more precisely. The analysis therefore allows inferences to be

drawn about how the benefits treatment of different families during transitions can

influence choices, such as whether to take leave or return to work.
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Chapter 3 

Fertility trends: What have been 
the main drivers?

Total fertility rates have declined steadily in most OECD countries since the
late 1960s. However, since the late 1990s there has been a fertility rebound in a
large number of countries. Is this a temporary phenomenon, or a significant change
in trend?

To try and answer the question, it is important to establish the main drivers of
fertility trends and how they have evolved recently. This chapter first reviews the
mechanics involved: the postponement of family formation, smaller family sizes and
the choice to remain childless. It then looks at the factors which may affect fertility
decisions, including the direct cost of children (education and housing), and the
indirect cost of foregone labour market opportunities. These vary with education
and skill levels. The effects of fluctuations in economic growth are also considered.

The chapter concludes with a discussion of the most promising policy initiatives to
narrow the fertility gap.
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Introduction
Since the late 1960s, birth rates have been falling across the OECD area. The timing,

intensity and persistence of the fertility decline vary across countries. In some countries

the decline is ongoing, but in a growing number of countries total fertility rates have

started to increase. Is this just a temporary increase in birth rates or are fertility rates in

OECD countries structurally rebounding to higher levels on a sustained basis?

To address this issue, this chapter disentangles the underlying mechanics and drivers of

fertility trends. In past decades, many potential parents decided to postpone family

formation, have fewer children, or have no children at all. These choices were influenced by

many different and often inter-related factors, including the wish to establish a career before

taking time off to care for children or elderly relatives, the direct cost of children, including

cost of housing or education, and growing acceptance of childlessness as a life-choice. The

upswing in birth rates since the late 1990s can also be related to a combination of factors,

including the increase in “late motherhood” after years of postponement, economic growth

as well as the development of policies to reduce the barriers to family formation.

The role of policy in influencing fertility is contested. This chapter reviews evidence on

how policies in-cash, in-kind and/or in-time (e.g. leave entitlements) may affect fertility

behaviour. In particular, it seems that it is the package of policies which helps reconcile

work and family commitments (including flexible workplace practices, parental leave

arrangements and early childhood education and care services) rather than each single

component which exerts a positive influence on fertility outcomes and intentions, and

helps maintain total fertility rates close to two children per woman in France, New Zealand

and the Nordic countries.

This chapter begins by presenting evidence on fertility trends and the postponement

of childbirth, increased childlessness and the diminished prevalence of larger families. It

then discusses the factors which help explain the variations in fertility patterns over time

and across countries, including the effect of cross-national policy differences. The chapter

concludes with some suggestions as to which approaches may be most effective in

sustaining the fertility rebound.

Main findings
● Despite the rebound in total fertility rates (TFRs) which occurred in many countries since the mid-

1990s, the vast majority of OECD countries have fertility rates below replacement level. Cross-

country differences in fertility rates are large, from 2.1 children per woman in Turkey

to 1.2 in Korea. Korea is among the “lowest-low” fertility countries which have

experienced significant postponement of family formation, a decrease in the number of

large families, and often an increase in childlessness. Childlessness remains rare in

Japan and Korea which also stand out from other OECD countries in that fertility remains

closely associated with marriage, and the decline in TFRs is related to a sharp decline in

the number of large families.
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● Relatively high TFRs are found in Anglophone and Nordic Countries and France. Ethnic

minorities, migrants, and low-income households having a larger contribution to overall

fertility in Anglophone countries than in France and in Nordic countries, where fertility

differentials by educational and occupational status are also limited.

● In contrast to 30 years ago, the countries with the highest female employment rates today are also

among the countries with high fertility rates. In view of the aspiration of both parents to

combine work and family life, it is no surprise that policies which support

the reconciliation of work and care responsibilities have proven to have a positive effect

on fertility patterns. However, there is considerable diversity across countries in

the emphasis on individual family-friendly support measures (financial, in-kind, or

in time), the coherence between these different policy measures, their continuity over

the child’s life cycle, and their stability and permanence (Chapter 2). These factors

influence the overall effectiveness of policy in reducing the gap between intended and

achieved fertility.

● Financial support to families aimed at alleviating the direct cost of children has a positive but

small effect on TFRs. Moreover, financial transfers – temporary or permanent – seem to

accelerate the timing of births but their effect on completed family size is limited at best,

although there is some evidence that financial transfers, when sufficiently large, could

contribute to an increased prevalence of families with more than one child. Similarly,

paid parental leave seems to affect the timing of births, but the effect depends on

payment rates during the period of leave.

● The availability of formal childcare solutions appears to be a factor in explaining cross-national

differences in fertility between countries, and seems also to affect fertility rates on a structural

basis. Also, for policies to be effective in a structural manner, they need to involve a

degree of permanence, as this is important to helping adults make their family plans.

● Fertility policies can affect different socio-economic groups in different ways and can strengthen

polarisation between these groups. Medium and higher-income workers are frequently the

primary beneficiaries of policies reconciling work and the family, while lower-income

households are more likely to take up home-care cash benefits and stay out of work for

a long period of time. The latter groups are most susceptible to financial support. By

contrast, in countries without a comprehensive childcare system, the fertility of women

with higher levels of educational attainment seems to be more sensitive to opportunities

for part-time work.

● The overall effect of policies on total fertility rates seems to be relatively small, and exaggerated

expectations on their influence are unfounded.

Fertility trends and underlying dynamics
Trends in fertility, life expectancy and migration are among the factors that affect the

face of future societies. Assuming that fertility rates will remain at or close to current

levels, the OECD population is projected to grow from 1.22 billion people in 2009 to

1.37 billion in 2050 (OECD, 2011a). Fertility trends also affect the age-distribution within

populations, and over the 2009-50 period the old-age dependency ratio on average across

the OECD will increase from 14.5 to 27.7%, with all its consequences on demands on

pension systems and for long-term care services. An upward reversal of fertility trends

would slow down the ageing of populations and contribute to sustaining trends in future

working-age populations and economic growth (United Nations, 2004).1
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Fertility rates declined since 1980, but many countries experience a rebound

Chapter 1 showed that the sharp decline of total fertility rates (TFRs) has been the

dominant feature of fertility patterns in OECD countries over the past four decades.2

Compared with 2.7 children per woman in the early 1970s, TFRs have fallen to 1.7 in 2008

on average across the OECD, which is well below 2.1 children per woman, the rate required

to maintain populations at current levels without migration. The lowest fertility rates

are recorded in Asian, central and southern European OECD countries, whereas Iceland,

New Zealand and in particular Israel have the highest fertility rates.3

The magnitude of the decline in birth rates varies across countries. The fall has been

comparatively limited in Belgium, France, Anglophone (except Canada) and Nordic

countries, where TFRs remain relatively close to replacement level. In Ireland, Mexico and

Turkey, TFRs also remain close to replacement level, but in these countries TFRs have more

than halved since 1970 (Figure 3.1).

Asian, central and southern European OECD countries experienced significant declines

in total fertility rates (TFRs), which continue to remain low. These so-called “lowest-low

fertility countries” have TFRs persistently around or below 1.3 children per woman (Kohler

et al., 2006). In 2008, Korea had the lowest TFR at 1.2. The persistency of these low fertility

rates raises concerns about the decline of the overall population in these countries.

Since the late 1990s, there has been a rebound of TFRs in many OECD countries

(Figure 3.1). It is unclear whether the rebound in TFRs is of a structural nature, but the

initial fall and subsequent rise of birth rates suggests that there may have been a

permanent change in the timing of childbirths.4

Figure 3.1. Total fertility rates (TFRs) have rebounded in many countries
from 1995 onwards1

Note: Countries are ordered by decreasing TFR in 2009.
1. 2009 data refers to 2007 for Canada, the Czech Republic, Estonia and Slovenia; 1970 data refers to 1971 for Chile;

1995 data refers to 1980 for Estonia and Israel.

Source: OECD (2010b), OECD Family Database.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393046
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Postponement of childbirth

The postponement of childbirth can be best reviewed by considering trends in age-

specific fertility rates. Broadly speaking, there are two relevant features: 1) a sharp decrease

in fertility rates of women aged less than 30 which started almost five decades ago in most

OECD countries,5 and 2) a significant increase in fertility of women in their 30s. Figure 3.2

shows a marked increase in fertility for women aged 30-34 in most OECD countries since the

mid-1990s. Korea, Mexico and Japan deviate from this general pattern, as age-specific

fertility rates continue to decline for all age groups (except Japanese women aged 35-39). It

seems that the rebound in TFRs heralds an end to a period of childbirth postponement that

started several decades ago (Goldstein et al., 2009). However, it is unlikely that the increase in

the “postponed” births will lead to a recovery in TFRs to levels recorded in 1980.

The average postponement of births is the result of different factors, including, younger

people spending longer in education than previous generations, and the increasing number

of women who wish to establish themselves in the labour market before having children.

Postponement is also facilitated by increased control of fertility timing as related to the

diffusion of modern contraceptive methods which varies across countries, however (Frejka,

2008a). The use of modern contraceptives reduces the number of unwanted and mistimed

pregnancies and births. It is very likely that modern contraceptive methods have facilitated

the changes towards new and more restrictive norms on the ideal family size, but they

cannot be seen as a principal cause of contemporary low fertility (Leridon, 2006).

Postponement of births until parents are in their 30s increases the likelihood that parents

face biological difficulties in having (more) children. Assisted-reproductive techniques can

help in individual case, but are unlikely to significantly increase fertility rates (Box 3.1).

Box 3.1. Do assisted-reproductive techniques significantly affect fertility rates?

The postponement of childbirth has led to an increase in the mean age at births of women across
generations as has been observed across generations of women over the past decades. The menopause sets
a natural age limit to the ability to have children, and there are also many women who are unable to have
children before the menopause starts and this risk increases with age (ESHRE, 2010). For example, 5% of
French women aged 25 cannot have children and this proportion rises to 10% at age 30, 20% at age 35 and 40%
at age 40 (Léridon, 2008). In many sterile couples sterility is caused by men (e.g. in 40% of the sterile couples
in France, de la Rochebrochard, 2001). However, the evolution of male sterility with age is less marked than
for women.

On average, older couples on average have often more difficulty to have children, and the probability that a
conception leads to live birth decreases with age. Assisted-reproductive techniques (ART) can help sterile
couples to realise their fertility intentions, and it is sometimes argued that ART potentially contributes to
raising TFRs although the cost per child is high (Hoorens et al., 2007; Ziebe and Devroey, 2008). However, these
studies overestimate the effectiveness of ART as they count pregnancies to couples before and after access to
ART (ESHR, 2010), and also do not consider the effects of premature births on health throughout childhood.

The available evidence suggests that the effect of ATR on fertility rates is limited. Léridon and Slama (2008)
found that ART adds about 0.05 to the TFR in France. In Denmark, where ART utilisation is high – 3.9% of
national births are children born after ART procedures: ART was estimated to contribute to an increase in the
completed fertility rate (CFR) of women born in 1975 by between 0.049 and 0.079 children (Sobotka et al.,
2008). On basis of microsimulation, Habbema et al. (2009) suggest that if all couples with infertility issues were
to have access to in vitro fertilisation, the effect on the fertility rate would be limited: TFRs may increase by
0.08 to 0.12 children per woman depending on the timing of fertility treatment.
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Figure 3.2. Increasing fertility after 30 years of age
Age-specific fertility rates, number of births per 1 000 women

Source: Demographic Yearbook 2008, United Nations Statistics Division.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393065
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Childlessness and smaller families curtail the fertility rebound

Two features restrict the recovery in total fertility rates (TFRs): childlessness and, for

those parents who have children, a decline in the number of large families, i.e. those with

three or more children.

Figure 3.3 shows the distribution of women born around 1960 (i.e. for women whose

fertility period has been “completed”) by number of children. In all countries, women are

most likely to have two children at the end of their reproductive period (the numbers in the

Figure 3.3 are completed fertility rates (CFR see notes to Figure 3.3). But otherwise there are

large variations across countries in the number of children women have.

Cohort data suggest that definite childlessness among women at the end of their

reproductive period is highest in Italy, Germany and Finland, but 15% of women

born around 1960 have also remained childless in Austria, Belgium, England and Wales,

Greece, Ireland, the Netherlands, Poland, Sweden and the United States. In general, countries

with relatively high rates of definitive childlessness (over 15% of the women age over 45)

have completed fertility rates (CFRs) below 1.8 children per woman, but Finland and

Germany are exceptions with a rate above 1.9. High rates of childlessness do not always lead

to differences in CFRs. For example, Austria and Spain have very different rates of cohort-

childlessness, 22% and 13%, respectively, but the same CFRs of 1.7 children per woman.

Figure 3.3. Many women have two children, but otherwise there is large 
cross-national variation in the number of children women have

Achieved fertility by parity distribution: in per cent, 1965 or latest available birth cohort1

Note: Countries are ranked by decreasing proportion of women with no child at the end of their reproductive period.
The numbers above the columns reflect the completed fertility rate (CFR) which is the number of children actually
born per woman in a cohort of women by the end of their childbearing years (normally, women who are 45 or over
are considered to have completed their childbearing years; this end-year is often set at 49). CFRs are not available for
Belgium, Germany, Hungary, Ireland and Mexico.

1. 1962-66 for Australia; 1963 for Greece, Portugal and Spain; 1964 for Hungary; 1960 for Canada, England and Wales,
Sweden; 1959 for Finland; 1955 for Belgium, Germany and the United States; 1953 for Norway. Unfortunately,
cohort data for the same year are not readily available, but the use of data on cohorts of women born within
ten years of each other provides an adequate picture of the main cross-country differences.

2. Estimates for the Western Länder of Germany only.

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics; Andersson et al. (2009); Frejka (2008b); Sardon (2006); Frejka and Sardon (2007);
Speder and Kamaras (2008); and McDonald (2010).

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393084
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In almost all countries, about 10 to 20% of the women have only one child at the end

of their reproductive period, but this proportion is over 30% in the Czech Republic, Portugal

and the Russian Federation, where large families are also relatively rare.

By contrast, at least 30% of women have three or more children in France, Norway,

Poland, Sweden, and the United States (Anglophone countries have a relatively low

incidence of one-child families and a high incidence of large families, see McDonald, 2010).

These five countries with a relatively high proportion of large families have high CFRs

compared with most European countries (Frejka, 2008b). In all, high rates of childlessness

do not necessarily lead to low fertility rates, if there are many women who have large

families. This is crucial to policy development as the factors affecting the number of large

families are different from those encouraging childlessness (see below).

“Lowest-low fertility” countries

Asian, and many central and southern European OECD countries are facing

persistently low fertility rates:

1. The lowest-low fertility countries have all experienced a sharp decline in the number of

large families. For example, less than 15% of cohorts born in 1965 have had three

children or more in Italy or Spain. In Japan and Korea, the share of women with

four children or more in the cohorts with completed childbearing fell from 60% to about

10% in Korea and 5% in Japan.6

2. Childbearing, when it occurs, is often very late: increases in the age of women at birth of

the first child were particularly pronounced in Germany, Greece, Italy or Spain

(Chapter 1).

3. The propensity to remain childless is higher than in most other countries. Definitive

childlessness is highest in Austria, Italy, Poland (Figure 3.3), Germany and Switzerland.7

However, childlessness still remains a marginal phenomenon in Japan and Korea with

childlessness rates below 4% for the cohorts of women born in 1945 or later. These two

countries also stand out among OECD countries because of the resilience of traditional

norms regarding the entry into motherhood and the extremely low proportion of births

outside marriage (see below).

Does ethnic diversity affect fertility rates?

Fertility behaviour is not homogeneous within countries and varies across population

groups. Different ethnic groups can behave differently8 and differences are likely to be

largest for recent migrants. However, since recent migrants often constitute only a small

proportion of populations, their effect on TFRs is often small.9 Table 3.1, Panel A presents

fertility rates of native and foreign-born women; the last column provides an estimation of

the net contribution of ethnic minorities to TFRs for European countries (Sobotka, 2008).

Panel A clearly shows that while TFRs for foreign-born populations are relatively high, their

overall effect on birth rates is limited and ranges from 0.05 to 0.1 children per woman

(e.g. between 3% and 8%). The contribution of recent migrants to fertility trends in Europe

is also found to be weak; it is largest in England and Wales (Table 3.1, Panel B).

Furthermore, fertility behaviour of recent migrants and native women converges over

time as the former group increasingly behaves like the latter. In most countries where the

issue has been studied, fertility among recent migrants declines to “native levels” within a

decade of migration (Garssen and Nicolaas, 2008; Schoorl, 1995; and Toulemon and Mazuy,
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Table 3.1. “Net contribution” of different population groups
to total fertility rates (TFRs)

Period All women “Native nationals”
Foreign

born
Net

contribution
Source

Panel A. Effect of women with foreign nationality on the TFR

Australia 2006-08 1.93 1.81 McDonald (2010)

Austria 2008 1.41 1.31 2.01 0.1 Statistics Austria (2009)

Belgium 1995 1.56 1.49 2.13 0.07 Poulain and Perrin (2002)

Flanders (Belgium) 2001-05 1.59 1.5 3 0.09 van Bavel and Bastiaenssen 
(2006)

France 1999 1.79 1.72 2.8 0.07 Héran and Pison (2007)

2004 1.9 1.8 3.29 0.1

Germany1 2006 1.34 1.29 1.66 0.05 Schmid and Kohls (2010)

Greece 2005 1.33 1.24 2.11 0.09 Tsimbos (2008)

Italy 2008 1.41 1.33 2.12 0.08 ISTAT (2009)

New Zealand 2006 2.05 Asians 1.52
Europeans 1.92

Maori 2.78
Pacific Islanders 2.95.

McDonald (2010)

Spain 2006 1.38 1.3 2.42 0.08 Goldstein et al. (2009)

Switzerland 2008 1.48 1.37 1.85 0.11 SFSO (2009)

United States2 2007 2.12 Hispanics 2.99
Non-Hispanic
Blacks 2.13

Non-Hispanic
Whites 1.87

McDonald (2010)

Panel B. Effect of immigrant women on the TFR

Australia 2006-08 1.93 1.81 McDonald (2010)

Austria 2008 1.41 1.31 2.01 0.1 Statistics Austria (2009)

Belgium 1995 1.56 1.49 2.13 0.07 Poulain and Perrin (2002)

Flanders (Belgium) 2001-05 1.59 1.5 3 0.09 van Bavel and Bastiaenssen 
(2006)

France 1999 1.79 1.72 2.8 0.07 Héran and Pison (2007)

2004 1.9 1.8 3.29 0.1

Germany1 2006 1.34 1.29 1.66 0.05 Schmid and Kohls (2010)

Greece 2005 1.33 1.24 2.11 0.09 Tsimbos (2008)

Italy 2008 1.41 1.33 2.12 0.08 ISTAT (2009)

New Zealand 2006 2.05 Asians 1.52
Europeans 1.92

Maori 2.78
Pacific Islanders 2.95.

McDonald (2010)

Spain 2006 1.38 1.3 2.42 0.08 Goldstein et al. (2009)

Switzerland 2008 1.48 1.37 1.85 0.11 SFSO (2009)

1. Data pertain to West Germany only (the former Federal Republic of Germany, excluding Berlin).
2. Fertility rates are given by ethnic origin disregarding nationality.
3. Not including the second generation of immigrant women whose mother was born in the Netherlands.
4. Including second-generation migrants, i.e., women born in the Netherlands and having at least one immigrant parent.
Source: Sobotka (2008); Mc Donald (2010). Net contribution calculated by T. Sobotka.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932394034
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2004). Fertility intentions seem also to follow the same pattern of adaptation (Kahn, 1994).

Furthermore, the path of adaptation is quicker for migrants with higher education levels

and those who migrated at a younger age (Andersson, 2004, for Sweden; Toulemon and

Mazuy, 2004, for France; and Coleman and Dubuc, 2010, for the United Kingdom).

What explains the fertility trends?
There are different factors which affect fertility patterns. Economic development is

one of them. Other factors include social norms and attitudes, the direct costs of raising

children and the indirect costs related to difficulties with the reconciliation of work and

family life.

Economic development

The relationship between fertility and economic development is non-linear and

changing. Considering the period from the early 1960s onwards across 30 OECD countries,

it appears that economic development, as measured by GDP per capita, and fertility are

negatively associated at first, but the relationship turns positive once a certain level of

economic development is reached (Luci and Thévenon, 2010; and Myrskylä et al., 2009).

Figure 3.4 shows the inversed-J shaped relationship for OECD countries as estimated

by Luci and Thévenon (2010) for the period 1960-2006. The line depicts the estimated path

linking the TFR to GDP per capita. A fixed-effects model is applied to capture time trend

and control for country-level effects, and countries are expected to be located close to the

predicted line, in the absence of strong country-specific characteristics. The “turning

point” for fertility trends is estimated to be around a GDP per capita of USD PPP 32 600 in

constant prices (on average across the OECD GDP per capita is USD PPP 28 000).10 This

threshold corresponds to a minimum TFR of 1.51 children per woman, which is higher

than the actual level of TFRs in “lowest-low fertility countries”.

Figure 3.4. As income grows, its relationship with fertility patterns changes
Total fertility rates and GDP per capita for 30 OECD countries in 2006

Note: Figure 3.4 presents the predicted path, as estimated by a fixed-effect model with the cross-sectional variations
of the 30 OECD countries in 2006.

Source: Luci and Thévenon (2010).
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393103
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Figure 3.4 also shows how the 30 OECD countries in 2006 relate to the estimated

historical relationship. Austria, Canada, Luxembourg, Mexico, Switzerland and Turkey are

quite close to the estimated path. For Mexico and Turkey, this suggests that further

economic growth will lead to a reduction in the TFR, whereas for the other four countries

a further increase in income is projected to lead to an increase in TFRs.

Many countries deviate significantly from the estimated path, however. Anglophone

and Nordic countries as well Belgium, France and the Netherlands achieve higher TFRs

than would be predicted on basis of their level of income per capita. In France and New

Zealand, TFRs are high while GDP per capita is below the estimated turning point. Thus, in

these two countries the fertility “rebound” took place at a stage of economic development

at which a further decrease in fertility rates could have been expected in the absence of

country-specific factors. High fertility countries such as Iceland, Ireland, Norway and the

United States are at a stage of economic development which predicts a positive influence

of income and consumption growth on fertility.

By contrast, the “lowest-low fertility countries” have much lower fertility levels than

the predicted values and the “minimum” set at 1.51. In Japan and Germany, income levels

are only somewhat below the estimated turning-point value and very close to those of New

Zealand or France: economic development does not explain the persistence of low fertility

in Japan and Germany.

Strikingly, the line dividing countries below and above predicted fertility levels

coincides with the classification of countries with and without significant public and/or

flexible workplace supports for the reconciliation of work and family life (see below and

Thévenon, 2011). A further decomposition of GDP into different components also shows

that fertility rates co-vary with the increase in female employment rates. In fact, the

increase in GDP per capita captures increased female labour market participation as well

as greater reconciliation possibilities that can be bought with increased household income.

In all, it seems that subject to cross-country variation in current outcomes, many

OECD countries can expect an increase in economic development to coincide with an

increase in TFRs. However, the increase in fertility rates is likely to be small, unless economic

development is accompanied by other institutional change in the areas of work and family

reconciliation, norms and attitudes towards childbearing, and the direct cost of children.

Social norms towards childbearing

Social norms towards childbearing influence fertility decisions as they affect accepted

behaviour among relatives, friends and/or other groups in society. Norms help shape

preferences regarding childbearing and timing of births, but also concern who should care

for children and how work should be matched with family-life choices. Norms are not

fixed, however, and expectations regarding childbearing and household division of work

have been changing considerably over the past decades (Lesthaeghe, 2010).

The postponement of parenthood is partially related to changes in the behaviour of

younger generations. Young people remain longer in education and leave the parental

home later than before (Van de Velde, 2008; and Billari et al., 2006).11 The difficulties in

securing a firm foothold in the labour market or in acquiring a separate home explain

partly this trend. Furthermore, partnership formation pathways have evolved and there is

an increasing propensity of both young men and women to live alone before forming a

cohabiting partnership or marriage (Toulemon, 2010).
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Marriage and childbirth

An important change in attitudes is that marriage is no longer widely regarded as a

prerequisite for having children. On average across the OECD, the age of first marriage for

young women is now higher than the age of first childbirth (OECD, 2010b, SF2.3 and SF3.1).

The decrease in marriage rates coincided with an increasing acceptance of births outside

marriage. Figure 3.5 shows that the number of births outside marriage has increased since

the early 1970s in almost all OECD countries while their contribution to the total of births

remain nowadays especially low in Japan, Korea or Greece. By contrast, over half of births

are now outside marriage in Estonia, France, Norway, Mexico, Slovenia and Sweden.

TFRs are also higher in countries with higher rates of extramarital births, and the

decrease in the TFR since 1970 has been significantly smaller – by less than 0.5 children per

woman – in countries where the percentage of births outside of marriage has increased by

25% or more. In addition, countries which experienced a significant rebound in fertility

rates (e.g. by 0.2 children per woman) since the mid-1990s were also among those where

the share of extramarital births has increased significantly. However, some countries,

including Austria or Hungary, experienced a significant increase in the number of births

outside marriage without any rebound of fertility rates. Compared with other countries,

Canada also had a disproportionate drop in fertility rates from 1970 onwards, despite

having a sizeable (20%) increase in the share of births outside marriage.

Japan and Korea are the two OECD countries where childbirth remains strongly

associated with marriage. In these two countries, the postponement and subsequent

decline in marriage rates has been the main determinant of the TFR decline up to the

late 1990s. The increase in the proportion of never-married women has been particularly

steep in Japan (from 7.2% in 1970 to 26.6% in 2000) while in Korea the proportion increased

from 1.4% to 10.7% over the same period (Lesthaeghe, 2010). In both Japan and Korea, very

few married couples remain childless, and in Japan, marital fertility has remained quite

Figure 3.5. The proportion of births outside marriage is increasing
Total fertility rates and births outside marriage as a proportion of all births

Note: For births outside marriage, 2008, data refers to 2007 for Japan, Italy, Ireland, Australia, the United States, Belgium and
New Zealand; 2006 for Korea; 2005 for Canada.

Source: OECD (2010b), OECD Family Database, SF2.4.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393122
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stable over time (Atoh et al., 2004). There has been a recent decline of marital fertility in

Korea (Lee, 2009, 2010; and Suzuki, 2009) which contributes to the growing number of

smaller families in that country.

The sharp decline in marriage rates in these countries give some indication of the

ongoing change: with educational attainment among young women equal or superior to

that of young men, it is no wonder that young women want to participate in the workforce,

and find it increasingly difficult to abandon paid work for homemaking. Hence, they delay

and/or forego marriage as prospective partners while large parts of society still expect

them to sacrifice their labour market aspirations to their husbands (Eun, 2007; and Suzuki,

2010). By contrast, other countries with traditional attitudes towards family formation such

as Greece and Spain are experiencing a modernisation of norms which contributes to a

recent increase in TFRs in these countries (Billari, 2008; and Lesthaeghe, 2010). In general,

countries where labour market aspirations of young women are most at odds with

prevailing traditional norms on marriage, childbearing and gender roles at home are also

the countries where low fertility is most persistent.

The cost of children

Economic theory typically considers fertility as the outcome of a rational decision: a

utility-maximisation process balancing costs and benefits of children, subject to an income

constraint and preferences for children (Becker, 1981). Raising and educating children are

activities that require income, goods and time especially. Having children competes with

other time-consuming activities, such as work and leisure, and the decision to have

children will also depend on the “quality” of the investments made in children (Becker,

1960). Thus, having children incurs both a direct and visible cost and an indirect and less

visible one (Willis, 1973), and the increase of these costs is considered as a key driver of

falling TFRs since the early 1970s (e.g. Hotz et al., 1997):

● Direct costs of children involve the additional consumption incurred by households

because of their presence: including housing, food, clothing, childcare, education,

transport, leisure, etc.

● The “indirect” costs refer to the “opportunity costs” due to the fact that parents, usually

mothers, will invest time in caring, educating and raising children, rather than paid

employment. These costs can be measured by the earnings forgone by parents reducing

their working hours or stopping work altogether. Taking full-time leave or temporary

reductions of working hours can also incur costs through any long-term damage to

career prospects.

Direct costs of children

The direct costs of children can be gleaned from budget surveys by comparing

household budget spending of families with and without children with the same standard

of living. This facilitates measuring the additional consumption of households (for each

item, housing, education etc) with otherwise similar characteristics due to the presence of

children.

Despite different methodologies, three broad results emerge from the literature:

1. A child accounts for approximately 15 to 30% of the budget of a couple without children.

The variation depends on several factors like the child’s rank of birth, their age, the

parents’ education and income level and the bargaining power of household members.12
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2. The cost of the first child is often found to be greater than that for each subsequent child,

because of economies of scale related to shared infrastructure (e.g. bedrooms) or the

re-use of clothes and other articles.

3. The cost of children increases with the age, and growth is concentrated during

adolescence and the transition towards adulthood. During the early years, costs mainly

concern food and housing (Ekert-Jaffé, 1998), but later on increase with entry into post-

secondary education, and consumption of transport and leisure (e.g. Claus et al., 2009, for

New Zealand; Hourriez and Olier, 1997, for France; Henman, 2005, for Australia; Lino and

Carlson, 2009, for the United States; and Oyama, 2004).13

The cost of housing. Figure 3.6 shows that housing costs are a key item of spending for

European families, amounting up to 25% or more of budgets for households with children

in Germany, Luxembourg, Poland, the Slovak Republic, Spain and Sweden. The strong

increase in house prices in recent years in the vast majority of OECD countries will only

have reinforced constraints that the cost of housing may impose on fertility patterns

(André, 2010; Girouard et al., 2006; and OECD, 2010c). Housing is also the biggest budget

item for families with children in the United States. Although not directly comparable with

data in Figure 3.6, Lino and Carlson report that housing costs represented around one-third

of the estimated cost of children.

The overall effect of housing costs on fertility patterns is unclear. Ideally, families can

adjust dwellings to changes in family size. A sufficiently large affordable rental sector is

likely to increase options for families, and making home-ownership more accessible will

smooth young people’s entry into the housing market (Mulder and Billari, 2010). By

contrast, a small rental market and high costs associated with home-ownership can

impose barriers to fertility: the housing market matters (Box 3.2).

Housing costs are all the more likely to establish a barrier to fertility if households

perceive them as a big burden. Evidence suggests that the perception of their importance

varies considerably across countries. Eurobarometer (2008) shows that a large majority of

Hungarians (71%) see housing cost as one of three of the most important cost items to deal

with, while this was only 35% in neighbouring Austria.

The cost of education. Figure 3.6 also shows that in most European countries the share

of income allocated to clothes, education and transports makes up only a small part: no

more than 4.5% of the household budget with dependent children below age 17 is spent on

education. The share of households’ budget dedicated to education is frequently higher for

those households with no dependent children, but this is partly because many of them

include children at university. Yet the overall expenditures of households on education are

generally quite limited because public funds cover more than 80% of the education costs,

except in Australia, Chile, Japan, Korea, Mexico, New Zealand, United States or the United

Kingdom where households contribute more than 15% of the education expenditure

(Figure 3.7).

In most countries, private costs of education are thus unlikely to affect fertility

patterns significantly. However, the higher costs borne by parents in some countries, for

example Japan and Korea, is one reason that prevents adults from having additional

children. To a question on why the actual number of children is lower than the number of

people wished for, two-thirds of all respondents – and more than 83% of those aged

between 25 and 29 years – answered that “education and care cost too much” (MEXT, 2010);
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Figure 3.6. A fifth or more of household’s budget is spent for housing
% of household income spent on each item – households with and without children,1 2005

1. Dependent children include only those under 17 years of age; children above this age are counted as adult. Households with children
above this age and no other dependent children are included in the childless category.

Source: Household Budget Surveys, Eurostat (2006).
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393141
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Box 3.2. Housing markets can affect family formation

Housing markets exert an important influence on family formation. In the absence of
suitable housing opportunities, young people can postpone leaving the parental home,
partnering and parenthood (Kulu and Vikat, 2007; Mulder, 2006a; and Mulder and Billari,
2010). Couples often prefer to secure housing of suitable quality before they have their first
child or before they increase family size.

For young people to start thinking about having a family, it is important that they can
enter the housing market and have opportunities to progressively move to higher-quality
and more expensive housing as they settle into their labour-market and household
careers. At the same time, family formation also seems to speed up the process of house-
acquisition in Germany and the Netherlands (Mulder and Wagner, 2001; and Feijten and
Mulder, 2002). However, when resources are limited, becoming a home owner can lead to
competition between housing costs and additional children curtailing fertility (Courgeau
and Lelièvre, 1992; Mulder, 2006b). For example, in the United Kingdom homeowners have
fewer children and have them later than tenants (Hakim, 2003).

Lovenheim and Mumford (2010) found that an increase in the price of a home-owned
house has a positive but small effect on fertility due to the wealth effect associated with
this increase. By contrast, Kryger (2006) found that a rise in house prices by 54% from 1998
to 2006 curtailed the TFR in Australia by 0.14 children per woman.

Figure 3.7. Households contribute to less than one-tenth of education costs
in most countries

Share of expenditures on education by source, 2007

Note: Countries are ranked by decreasing share of education costs borne by households. Expenditures include all
money transferred to educational institutions from private sources, including public funding via subsidies to
households, private fees for educational services or other private spending (e.g. on accommodation) which goes
through the institution.

Source: OECD (2010d), Education at a Glance, Paris.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393160
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similarly, 44% of Korean women aged between 20 and 39 cite such costs as a key barrier to

having children (Lee, 2009).

In both countries, many parents send their children to private schooling after the

standard school-days to prepare for entrance exams for the best pre-college schools and

subsequent universities. Juku classes provide private extra-school education of a couple of

hours per day for many Japanese children: 48% of elementary students and around 62% of

early secondary students attended these extra-school classes in April 2010 (MEXT, 2010). The

cost born by households varies with the grade but is highest for households with elementary

students: a yearly average of USD 2 246 (JPY 184 130) is spent by households with children

attending juku classes and USD 2 968 (JPY 243 288) for private classes. Similarly, in addition to

attending largely publicly financed primary and secondary schools, many Korean children

also attend tutoring or the after-school learning institutes, in order to increase their chances

of gaining entrance to the most prestigious universities. This is expensive: in the mid-2000s

this cost up to about USD 25 000 per child per annum (OECD, 2007).

Particularly, when education costs are high, there is a “quantity-quality” trade-off

(Becker, 1960). Richer families can afford to invest a larger share of household budgets in

education. At the same time these families are also more likely to have fewer children, and

to invest more in education per child. Variations in the share of household budgets

allocated to education in the United States illustrate this, with lower income groups

allocating 31% of household income on education while, for middle and higher-income

groups, this share is 45% and 56%, respectively (Lino and Carlson, 2009).

The indirect costs of children

The indirect costs of children are related to the opportunity costs of parents due to the

reduction in labour market participation because of child-caring commitments. As wives

are often paid less than their husbands in employment, it makes perfect economic sense

for most households if it is the mother rather than the father who reduces working hours.

One way of measuring these costs is to compare the total earnings forgone by mothers

during their career after childbirth with the earnings profile of childless women. The

earnings profile of the former compares unfavourably with the latter, the so-called “family

gap” (OECD, 2002; Harkness and Waldfogel, 2003; and Davies and Pierre, 2005). For example,

Sigle-Rushton and Waldfogel (2007) estimate that a working mother with two independent

children (age 25 and 27) in Germany and the Netherlands has, on average, only 42 to 46% of

the cumulative earnings of otherwise similar female employees. This is 58% in the United

Kingdom, but the “family gap” is much smaller in Finland, Norway, Sweden or the United

States where mothers earn 80 to 89% of non-mothers’ earnings. Income losses incurred by

mothers in the first two years upon childbirth are also substantial in Canada (Zhang, 2010).

However, Canadian mothers returning to work seem to regain the lost earnings in about

seven years upon childbirth, and this effect is strongest for mothers going back to work

with their original employer.

Female educational attainment has increased markedly in recent years (Chapter 1),

which has led to a large increase in the “opportunity cost” of children. Women thus have

greater financial incentives than before to work and build a career. This rise in the

opportunity cost of children is seen as a key driver of the fertility decline in OECD countries

since the early 1970s (Hotz et al., 1997).
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At the same time, public and workplace policies have been progressively introduced

(Chapter 4) to help parents combine work and care responsibilities, thus reducing the costs

of having children. Figure 3.8 illustrates the change in the relationship between female

employment and TFRs at the aggregate level across countries. In 1980, most of the countries

with higher female employment rates had low fertility levels. By contrast in 2009, Greece,

Italy, Hungary, Japan, Korea, Poland and Spain had both relatively low female employment

and fertility rates. Also, and although work and family reconciliation is achieved by different

means, Nordic and English-speaking countries are able to combine high female employment

rates with high TFRs. A continuum of publicly provided reconciliation support is available in

Nordic countries, while the Anglophone countries combine flexible workplace practices with

income-tested childcare support and in-work benefits, as helped by the low cost of domestic

services in the United States (Thévenon, 2011). As a result, in these countries the choice

between employment and motherhood is least stark, even though there often remains a

trade-off between having large families and female employment at an individual level

(Englehart et al., 2004; and Kögel, 2004).

The intensity of work is also negatively associated with the presence and number of

children. Thus, the chance to be employed full-time was of 1.5 times higher or above for

childless women than for mothers with children aged 20 to 44 in Spain in Austria, Spain,

Hungary, the Netherlands, Poland or the United Kingdom over the 1990s until the mid-

2000s (Thévenon, 2009). The likelihood of working part-time increases with the number of

children in all OECD countries, but especially in the Netherlands where the vast majority

of employed women works part-time.

Evidence of cohort analysis on fertility and childlessness

Education is found to influence strongly the postponement of births everywhere, but

its effect on ultimate family size varies. In general, differences by level of education matter

least in terms of fertility rates in countries where notions of gender equity and work/life

Figure 3.8. Motherhood and employment are less incompatible now than in 1980
Female employment and total fertility rates, 1980-2009

Note: The y-axis (total fertility rate) scale is 1.0-3.5 for 1980 and 1.0-2.2 for 2009.

Source: OECD (2010b), OECD Family Database, SF2.1.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393179
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balance are most developed. For example, in Scandinavian countries higher education

levels are not systematically associated with lower fertility outcomes. Women with higher

levels of educational attainment may delay entry into motherhood but fertility differentials

among women progressively decrease with age the since women with higher education

progressively recuperate the differential in birth rates and differences in CFRs by

educational level are small, especially in Finland and Sweden (Andersson et al., 2009). Also,

education levels only seem to have a limited effect on childlessness: its incidence ranges

from 11.6 in Norway to 17.3% in Finland for the cohort of women born in 1955-59, and the

differences between women with high and low education of 6 percentage point in Norway,

but of less than 2 in the other countries.14

Policies to reduce barriers to family formation
Intended and achieved fertility: mind the gap

Across the OECD area policy is careful not to interfere directly in fertility issues as

these are generally considered to be part of the private sphere. However, the decrease in

fertility rates and its persistence has pressured policy into action in many countries, often

with reference to demographic renewal and/or reducing barriers to family formation so

that adults can have as many children as they desire. In other words, policies aim to reduce

the gap between intended and achieved fertility in most OECD countries, in contrast to

policies implemented in China, India and, to a much lesser extent, Indonesia (Box 3.3).

The actual magnitude of the gap between intended and achieved fertility is difficult to

measure.15 Measurement of childbearing preferences is difficult as responses may be

influenced by perceived social norms, personal circumstances, but importantly

preferences change with age and the number of children already born to parents. For this

reason, demographic surveys generally ask adults on their intention to have either a first

child or additional children within a given period of time (OECD, 2010b, SF2.2).

Figure 3.9 shows the “ultimately intended family size” as presented by the additional

number of “intended” children to those already born to women aged 25 to 39. Childbearing

intentions are considered together with the number of children women in this age-group

already have in order to approximate what may be the “ultimately intended family size”.

The ultimate intended size is particularly small in Italy, Spain and Austria where ideals of

fertility below the replacement rates have emerged (Goldstein et al., 2003). Nevertheless,

the significant number of “intended” births highlights the potential barriers households

may face in seeking to realise their fertility intentions.

The effect of policy on fertility
Policy can affect fertility patterns in different ways. First, they may help households

fulfil their fertility intentions by reducing the direct financial cost to parents or by reducing

the indirect cost of children by relaxing the constraints that adults face in combining work

and family. Second, reducing the costs of children may influence preferences on family

size. However, for this to occur, policy support has to be sufficiently comprehensive and

consistent over time (Thévenon and Gauthier, 2011).

Also, parents have been postponing having children, and this may ultimately lead to

parents not having as many children as intended. If policy were to help convince prospective

parents that having a family is a realistic option when they are relatively young and face low

infertility risks (Box 3.1), then affecting the timing of fertility decisions could contribute to

limit postponement of childbearing and have a long-lasting effect on fertility rates.
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Box 3.3. Birth control policies in China, India and Indonesia

Population trends in China, India or Indonesia are very different from the experience in most
OECD countries, as the population of these three countries doubled over the 1965-2005 period.
Population growth was particularly pronounced between the early 1950s and the mid-1970s,
because of the combination of increasing life expectancy while birth rates remained high. The
annual rate of population growth has slowed down from above 2% in these three countries
in 1960-65 to 0.7% in China and just over 1% in Indonesia in 2000-2005 (Attané and Barbieri,
2009). India’s population continues to grow by 1.5% per annum.

The traditional life-course pattern involved women being wed as teenagers, often in pre-
arranged marriages to have children in quick succession. The improvement of educational
and labour market opportunities for women has contributed to the delay in family formation
and declining birth rates. From above five children per woman at the beginning of the 1960s,
the TFR dropped in 2008 to 2.7 children per woman in India, 2.2 in Indonesia and 1.7 in China.

In India, central government has set population targets, but state governments play a key
role in policy development to limit birth rates. Some States have done little, while others have
introduced stringent rules, for example, by forbidding parents with more than two children
from holding local office, or disqualifying workers from certain benefits if they have larger
families. Current pilot programmes include initiatives in Satara where local health officials
have led campaigns to curb teenage weddings, and a “honeymoon package” of cash bonuses
and contraceptives so that couples wait to start a family. Other states also use cash bonuses to
reduce birth rates. For example, in Maharashtra, the government pays around USD 106 if
couples wait to have children after marriage.

Public initiatives to curb fertility rates in Indonesia have been taken since 1968, with their
implementation dependent on local and religious organisations. The measures included a
focus on restricting fertility to two children per woman, birth spacing, improvement of the role
and status of women, and education of young people. The fertility transition was not marked
by an increase in the mean age of first marriage. A conscious desire by a large part of
Indonesia’s population to reduce their number of children has played an important role in
reducing fertility rates (Courbage, 2002).

Since the early 1970s, Chinese policy initiatives contributed to a marked decline of the
fertility rate. Late marriages and late childbearing, in addition to birth spacing and smaller
family size were enforced. In 1979 the drastic “one-child” policy was implemented and
applied to 95% of couples in urban areas and 90% of couples in rural areas. Initially, couples
were encouraged through education and propaganda to have one child, but in the
early 1980s there was widespread sterilisation of women, especially in rural areas.
Resistance to these policies led to relaxation of the restrictions on having a second child for
rural couples in 1984. Since the 1980s, China’s birth control policy is subject to provincial
regulations that take account of local conditions to define the maximum authorised number
of children per woman, which varies between 0.8 and 3.4 children per woman on average in
the different provinces (Guo et al., 2003).

The decline of TFRs to below replacement level at the beginning of the 1990s and the current
limited rate of population growth are yet to have an effect on national birth control policies,
which remain restrictive, especially in China. As a result, in China the process of population
ageing unfolds rapidly, and by 2050 the country will have more than 438 million people
over 60, and over 100 million octogenarians. There will be just 1.6 working-age adults to
support every person aged 60 and older, compared with 7.7 in 1975.

Furthermore, gender-biased birth control policies have led to high increase in the ratio of
male to female children. Usually, the sex ratio at birth is around 105 boys to 100 girls. In
China, the ratio is around 1.19 and in some provinces 1.3. A deficit of 24 million women is
anticipated for the next decades, according to the Chinese Association of Social Sciences.
At 1.12, the male to female birth ratio is also high in India, but reflects the international
norm in Indonesia at 1.05.
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Chapter 2 provided an overview of different family benefits. Cash, fiscal and in-kind

supports have been introduced and developed at different times and serve a variety of

family policy objectives, and were often not specifically introduced to address fertility

concerns. Nevertheless, family benefits can influence fertility behaviour as they reduce the

direct and/or indirect costs of having children. It is frequently impossible to disentangle

effects that specific policies on fertility may have, as often only aggregated information is

available or policies have not been in place long enough for their effect to be measured. In

general, the evidence suggests that while family benefits do significantly reduce the direct

and indirect costs of children, their effect on fertility per se is limited. Furthermore, while

family benefits have an effect on the timing of births, their effect on the final fertility

choices of individuals is contested (Sleebos, 2003; Gauthier, 2007; and Thévenon and

Gauthier, 2011).

Figure 3.10 summarises the key results of the most recent cross-national studies on

the effect of policy in the areas of financial support, parental leave and childcare on fertility

patterns. Annex Table 3.A1.1 gives more details on the differences in geographical and

period coverage, and the way these studies capture fertility trends and use different

explanatory variables.

The results of these studies are quite diverse but some general conclusions can be

drawn. Cash transfers have a positive effect on the TFR, although most of their effect

seems to concern the “timing” of births. The influence of leave entitlements is more

controversial while the rare studies considering the incidence of spending and coverage of

childcare services suggest a positive effect on fertility rates and on completed family size,

in particular.

Figure 3.9. The fertility gap varies across countries, but exists everywhere
Actual and ultimately intended number of children of women age 25-39, 2006

Note: Countries are ranked by the decreasing number of ultimately intended family size of respondents. This
information is based on survey responses to the question: “And for you personally, what would be the ideal number
if children you would like to have or would have liked to have?”

Source: Eurobarometer 2006: “Childbearing Preferences and Family Issues in Europe”.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393198
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Financial transfers: a limited contribution to differences in fertility

There is some evidence to suggest that financial transfers have a positive but small and

temporary effect on TFRs. Cash benefits are found to affect TFRs in the 3 studies dealing with

their trends (Figure 3.10). D’Addio and Mira d’Ercole (2005) and Luci and Thévenon (2011)

suggest that an increase of disposable income of families with children by 10% through the

tax/benefit system may at most increase the TFR by less than 0.02 children. This is larger

than the effect of an increase in the rate of family allowances by 25%, as estimated by

Gauthier and Hatzius (1997). Kalwij (2010) considers that most of this effect is spurious and

finds no significant effect of gross public family spending per child on the probability to have

children or on completed family size (this analysis did not consider, however, the net

transfers received by families through the tax and benefit system).

There are several interrelated reasons why the effect is likely to be quite small in total

(Thévenon and Gauthier, 2011):

1. Financial transfers do little to reduce the opportunity costs in fertility processes, which

have increased with rising female labour market aspirations.

2. Financial transfers only cover a small part of the direct cost of children, but there is some

evidence that financial transfers can affect the fertility behaviour of low-income

households.16

3. Financial transfers can be of a short-term nature. “Baby bonuses” and/or parental-care-

related income support are often paid in the period around childbirth (Box 3.4). Such

measures do not substantially reduce the cost of children over the life-course, but they

can affect the timing of births.

Figure 3.10. A positive effect of family-friendly policies on fertility
Effect measured in number of children per woman

Note: Column 2 shows the fertility indicator used in a particular study to measure the effect of policies: TFR in (1) Adsera (2004);
(2) D’Addio and Mira d’Ercole (2005); and (4) Luci and Thévenon (2011). The TFR by number of children is used in (5) Gauthier and
Hatzius (1997). The number of children ever born to women aged 18 to 45 years is used by (3) Hilgeman and Butts (2009); (6) Kalwij (2010),
considers the probability to have children and achieved fertility at age 36-40 as a proxy of completed fertility. For more details, see
Annex Table 3.A1.1.

Source: References are listed at the end of this chapter.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393217
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4. The micro-level evidence seems to suggest that financial transfers have more effect on the

choice to have second or more children rather than a first child. To increase fertility rates,

stimulating larger families rather than reducing childlessness seems most effective.17

5. There is a delay between the introduction of policy changes and the time at which

consequences on fertility outcomes can be observed. This delay arises because it takes

some time to decide to have more children and then for a successful conception to

materialise. In 2005, this period was seven months in France on average, but increasing

with the age of the mother (Léridon, 2008).

Financial transfers (e.g. family allowances) which cover the whole period of childhood

are most likely to have a positive effect on fertility behaviour, but their magnitude should not

be overestimated. For example, Gabos et al. (2009) estimate a positive but moderate effect in

Hungary, with a 1% increase in financial transfers generating a 0.2% increase in fertility. For

France, Laroque and Salanié (2005 and 2008) estimate that financial transfers which generate

a 25% reduction in the cost of a child would lead to only a 5% increase in fertility.

The French system of supports also has a positive but small fertility effect among

richer households as they benefit most from the favourable tax treatment through the

“Quotient Familial” (Thévenon, 2010). Landais (2003), who considered the effect of the 1981

reform which increased favourable tax treatment of the third child, estimated that an

increase in the tax rebate for families with three children of 1% would generate an increase

in the probability of a third child being born in the family by only 0.05%. Chen (2009) finds

a much larger effect and estimates that a 1% increase in “net household income” would

generate an average increase of 0.09 children.

Benefits primarily targeted at poverty alleviation can, as a side-effect, also raise

fertility. For example, the Working Families Tax Credit (WFTC) (Chapter 4) was introduced

in the United Kingdom in 1999. In combination with the increase in Income Support for

unemployed families, this led to an increase in public spending per child on the families

concerned of around 50% in real terms between 1999 and 2003. Brewer et al. (2009) found

that these measures led to an increase in births of around 15% among beneficiaries with

low education and low incomes. The effect was largest for partnered women, and much

smaller for sole parents (Ohinata, 2008). Similarly, the “Oportunidades” programme in

Mexico was designed to increase investment in children’s human capital. Apart from small

cash and nutritional supplements, the programme’s school subsidy was conditional on

school participation, and eligible low-income families could receive support worth up to a

quarter of average family income. The programme was not intended to raise fertility (the

TFR in Mexico is well above replacement level), and only had a very small positive effect on

fertility rates (Todd and Wolpin, 2006).

In all, much of the effect of financial transfers on fertility patterns concerns the timing

of births, rather than completed fertility rates. Such effects may be desirable in view of the

age structure of the current population, but also to halt ongoing processes of childbirth

postponement (Lutz and Skirbekk, 2005). Furthermore, such measures can alleviate the

negative consequences recessions may have on fertility patterns (see below).

Reconciling work and family: a “fertility booster”?

Public and workplace policies aimed at reconciling work and family life can by

reducing the tension between child and work commitments have a considerable effect on

fertility patterns, certainly in view of the changed female labour market aspirations. There
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are different work/life balance measures, but in particular leave around childbirth, formal

childcare services, and opportunities to work part-time or flexible hours are policies which

have been tested individually in terms of their overall effect on fertility rates.

Box 3.4. Baby bonuses: accelerating or raising births?

Several countries have introduced lump-sum grants that are paid on the birth of a child.
These “baby bonuses” can affect the fertility decision at different stages. They reduce
abortions in case of unplanned pregnancies and raise intentions to have a child in the near
future. Also, considered in view of household budgets baby bonuses obviously have the
largest income effect on low-income families and there is some evidence to suggest that
these grants have contributed to births in low-income families. However, on the whole the
evidence on their overall effect on fertility patterns is not overwhelming.

In Australia, a baby bonus was introduced in May 2004 and raised from AUD 3 000 (about
EUR 1 950) to AUD 5 000 (EUR 3 250) in July 2008. By lowering the direct cost of childbirth,
the bonus seems to have had an effect on decision to have children (Drago et al., 2009),
especially the decision to have a second child. However, the effect is small, and statistically
insignificant (Parr and Guest, 2010).

Many regions or cities introduced their own “baby bonus” scheme in Italy, but evidence
on their effect is scant. For example, the region of Friuli-Venezia Giulia introduced such a
scheme on 1 January 2000. It included a birth bonus for which only married women and
Italians were eligible, and payment rates differed by birth order (no payments for first
births, EUR 3 000 for a second birth and EUR 4 600 for a third or subsequent birth).
Payments were income tested and substantially reduced in January 2004. Boccuzzo et al.

(2008) evaluated the scheme and found it had led to both a reduction in abortions and an
increase in births among women with low education and income levels.

The Canadian province of Québec had a childbirth grant from 1988 to 1997: the
“Allowance for Newborn Children” was paid to parents starting with the birth of their first
child. The policy was found to have a fairly strong effect as it may have boosted fertility by
12% on average, and up to 25% for low-income households eligible for the highest benefit
(Milligan, 2005). However, the scheme was discontinued because of its high budgetary
costs and was replaced by multiple new programmes (including the Quebec Parental
Insurance Program and the universal childcare spaces initiatives). In 2008, the Provinces of
Newfoundland and Labrador also had “baby bonuses”: CAD 1 000 for each child born/
adopted and CAD 100 per month “parental support benefit” while on parental leave. There
has been an increase in the number of births but there is no evidence that this effect can
be attributed to the baby bonuses.

In 2007, the Russian authorities introduced a so-called “family capital” benefit of
considerable value, about USD 11 000, for the birth (or adoption) of a second child and
higher-order children in a family (OECD, 2011b; and Sinjavskaya, 2011). This amount is
deposited in the capitalised part of the Pension Fund of the Russian Federation, and can be
used for different reasons, e.g. to improve housing conditions (as most beneficiaries do),
increase pension entitlements of mothers and help with the cost of education. The TFR in
Russia has increased recently and this introduction of family capital may well be a
contributing factor, but it is unclear whether this effect is permanent or temporary.

Arguably, Spain experienced the most short-lived “Baby-cheque”, which was worth
EUR 2 500 and was paid to 400 000 families. The scheme was introduced in 2007, and has
recently been scrapped in view of austerity cuts (Chapter 2).
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Duration and payment of leave: two parameters that can accelerate childbearing. A priori,

the effect of paid and employment-protected leave on fertility is ambiguous. On the one

hand, these entitlements support household income and labour market attachment

around childbirth, which will have a positive effect on fertility. However, as entitlements

are often conditional on employment, they encourage men and women to postpone

childbirth (which has a negative effect on overall fertility) until they have established

themselves in the labour market (policies relating to leave around childbirth differ

considerably across OECD countries, see Chapters 4 and 5 and OECD, 2010b, PF2.1 and

PF2.2 for more detail).

This ambiguity is likely to explain the variable results reporter in Figure 3.10 for the

effect of leave entitlements on fertility rates from cross-country comparisons. Thus, it is

not clear whether the duration of leave entitlements increases or decreases fertility, but in

any case its effect is small (Figure 3.10; Annex Table 3.A1.1).18

Payment conditions during the leave period can also affect fertility behaviour. prima facie

one would expect a positive effect of payment rates on fertility, but the evidence suggests the

effect is small and affects the timing of births rather than the size of the completed family.

D’Addio and Mira d’Ercole found a significant effect of the income replaced during the period

of maternity leave on fertility rates, although the effect was statistically insignificant for

Gauthier and Hatzius; Luci and Thévenon corroborate this finding with a measure of the

average payment per birth due to maternity, paternity or parental leave as well as baby

bonuses and grants for a childbirth. Kalwij (2010) found, however, that payment rates affect

the timing of births but not completed fertility levels: a 10% increase in leave benefits is

estimated to generate a 3% reduction in childlessness at age 36-40, but has no effect on the

CFR (see also Ronsen, 2004, and Ronsen and Skrede, 2008).19

Some countries have institutionalised periods (up to three years) of home-care leave or

childcare leave benefits paid at a flat rate. Payment rates are low, much lower than earnings-

related parental leave payments but, taken together with other financial transfers can

amount to up to one-third of net average income in Finland (OECD, 2005). As with other cash

transfers, these payments can have a positive effect on fertility rates, particularly by

promoting second and third children, often among low-income families.20 Furthermore, as

home-care leave payments are not employment-conditional, they may help stem the fall of

fertility rates (Vikat, 2004), which is often associated with a decline in “trust in the future” as

related to an economic crisis (Box 3.5; Adsera, 2005a and 2009; Kravdal, 2002).

Availability of formal childcare has a positive effect on fertility intentions. Evidence from

cross-country (Figure 3.10) and national studies almost invariably points to a positive effect

of formal childcare on fertility patterns. Kalwij (2010) found that childcare subsidies seem

to have no effect on the timing of births, but do have a positive effect on second and higher-

order births and completed family size. Hilgeman and Butts (2009) also found a significant

effect of childcare enrolment on the total number of children ever born for women aged

from 18 to 45 in the early 2000s. Luci and Thévenon (2011) also found a strong positive

effect of cross-national differences in enrolment rates on TFRs, but a smaller influence of

an increase in childcare availability over time – this latter being illustrated in Figure 3.10.

The effect of overall public spending on childcare services per child under age 3 on TFRs

was found to be not significant. National studies for Nordic countries corroborate the

positive effect of childcare on fertility rates (Rindfuss et al., 2010). They also find that

reductions in the parental fee paid for affordable good-quality childcare can have a
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Box 3.5. The effect of recessions on fertility behaviour: evidence
from previous experiences

The recent economic crisis has changed the context in which decisions regarding
fertility are taken. In particular, the rise in unemployment creates economic uncertainties
which may lead households to put off the decision to have children. The consequences can
be short term – if births are simply postponed – or longer term if recession persists over
time, and if no catch-up process is observed after the recession.

The evidence from the literature on the effect of economic fluctuations on fertility
patterns suggests that fertility declines in response to a crisis with a time lag of a few years
(Sobotka et al., 2010). The decline is, however, temporary and fertility catches up when
economic growth resumes.

The effect of unemployment on fertility varies across the genders. Most studies find that
male unemployment has a negative effect on fertility (Mills et al., 2005 for 14 industrialised
countries; Kravdal, 2002, for Norway; and Lündström, 2009, for Sweden). Findings on the
effect of female unemployment on fertility are more diverse. A positive effect is found for
Germany and Finland (Schmitt, 2008); the Netherlands and Flanders (Liefbroer and Corinj,
1999); Sweden (Andersson, 2000), and the United Kingdom (Francesconi and Golsh, 2005),
By contrast, the effect is found to be negative in France (Méron and Widmer, 2002) and
Norway (Kravdal, 2002). The effect of unemployment differs by birth parity and duration.
Adsera (2004 and 2005b) and Kravdal (2002) found that unemployment has a positive
influence on the entry into motherhood, but negative for subsequent births. In France,
female labour market status influences the timing of the first childbirth, but not those of
subsequent births (Pailhé and Solaz, 2009).

Responses in fertility behavior to economic downturns differ across socio-economic
status. Low-educated and low-skilled men are likely to show the largest decline in birth
rates. For women, available evidence for Germany and Sweden suggests that those with
high levels of educational attainment are most likely to postpone childbirth, especially
when they have no children; the lower-educated often maintain or increase their rate of
entry into motherhood (Hoem, 2000; and Kreyenfeld, 2010).

Available evidence suggests that unemployment spells seem to affect the timing of
births, but not the achieved family size (Adsera, 2005b and Kravdal, 2002). In France, only
repeated spell of long-term unemployment among males seem to have a small negative
effect on family size (Pailhé and Solaz, 2009).

In the aftermath of a recession, the prevalence of temporary work contracts could increase.
Such employment conditions often lead young people to postpone their entry into
parenthood, as is common in the segmented labour markets of southern Europe (Adsera, 2004
and 2005a; De la Rica and Iza, 2005). In France too, women in temporary employment postpone
births more than their counterparts with a permanent contract (Pailhé and Solaz, 2009).

Chapter 2 illustrated the variation in policy response across countries and time to the
unfolding financial crisis. Increasingly countries have to curtail public spending and family
benefits do not escape this trend (Gauthier, 2010). Some countries have experienced
important cuts in family spending in recent history, and their experience holds important
lessons. For example in Hungary, the transition to a market economy and subsequent
volatility in policy reforms (sometimes increasing and sometimes reducing generosity of
family benefits) have led to young cohorts of to delay the timing of first birth (Aassve et al.,
2006; and Speder and Kamaras, 2008). The reform of leave benefits into flat-rate payments
and income-testing of both childcare leave and family allowances contributed to women
with relatively high levels of educational attainment postponing childbirth the most.
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substantial effect on fertility rates, especially when coverage of childcare is widespread

(Mörk, et al., 2009).21 Part-time employment and a more equitable sharing of unpaid work

can contribute to higher birth rates.

Workplace practices such as long working hours and working weeks make it harder to

match work and care commitments and have been found to negatively affect fertility rates

(Luci and Thévenon, 2011). By contrast, part-time employment opportunities have a

positive effect on fertility rates in OECD countries, especially among women with a higher

level of educational attainments (D’Addio and Mira D’Ercole, 2005; Del Boca et al., 2009).

However these results are not replicated by all research (e.g. Hilgeman and Butts, 2009), and

effects are likely to be country-specific. Rather than the length of working time being the

driving force, Mills et al. (2008) suggest that control over working time (Chapter 4)

strengthens intentions to have children in European countries.

The opportunities for mothers to combine work and family life increase when fathers

take on a larger share of unpaid work. Emerging evidence from the Nordic countries

suggests that involvement of fathers in caring for the first child brings forward the birth of

second child (Skrede, 2005; Duvander and Andersson, 2006; Duvander et al., 2008;

Lappegard, 2009). A more equitable division of unpaid work within households contributes

to couple families having additional children.

Notes

1. In this chapter, the statistical data for Israel are supplied by and under the responsibility of the
relevant Israeli authorities. The use of such data by the OECD is without prejudice to the status of
the Golan Heights, East Jerusalem and Israeli settlements in the West Bank under the terms of
international law.

2. The total fertility rate (TFR) is highly sensitive to the timing of births: children born later in the life
cycle induce a decline in the TFR, and final fertility will be underestimated. Some authors have
therefore proposed TFR estimates adjusted for variations in the age of mothers at childbirth
(Bongaarts and Feeney, 1998; and Goldstein et al., 2009).

3. OECD (2010a) showed that high fertility rates in Israel are due to high fertility rates among Arab,
and especially Ultra-Orthodox Jewish population groups where there are often seven to
eight children in a household.

4. Teenage birth rates are generally too low to have a big effect on fertility trends, but cross-national
differences in the incidence of teenage motherhood (before age 19) are nevertheless considerable.
Teenage births are highest at over 35 births per 1 000 female teenagers in Chile, Mexico, Turkey and
the United States (OECD, 2010b, SF2.4). Amongst European countries, teenage birth rates are
highest in the United Kingdom at 24 births per 1 000 teenage girls.

5. OECD (2010b, SF2.3) shows long-term trends in age-specific fertility rates for few countries. 

6. In Japan, 73% of women born in 1905-09 had three or more children, but this was only 31% for
women born in 1935-39 and 27% for those born in 1948-52. Korea shows a similar trend: of women
born in 1916-20, 87% had three or more children, but this was only 36% for women born in 1950-54
(Atoh et al., 2004).

7. In 2008, about 22% of German women aged between 40 and 44 years have had no child according
to Microcensus data; 21% of women born in 1965 remained childless in Switzerland (Konietzka and
Kreyenfeld, 2007; OECD, 2010b, SF2.5A).

8. For example, fertility rates of Caribbean, Chinese, and Indian minorities in the United Kingdom are
well below fertility rates among Bangladeshi and Pakistani women in the United Kingdom
(Coleman and Dubuc, 2010). Similarly, there are also significant differences in fertility rates
between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal women in Canada: in 2001 the TFR was 2.6 for the first
group, well above the TFR of 1.6 for all Canadian women.
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9. The contribution of the foreign-born population to TFRs is substantial in Australia, Canada,
New Zealand and the United States where more than 20% of the population was born
abroad (McDonald, 2010).

10. To estimate the “turning point” different model specifications were used to capture issues around
“endogeneity” and “non-stationarity”. All model specifications identify a “turning point”, but
estimates on the absolute value range from about USD PPP 26 000 to 32 600 (Luci and Thévenon, 2010).

11. Trends differ across countries. For example, young people in central and southern countries leave
the parental home and form households much later than their counterparts in other European
countries, and giving birth before having a full-time job is more common among women in central
Europe than in southern Europe (Van de Velde, 2008; Toulemon, 2010). Trends also differ between
sexes, for example, in Japan where men leave parental home as early as northern Europeans while
women leave as late as southern Europeans (Suzuki, 2009).

12. The relationship between household income and the proportion spent on children is contested, and
depends on estimation method and the type of consumption being considered. For example, for
France, Ekert-Jaffé and Trognon (1994) and Glaude and Moutardier (1991) find little or negative
correlation between the household income and the child's budget share, whereas Wittwer (1993)
found that the child’s budget share increases with the household’s income. Lino and Carlson (2009)
find that in the United States households in the lowest income group spend on average 24% of their
pre-tax income on a child; those in the middle-group, 16% and those in the highest group, 12%.

13. For example in France, Hourriez and Olier (1997) estimated that a child below age 14 accounts for
10 to 20% of a the budget of a childless household, 33% on average for a child between 14 to
25 years and 40% for the age of 20 to 24. Oyama (2004) estimated for Japan that the cost of an
additional child aged 0-18 was on average 13% of the cost of an adult, but this was 26% for children
aged from 14 to 18 years. 

14. An interesting trend change took place in Norway and Denmark: in the early cohorts highly
educated women remained childless most frequently; in later cohorts, women with low education
are more likely to remain childless. Across Nordic countries there is little variation in levels of
childlessness for highly educated women. For the cohorts of highly educated women born in
1955-59, the incidence of childlessness is highest in Finland at 17.1% and lowest in Norway (14.6%).
Childlessness differs most among women with low levels of educational attainment, which in
Finland is 19.2% for this cohort and 8.6% in Norway.

15. Traditional measurement of the fertility gap compares the mean number of desired children with
actual TFRs. However, since the TFR is sensitive to the changes in the timing of births, an increase
in the fertility gap may simply reflect a postponement of births rather than a change in the
difference between the actual and desired number of children. Adjustment of fertility rates taking
account of changes in the mean age of mothers at births lead to lower estimates of the fertility gap
(Lutz, 2007; and Bongaarts, 2008).

16. For example, in Israel, Cohen et al. (2007) estimated that the increase in financial support to
families until the early 2000s generated a 7.8% increase in fertility, and that the rise was
concentrated among low-income households, of whom many are ultraOrthodox Jews with large
families (OECD, 2010d). Boccuzzo et al. (2008) found a comparable result for Italy on introduction of
the Baby Bonus in Friuli-Venezia (see below).

17. For example, Gabos et al. (2009) determine that the effect of financial support increases with birth
order in Hungary. For France, Laroque and Salanié (2005 and 2008) also estimate a stronger
response to financial incentives for subsequent children, and in France third children contribute
more to TFRs than anywhere else in Europe (Breton and Prioux, 2005).

18. D’Addio and Mira d’Ercole (2005) find a small but negative relationship between the length of paid
leave and fertility rates. By contrast, Adsera (2004), and Gauthier and Hatzius (1997) find that
fertility rates increase with an extension of leave, but the estimated effect is not statistically
significant in the latter study. This finding is corroborated by Luci and Thévenon (2011) also when
taking account of formal childcare differences across countries – and controlling for country-
specific fixed factors.

19. The generous Swedish system of paid parental leave involves financial incentives to have second
children soon after having the first, but it is unclear as to whether this has raised the completed
fertility rate (Andersson and Neyer, 2008). However, there is evidence to suggest that the design of
the Swedish paid leave system has contributed to minimising differences in fertility behaviour
among women with different levels of educational attainment (Andersson, 2008).
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20. Aassve and Lappegard (2009) and Lappegard, (2009) find the childcare benefit speeds up the birth
of second and third children in Norway. Vikat (2004) found that the probability of having a third
child was highest among recipients of the home-care allowance in Finland. Piketty (2005) found
that the extension of parental leave in France to parents of two children accounted for at most 20%
to 30% of the increase in births observed between 1994 and 2001 (at most 10% of births of third
children, and between 10% and 20% of births of second children).

21. It is more difficult to find such effects in countries with low childcare coverage. Hank and
Kreyenfeld (2002) found that the (lack of) availability of childcare had no effect on fertility in the
western länder of Germany. Data limitations will play a role, but it may also be that the limited
availability of childcare feeds the polarisation between women having children and not working
(or working short hours), while those women who work full-time are likely to be childless
(Thévenon, 2009). Access to formal childcare for children under 3 partly explains why fertility
intentions are higher in France compared with Germany and Russia (Pailhé, 2009).
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ANNEX 3.A1 

A Summary of Cross-National Evidence on the Effects 
of Policy on Fertility Patterns

The total fertility rate (TFR) is used by the first three studies to capture fertility trends,

but this indicator does not capture changes in timing of family formation. Therefore,

Kalwij (2010) separately uses retrospective data on the timing of births and the completed

family size, while Luci and Thévenon (2011) use both TFRs and tempo-adjusted fertility

rates. Hilgeman and Butts (2009) use the number of children ever born for women aged

between 18 and 45 at the time of the survey.

The indicators used to account for policy variation differ across studies:

● A first difference lies in the way the generosity of financial support to families is

captured. D’Addio and Mira d’Ercole (2005) use the difference in net disposable income

of a single-earner family with two children and average earnings compared with those

of a childless household with same earnings to approximate the financial support

received by families. This covers family support provided through the tax system

(although variations across household types are not accounted for). By contrast,

Gauthier and Hatzius (1997), Kalwij (2010) and Luci and Thévenon (2011) consider the

financial assistance transiting through family benefit only. Gauthier and Hatzius

measure the generosity of family benefits as a percentage of average the wage;

Kalwij (2010) considers the average amount of public expenditures per child below

age 16 for employed women – but fiscal support is not included.

● As for leave policies, all the four studies (Gauthier-Hatzius, D’Addio-Mira d’Ercole,

Hilgeman-Butts and Luci-Thévenon) consider the differences in the duration of leave

entitlements. Luci-Thévenon consider the addition of maternity and parental leave,

while D’Addio, Mira d’Ercole and Gauthier-Hatzius considered maternity leave only.

Payment conditions are also assessed differently: replacement rates during maternity

leave are taken into account by Gauthier-Hatzius and D’Addio-Mira d’Ercole; Kalwij only

considers average leave-related expenditure per child under age 1; and Luci-Thévenon

consider both the replacement rate obtained during maternity leave and the yearly

expenditures on maternity, paternity or parental leave per birth, including as well the

other birth grants.

● Finally, only Kalwij, Hilgeman-Butts and Luci-Thévenon use information on childcare

expenditures and/or enrolment of children under age 3 in formal childcare. Only

Luci-Thévenon include these two parameters.
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Table 3.A1.1. The effect of family policies on fertility: results from cross-country analyses

Explained
variable 

Financial 
transfer

Leave entitlements Childcare provisions
Country and period

covered – methodology

Duration
Payment rate
of maternity

leave

Spending
per child

(all leave included)

Spending
per child 

Enrolment 
rates

Gauthier and 
Hatzius (1997)

Total fertility rates
(for women with 1, 

2 or 3 and more 
children separately)

Positive Positive
but statistically 

insignificant

Negative
but statistically 

insignificant

– – 22 OECD countries
1970-1990 –

Panel data methods

Adsera (2004) Total
fertility rates

– Positive – – – 28 OECD countries
1960-1997 –

Panel data methods-

D’Addio and
Mira d’Ercole 
(2005)

Total
fertility rates

Positive Negative Positive – – 16 OECD countries
1980-1999 –

Panel data methods

Hilgeman and 
Butts (2009)

Achieved fertility
at age 18-45

– Negative Not
significant

– – Positive 20 OECD countries, 
1995-2000 waves

of European or World Value 
Surveys – Cross-sectional 

multilevel approach

Kalwij (2010) Timing of birth No effect Not
included

– Positive No
effect

Not
included

16 European countries –
Event history analysis 

Information on individual 
fertility history from

the European
Social Survey 2004

Completed
family size

No effect No significant 
effect

Positive

Luci and 
Thévenon (2011)

TFR Positive Positive – Positive Not
significant

Positive OECD countries
1982-2007 –

Panel data methods

Source: Studies are listed in references at the end of this chapter.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932394053
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Chapter 4 

Reducing barriers
to parental employment

This chapter provides an overview of how the design of parental leave policy, childcare
policy, flexible workplace practices, national tax/benefit systems and financial
incentive structures may affect the parental decision to engage in paid work.

If paid parental leave is too short, mothers may not be ready to return to work and
instead drop out of the labour force. At the same time, if paid leave is too long, skills
may deteriorate and an extended absence from paid work can make the return to
work difficult. Using data on parental leave reform, this chapter considers the
overall effects of 40 years of changes in parental leave on female labour supply. The
chapter also looks at how policy uses parental leave arrangements to promote more
gender equity in leave taking.

Childcare constraints play an important role in parents’ work decisions. Cross-
national variations in childcare participation of 0-2 year-olds tend to be related to
the degree of public financing of childcare. The price of childcare also plays an
important role, and in some countries it does not pay to work once childcare costs
are considered.

This chapter also includes an overview of flexible workplace practices, such as
measures to facilitate nursing, flexible working times, time-saving opportunities
and statutory entitlements to change working hours.
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Introduction
The decision and timing of parents to (re-)enter the workplace after childbirth can be

influenced by many different factors including: individual preferences regarding return to

work, the duration of paid child-related leave schemes, the availability of informal

childcare, the availability and cost of formal childcare, the earnings of spouses and

workplace support for parents. This chapter discusses the effect of parental leave policy

(including additional leave to care for sick children), childcare policy, flexible workplace

practices, national tax/benefit systems and financial incentive structures on parental

decisions to engage in paid work.

There are different child-related leaves and these can serve different objectives.

Maternity or pregnancy leave provides direct health protection for mothers and infants.

Employment-protected parental leave is generally supplemental to maternity leave and

additional home-care leave (payments which are not restricted to employed parents) help

parents to provide personal care for very young children. Such measures may be good for

children’s development (Chapter 5), but long parental leave periods harm women’s

attachment to the labour market. This chapter considers the overall effects of 40 years of

parental leave reform on female labour supply. Parental leave design and paternity leave

arrangements also provide policy makers with a rare direct tool to generate more gender

equity in paid and unpaid work, and this chapter looks at how policy tries to stimulate

leave-taking among fathers.

The availability of childcare solutions and out-of-school hours care services are often

crucial for parental labour market decisions. Apart from capacity and quality issues, the

price of childcare plays an important role in the overall work incentives for parents. In

some countries, after accounting for childcare costs, it does not pay for some parents to be

in paid work, even though the longer-term positive earnings effect of staying in work may

outweigh the direct childcare costs.

Formal childcare constraints can also lead to reliance on informal carers, often

grandparents, and adjustment of working hours. The chapter concludes with an overview

of flexible workplace practices, such as measures to facilitate nursing during infancy, and

more generally during childhood, including flexible working times, time-saving

opportunities, and statutory entitlements to change working hours.

Main findings
● Except in the United States, OECD countries have an average paid maternity leave of 19 weeks.

Maternity benefit payment rates are often earnings-related, but capped at an upper

income threshold. In about one-third of OECD countries, maternity payments replace

previous earnings in full.

● There is considerable variation in the duration of paid parental leave (or childcare or home-care

leave) arrangements. Ten OECD countries do not grant any paid parental leave and

duration varies. In countries where paid parental leave was introduced before the
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early 1980s, leave duration often exceeds two years, except in Germany where

the 2007 reform reduced the paid leave period that most parents take. In Austria and the

Czech Republic, the duration of income support payments to families with young

children is longer than the period of employment-protected leave, which increases the

risk of employees not returning to work when leave runs out. Making the final leave

payment conditional to the actual return of leave-takers to their original employer, as in

Korea, may reduce employer aversion to introducing and extending leave entitlements.

● Parental leave payment rates, often flat-rate, are considerably lower than for maternity leave.

Nevertheless, such income support limits the incentives to work for low-income earners

(Chapter 2), while using leave entitlements carries high opportunity costs for middle and

high-income earners. Similarly, as fathers often have higher earnings than their

spouses, mothers make far more use of parental leave entitlements than fathers.

● There has been some progress towards a more gender equitable use of leave entitlements.

Entitlements to parental leave in OECD countries are often “family-based”, i.e. rights can

be transferred between parents. In practice, however, mothers predominantly use

parental leave. A strategy combining different elements, possibly including greater

opportunities for flexible use of leave, increased payment rates for shorter duration, and

an increase in the non-transferable paternal entitlement to paid leave will increase

chances of more equal leave sharing between mothers and fathers.

● Many countries provide parents with a limited number of short-term sick days to care for children.

Prolonged periods of publicly paid leave to care for sick, disabled or otherwise dependent

relatives exist in some countries and seem most comprehensive in Austria, France

Hungary, Sweden and Italy.

● Financial support for (public and private) childcare providers and parents reduce a key barrier to

employment participation for many parents with young children. During the past ten years,

childcare participation rates have increased in OECD countries, but, rates tend to vary

across countries according to the degree of public childcare supports, especially for

children under 3. Even though childcare support is targeted at low-income families in

many OECD countries, they often face higher average effective tax rates than workers in

higher income groups. Across countries, participation in formal childcare services tends

to increase with household’s income.

● Informal care, frequently provided by grandparents, is an important part of work/family

reconciliation strategies. Some countries have started to make care supports and/or leave

entitlements available to grandparents.

● Out-of-school-hours care services are widely available in some OECD countries (Australia, Denmark,

Estonia, Hungary and Sweden). But in the majority of countries these services are still in a

developmental stage. Children from disadvantaged backgrounds tend to benefit most from

these services, but seem to be under-represented among users of these services.

● There is potentially a “business case” for family-friendly workplace support. Having a family-

friendly workplace can motivate current staff, reduce staff turnover and sickness

absenteeism, help attract new staff, reduce workplace stress and generally enhance

worker satisfaction and productivity. The “business case” is strongest for workers who

are difficult to replace, and for flexible workplace arrangements that least affect the

production process. Employers frequently offer part-time employment opportunities,

but the business case for working time flexibility with employees choosing their own

start and finishing times, or teleworking is less evident.
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● There should be no barriers to work part-time for those who wish to do so, but barriers to move

from part-time to full-time employment should also be removed. The 2010 edition of OECD

Employment Outlook showed that many parents remain in part-time employment for

prolonged periods. Reform of the tax/benefit system to increase financial incentives to

work more, greater support from employment services for part-time workers, and legal

entitlements to increase working hours after a period of part-time work, are among the

measures that could contribute to more parents engaging in full-time employment, and

further reduce family poverty risks and promote labour supply, gender equity and

economic self-sufficiency. At the same time about 83% of part-time workers do so

voluntarily, and particularly the large group of female part-time workers is broadly

satisfied with their employment outcomes. Evidence on job-satisfaction suggests that

women working part-time voluntary often accept lower earnings potential and less job

security in exchange for better working-time arrangements and less stress.

Child-related leave

Duration and payment across countries

Maternity (or pregnancy), paternity and parental leave entitlements grant

employment protection to parents who are absent from work as they provide personal care

to their very young children. This period is often covered by public income supports, which

can be topped-up by employers. In some countries, parental leave is supplemented by a

further period of leave (home-care leave/childcare leave) that parents can take to care for a

young child, often up to age 3: income support during this period is considerably lower

than during periods of maternity/parental leave (Box 4.1).1

Box 4.1. Defining different types of parental leave

Maternity leave (or pregnancy leave): Employment-protected leave of absence for employed
women at around the time of childbirth, or adoption in some countries. Almost all
OECD countries have ratified the International Labour Organisation (ILO) recommended
minimum period of 14 weeks of paid leave, but many countries have fixed maternity leave
entitlements above this minimum (ILO, 2010). In most countries, beneficiaries may combine
pre- with post-birth leave; in some countries a short period of pre-birth leave is compulsory
as is a six- to ten-week leave period following birth. Almost all OECD countries provide for
specific public income support payments that are tied to the maternity leave period.

Paternity leave: Employment-protected leave of absence for employed fathers at the time
of childbirth. Periods of paternity leave are much shorter than for maternity leave, and are
two weeks at maximum. Because of the short period of absence, workers on paternity
leave often continue to receive full wage payments.

Parental leave: Employment-protected leave of absence for employed parents, which is
often supplementary to specific maternity and paternity leave periods (as above), and
usually, but not in all countries, follows the period of maternity leave. Entitlement to the
parental leave period is individual, while entitlement to public income support is often
family-based, so that only one parent claims such support at any one time.

Home-care leave: Leave to care for children until they are about three years old. These
leaves can be a variation or an extension of parental leaves, and payments are not
restricted to parents with a prior work attachment. In Finland, relevant income support
payments are contingent on not using public day-care facilities, while in Norway payment
rates vary with the number of hours that public day-care is used.
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OECD countries introduced maternity (or pregnancy) leave entitlements to protect the

health of working mothers and their newborn children. Therefore, it is often part of social

insurance systems, alongside health insurance and paid sick leave. It provides women with

a period of rest around childbirth and guarantees a return to the previous job within a

limited number of weeks after childbirth. Maternity or pregnancy leave is generally

available to mothers only, but in some countries (Belgium, Finland, Germany, Israel, Italy,

Portugal, Poland, Slovenia and Spain) part of the leave can be transferred to fathers under

certain circumstances. A minimum period out of work around childbirth is mandatory, but

the exact timing of leave varies across countries, and in any case, can be adjusted for

medical reasons or by employer-employee agreement.

Across the OECD, the average duration of maternity leave was around 19 weeks in 2008

(Figure 4.1, Panel A). Women are entitled to the longest period (52 weeks) in the United

Kingdom. By contrast, the period was shortest in Australia where within the 52 week

parental leave entitlement only 6 weeks were reserved for the mother.2 In the United

States, the only country without federal or central government legislation on paid

maternity leave, programmes in some individual States provide income support during

leave through either sick-leave insurance or maternity leave programmes (Kamerman and

Waldfogel, 2010).

Entitlements to parental leave including additional home care or childcare leave

periods (Annex 4.A1 and OECD, 2010d, PF2.1) vary widely in duration across the OECD: from

no parental leave (Chile, Israel, Mexico, Switzerland and the United States) to 156 weeks

in 2008 in Poland (Figure 4.1).3

Parental leave payment rates are often considerably lower than maternity pay, and

income support often only covers a limited part of the parental leave period (Figure 4.1,

Panel B). In 2008, parental leave was unpaid in eight countries (Australia, Greece, Ireland,

New Zealand (assuming paid leave is taken by the mother), Portugal, Spain, Turkey, the

United Kingdom); 12 countries supply benefits covering the complete period of leave; and

14 countries only make payments during part of the period of employment-protected

leave. The gap between duration of unpaid and paid leave is largest in Germany where

since 2007 parents can claim a three-year period of employment-protected leave,

while payments are generally limited to 12 months (see below). In Austria and the

Czech Republic, the period of income support exceeds the period of employment-

protected leave. Policy design thus provides financial incentives to leave the labour force,

which are strongest for those on low earnings.

In addition to parental leave entitlements, working parents can make use of a range

of additional leave entitlements, e.g. holidays, sick-day entitlements to help them deal

with family care needs, which often arise at short notice (Box 4.2 and OECD, 2010d, PF2.3).

Promoting greater gender equality

Often introduced as supplementary rights for mothers only, parental leave

entitlements have been extended to fathers in most countries, with leave being available

as: i) a family right that parents can divide between themselves as they choose; ii) an

individual right which can be transferred to the other parent; and iii) a non-transferable

individual right (e.g. both parents have an entitlement to a specified amount of leave). The

latter, often called “mommy and daddy quotas”, have to be taken by fathers and mothers

on a use it or lose it basis. In addition to parental leave, about half of OECD countries have
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Figure 4.1. In contrast to parental leave, maternity leave is mostly paid
in OECD countries

1. Total length of maternity leave refers to the sum of paid and unpaid entitled weeks: the numbers above the bars
refer to the total length of employment-protected maternity/parental leave in 2008.

2. Full-rate equivalent (FRE) = Duration of (maternity/parental) leave in weeks’ payment as a percentage of average
wage earnings received by the claimant over this period.

3. Information refers to parental leave and subsequent prolonged periods of paid and unpaid leave women can take
after maternity leave to care for young children (sometimes under a different name as for example, “childcare
leave” or “home-care leave”, or the “Complément de libre-choix d’activité” in France). In all, prolonged periods of
home-care leave can be taken in Austria, the Czech Republic, Estonia, France, Finland, Germany, Norway, Poland
and Spain (Annex 4.A1) and since 2008 in Sweden. Values for parental leave refer to the number of weeks women
can take after maternity leave, and thus can be added to the weeks of maternity leave. Weeks of maternity leave
to be taken after childbirth are deducted from the length of parental leave in countries where entitlements are set
up to an age limit of the child. Parental leave is unpaid in the Netherlands, but there is a tax advantage to stimulate
take-up, which is reflected in this Figure. For Canada, the 17 weeks in Panel A refer to the situation in most
provinces and territories, but, for example, the provinces of Québec and Saskatchewan provide 18 weeks. In
Panel B, the federal Employment Insurance programme provides for 35 weeks of paid parental leave; unpaid
leave periods can be longer. For example, the province of Québec provides up to 52 weeks of unpaid leave, during
which period eligible clients can claim benefits under the Québec Parental Insurance Plan.

Source: Moss and Korintus (2008); Missoc tables: Social Protection in EU Member States; and information provided by
national authorities in non-EU countries.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393236
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separate paternity leave entitlements which often concern the first 5-15 days immediately

following childbirth (OECD, 2010d, PF2.1).

The overall period of father-specific leave remains quite short – about four to

five weeks on average – compared with the total amount of time allotted to maternity and

parental leave. Nordic countries (except Denmark) have the longest leave periods reserved

for fathers, and often these are paid at about 80% of individual earnings (Figure 4.2).

Fathers often earn more than their spouses (OECD, 2007), so that the income loss to

households is smallest when the mother takes leave. Also, societal attitudes towards the

role of mothers in caring for young children may contribute to mothers rather than fathers

taking leave. OECD (2010d, PF2.2) shows that in 2007 the ratio of fathers to mothers using

parental leave was highest (at over half) in Nordic countries, France, the Netherlands and

Portugal. Directly comparable data on the intensity of use of parental leave entitlements

are not available, but mothers are the main users everywhere.

There is some evidence to suggest that fathers who take leave for relatively long periods,

are most likely to be those with relatively secure jobs and high levels of education

(e.g. Duvander, 2008 on Sweden; Haas and Rostgaard, 2011 on Nordic countries; and Reich,

Box 4.2. Additional leave entitlements to provide care

Many OECD countries grant employees specific entitlements to care for a close relative, and/or sick and
disabled children. Relevant leave arrangements are in three broad groupings: i) additional days leave
granted to care for sick children and other family events; ii) longer-term specific leave periods to care for
disabled children or dependent relatives; and iii) long-term leave for unspecified personal reasons. On the
basis of country responses to a questionnaire on entitlements to additional leave, it emerges that the
nature of such leaves varies considerably across countries, both in terms of duration, eligibility criteria, and
whether such leaves are legal entitlements or subject to employer agreement. Nevertheless, the
information in the Figure below suggests that:

● Entitlements to provide care for sick children or dependent relatives range from two days to 17 weeks per
year;

● Parents who care for a relative with severe illness or disabilities are frequently entitled to longer periods
of leave (Austria, Denmark, France, Hungary, Italy, Korea and Sweden); parents in Austria, Denmark and
France could also use their “personal leave entitlement, as subject to employer agreement” for this
purpose.

In general, prolonged periods of leave to care for sick relatives are unpaid. However, carers can
sometimes claim a “carers–benefit” during this period (for example Australia or Canada). In Austria, low-
income carers can receive payment during six months of “family hospice leave”, and in France and Sweden
parents of disabled children can claim specific allowances. In Australia, Italy, Japan and Korea, employers
can provide payments for part of the leave period.

More generous provisions exist in Sweden, Hungary and Italy. In Sweden, employees can take between 3 and
12 months leave from work for several purposes – including family needs – under certain conditions (the
replacement worker must be an unemployed person). Employees taking leave will receive 85% of the
unemployment benefit which is earnings-related up to a maximum ceiling. In Hungary, parents of a child under
age 12 with serious illness or disabilities can claim child home-care allowance until age 10. Instead of the home-
care allowance or upon the 10th birthday of the child, parents can also be partly reimbursed for the nursing fee,
which is paid to a person who is taking care of a relative in need of permanent care. In Italy, a family entitlement
of two years with public income support replacing earnings is granted to employees taking leave to care of
disable relatives, on return to work an additional three days of paid leave per month are made available.
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2010 on Germany). Furthermore, being partnered with a woman with relatively high levels of

educational attainment (i.e. with women who are most likely to have relatively high earnings

and thus have most to lose from reducing working hours) increases the likelihood of taking

leave for fathers: a significant proportion of French and German fathers taking leave has a

spouse who is the main breadwinner of the family (Boyer, 2004; and Reich, 2010). In Japan

and Korea, take up of leave by fathers is very limited. One of the reasons is that fathers are

concerned this would have negative effects on their career and relationship with colleagues

(OECD, 2003 and 2007). Such workplace and employer attitudes may be less pronounced in

many other OECD countries, but even in Sweden, working in small, male-dominated

workplaces keeps fathers from using parental leave (Duvander, 2008).

Furthermore, maternal attitudes sometimes also stand in the way of a more gender-

equitable division of paid and unpaid work. In Sweden, about a quarter of mothers report

they take parental leave as that incurs the least cost to household income; almost 20% refer

Box 4.2. Additional leave entitlements to provide care (cont.)

Duration of additional leave to care for sick relatives or children
with disabilities in weeks

1. No Federal entitlements in Canada, duration varies across Provinces: up to three days in Manitoba, New Brunswick, Nova Scotia,
Prince Edward Island; five days in British Columbia; seven days in Newfoundland and Labrador; up to ten days in Ontario; ten days
in Quebec; and 12 days in Saskatchewan.

2. Hungary: refers to specific entitlements for parents with a child between 1 and 3 years of age: duration is unlimited when the
child is under 1, limited to 42 days when the child is under six and 14 days when the child is between 6 and 12 years.

3. Czech Republic: for parents with children under 10: unlimited, but a parent can take no more than nine days in one block of time.
4. Italy: for parents caring for a child aged 3 to 8 years, duration is unlimited for a child under 3.
5. Spain: since 1 January 2011, parents are entitled to reduce their working hours by half (or more) with a proportionate reduction in

wages during the periods of hospitalisation or other medical treatment of seriously ill children until 18 years.
6. France: employees are entitled to 44 weeks of leave to care for children and up to 13 weeks for other relatives.
7. Germany: emergency leave for medical reasons is also possible up to ten days if a relative needs assistance because of very

serious illness.
8. United States: for workers in private companies with 50 or more employees.
9. Canada: federal compassionate care benefit rules provide for eight weeks, in some provinces duration of employment-protected

leave is longer (e.g. Saskatchewan, 16 weeks, and Québec up to 104 weeks).
10.  Slovenia: an employee is entitled to 30 days of leave in case of severe illness of a relative (can be extended to six months).
11. Hungary: for parents with two children (two days for one child and seven days for more than two children).
12.  Korea: leave for emergency reason can be taken for a maximum of 40 hours per year, but for no more than three consecutive

days at a time.

Source: OECD questionnaire on additional leave entitlement, and Moss (2010).
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393445
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to the negative effect on paternal employment of leave taking; and 25% of mothers

explicitly state “it is their wish to be at home to care for children” (Duvander, 2008).

Changes in leave-taking among men and women are unlikely to generate an

immediate and fundamental change in the division of paid and unpaid work.4 However,

parental leave design is one of the few policy tools that are available to governments to

directly influence behaviour among parents. To promote a more gender equitable division

of care (and paid) work, and encourage fathers to spend more time with their children

(Lamb, 2010; Ray et al., 2010; and Rosemberg and Wilcox, 2006), policy can pursue (a mix of)

different options:

● Increase payment rates. This will reduce the loss of income of fathers when using parental

leave entitlements. However, this approach has direct budgetary implications and also

makes it more attractive for mothers to use leave entitlements, so the effect on a more

gender-equitable use may be small.

● Other financial incentives to stimulate fathers to take leave. For example, in 2008, Sweden

introduced a gender-equality bonus in the tax system, which aims to promote a more

gender equal use of parental leave entitlements. However, benefits are relatively small5

and are paid one year after actual use of parental leave entitlement, which helps to

explain why an initial assessment of the reform found no clear effect on paternal leave-

behaviour (Duvander and Johansson, 2010).

● Increase individual paternal entitlements to leave. This could be done by increasing existing

“father’s quota” in paternity leaves, or further reform to the part of family entitlements

available to both partners to transform it into individual non-transferable rights for the

specific use of fathers. Reform in Iceland in 2001 followed this path and led to an

increase in the proportion of parental leave days taken by fathers from 3% to around 35%

nowadays (Eydal and Gislason, 2008; and OECD, 2007). Similarly, recent reform in

Figure 4.2. Nordic countries (except Denmark), Germany and Slovenia have
the most generous leave entitlements for fathers

Weeks of leave entitlements for fathers, 2008

Note: Estimates of the weeks’ entitlements include paternity leave and father-specific “quotas” in parental leave
entitlements.

Source: See Figure 4.1.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393255
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Germany provides for a bonus of two months earnings-related paid parental leave if

taken by the father. While about 8.8% of children born in 2007 had fathers that took

parental leave, the percentage doubled to over 17% in 2008 (Federal Statistical

Office, 2010).

● Facilitate flexible leave options by means of part-time leave (e.g. one day per week), leave

taken in separate blocks (e.g. around holidays) over different years, and or allowing

shorter leave periods at higher payment rates (Table 4.A1.2). However, as with increasing

payment rates, flexible parental leave measures make their use more attractive to both

parents, not just fathers, so the effect in reducing gender gaps in use is likely to be small.

Strategies that just increase payment rates or flexibility in use are not likely to be

effective in generating a more gender-equitable use of parental leave benefits: more

successful approaches include a mix of these elements, but in any case include a non-

transferable leave entitlement for fathers. For countries with prolonged leave entitlements,

reform could be close to fiscally neutral by shortening child-related leave entitlements but

paying them at a higher rate. For example, in 2007, in Germany the flat-rate income tested

childcare payment for 22 months was reformed into an earnings-related income-support

payment during 12 months, or 14 months if the father takes at least two months of leave

(Erler, 2009).

In general, employers are most likely to support reform if it increases the likelihood

that the employee in question actually returns to his/her job. Making payment rates of

leave payments conditional on the effective return to work could help. For example, in

Korea about 85% of the parental leave benefit is paid during leave and a maximum of 15%

is withheld and paid after six months upon the return to work for the same employer.

Parental leave and labour market outcomes

In 2008, employment-protected leave periods were longest (at above 78 weeks) in

countries which were the first to introduce parental leave entitlements in the 1960s

(Austria, the Czech Republic and Poland), and 1970s (Finland, France, Hungary, Norway,

Spain, and Sweden (OECD, 2010d). Other OECD countries, which introduced parental leave

in the 1980s or later, have much shorter leave periods (less than one year), except in

Germany where unpaid employment-protected leave can still be taken for up to three years

(for paid leave reform, see above). Across the OECD, parental leave periods have generally

increased since they were introduced. However, in Sweden after the steep economic

downturn in the early 1990s, the duration of employment-protected leave was reduced

from 450 to 360 days in 1994 (OECD, 2010d).

In general, countries with shorter periods of leave have higher employment rates

among mothers with young children than countries with prolonged periods of paid leave

(Figure 4.3). Leave entitlements immediately around childbirth are likely to strengthen

female labour market attachment, as they limit the risk of dismissal during pregnancy and

provide a way back to paid work when leave runs out. However, because of a deterioration

of skills during the period of leave and a perceived lack of commitment to employers and

careers, a prolonged absence from the workplace limits the chance of return to work for the

same employer (and future earnings), and the labour force more generally (Jaumotte, 2003).

It may also contribute to the relatively high share of women on temporary contracts –

compared with men – in, for example, Finland (OECD, 2005).
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Leave duration and return to work

The introduction of short and/or unpaid leave has a positive effect on female

employment. In the United States, among mothers who were employed before childbirth,

those who were entitled to 12 weeks leave were more likely to return to work after this

period than women without any leave entitlements (Berger and Waldfogel, 2004). Espinola-

Arredondo and Mondal (2009) and Han et al. (2009) found that State-level introduction of

paid parental leave also had a statistically significant effect on the employment probability

of women, and these effects increased with levels of educational attainment. Similarly,

Baker and Milligan (2008) found for Canada that modest leave mandates of 17-18 weeks

decreased in the 1980s the proportion of women quitting their jobs, and increased the

proportion of mothers on leave returning to their pre-birth employers. It is unclear how a

longer leave period of about 70 weeks affects the probability of return, but it increases time

spent at home by mothers, thereby reducing effective female labour supply at least

temporarily. Evidence for Austria and Germany suggests that effects of changes in leave

duration seem to be most significant when it concerns leave periods of short duration:

broadly proportional changes to prolonged leave entitlements seem to have a much

smaller effect on female employment.

Cross-national evidence for some EU countries between 1994 and 2001 suggests that

at least 25% of women with a newborn child are back at work on expiry of the basic

maternity leave. In fact, in Belgium and Portugal most women returned to work after

four months leave. In Austria, France and Finland, prolonged leave periods for mothers

with children under age 3 contribute to the delay in return to work, while in Greece, Italy

and Spain the absence of policies for work/family life balance means that it took more than

eight years before 75% of the mothers taking leave had returned to work (Pronzato, 2009).

Figure 4.3. Lower employment rates for mothers with children below age 3
in countries with longer leave

Cross-country relation between female employment rates and duration of female parental leave, 2006

Note: Many mothers in Austria, Finland and Germany who are on prolonged employment-protected leave are
counted as employed in contrast to ELFS guidelines (OECD, 2010d, LMF2.1). Hence, in cross-national comparison, the
employment rates for mothers with young children are “artificially” high in these countries.

Source: Employment rates: ELFS 2006 for European countries and OECD employment statistics for non-European
countries; Leave duration: OECD (2010d, PF2.1).

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393274
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Overall, there is much evidence6 suggesting that:

● extending parental leave durations can have a negative effect on female labour supply,

especially in the short term; and/or,

● low-income earners are most likely to make full use of prolonged leave arrangements.

Highly skilled female workers face the highest opportunity costs to taking leave and can

also afford more expensive childcare solution; they are therefore less likely to take a long

time out of work.

Prolonged periods out of work also affect career development and are key determinants

of the so-called “family pay gap” that measures the lifetime differential in earnings between

mothers and childless women (Chapter 3 presented evidence in the context of the

discussion of the indirect cost of children). For example, in Sweden taking 16 months of

parental leave negatively affects career profiles (Eversston and Duvander, 2010). Available

evidence for France and Germany suggests extending paid leave increased the likelihood of

precarious employment conditions after the return to work, and wage growth reductions of

those who take prolonged leaves by 5 to 20%; while differences decrease over time they are

still observable long after the return to work.

Extending leave and female employment: a cross-national assessment

Detailed information on parental leave reform across 30 OECD countries from 1970

and 2008 (OECD, 2010d), facilitates a cross-national analysis of the effect of these reforms on

employment rates of women aged 25 to 54 years. A “difference-in-difference estimator

approach” is used with male employment as the control group (see note to Table 4.1).7

Table 4.1. Extending paid parental leave has a negative effect
on female employment

Dependent variable: natural log of female
employment rates (25-54 year-olds)

Dependent variable: natural log of the female-to-male 
employment ratio1 (25-54 year-olds)

Regression coefficients

Leave –0.404*** –0.592*** –0.005 –0.104*** –0.0542*** –0.0613

(0.0654) (–0.0553) (0.00958) (–0.0209) (–0.0151) (–0.00958)

Control factors No Yes Yes No Yes Yes

Country-specific linear time trends No No Yes No No Yes

Country and time dummies Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Number of observations 859 715 715 859 715 715

R2 0.987 0.992 0.998 0.9503 0.977 0.996

Note: *, ** and ***: significant at 10%, 5% and 1%, respectively. Standard errors in parentheses. “Leave” refers to the
number of weeks of employment-protected paid parental (irrespective of the wage replacement rate) divided by 100.
Control variables include fertility and unemployment rates.
1. The dependent variable is the difference in natural log of female and male employment-to-population ratio for

those aged 25 to 54 years. Weeks of paid maternity and parental leave are combined to measure the overall period
of parental leave for mothers. Furthermore, identifying the effect of parental leave legislation on labour market
participation requires controlling for any systematic shocks that may affect labour market participation.
Therefore, year dummies are included to capture year-specific shocks on participation rate. Also included are
country dummies to control for secular differences in women’s labour market participation in each country.
Finally, country-specific (linear) time trends are also introduced to control for country-specific development of
employment over the period under consideration, which might bias estimates if leave entitlements are especially
extended when employment is increasing rapidly. This estimate suggests that there is no significant effect of
leave extension on female employment given the secular upward trends in employment rates. Finally, the
robustness of our results was tested with additional covariates (fertility and unemployment rates).

Source: OECD Secretariat’s calculations from OECD (2010a), OECD Family Database.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932394072
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The ambiguous influence of leave mandates suggests that weeks of leave have a

positive effect on female labour supply up to a limit above which the marginal effect of

further leave extension becomes negative.8 Ruhm (1998) found that an increase in parental

paid leave mandates that occurred in nine European countries from 1969 to 1993 was

associated with an increase in female employment rates. Extensions of parental leave

entitlements also had modest but negative effects on weekly working hours and the

gender wage gap.

However, these results are no longer corroborated once country and time coverage is

extended to account for the expansion of parental leave policies which occurred since the

early 1990s in most OECD countries. Table 4.1 provides an update of Ruhm’s analysis

investigating the influence of the increase in paid leave entitlements on female

employment rates and on the gender gap in 30 OECD countries from 1970 to 2008. Results

summarised in the table suggest that the extension of paid leave entitlements –

irrespective of payment rates – has had rather a negative effect – if any – on the

employment rate of women aged from 25 to 54 years, as well as on the female-to-male

employment ratio.9 The results offer no support for earlier findings that suggested

a positive effect of birth leave durations on female employment rates. This result might

be due partly to the fact that leave periods have been further extended since the

early 1990s.10

Childcare
Childcare supports are another key factor in the determination of maternal

employment behaviour during the early years. The increase in female labour force

participation since the 1960s (Chapter 1) went hand-in-hand with the development of

work/family life balance policies of which access to affordable childcare of good quality11

is an important element.

The development of formal childcare12 policies is often related to the range of work/

family policy objectives. Countries differ in the emphasis they put on underlying objectives

on gender equity, having children (Chapter 3) and promoting child well-being and child

development (Chapter 5). But concerns on labour supply often play an important role when

policy measures are taken, as for example, recently in Mexico (Box 4.3).

Public spending on childcare and pre-school services from birth up to and including

5-year-olds as a percentage of GDP varies considerably across the OECD (Figure 4.4). It is

highest in Denmark, other Nordic countries, France and the United Kingdom at 0.8% of GDP

or above. These countries are generally among the countries with the highest participation

rates, except for Finland, because of the widely used entitlement to home-care leave

(see above).

Relatively low child-to-staff ratios (i.e. high wage costs per child in care) in Nordic

countries (OECD, 2010d, PF4.2), and high intensity of use, around 35 hours per child per

week, help explain why spending per child in formal care is higher in Nordic countries than

in most OECD countries (see also NOSOSCO, 2009).

Accounting for the intensity of use, differences in enrolment rates and their “full-time

equivalent” (measured per 30 hours of care per week) are largest in Australia, the

Netherlands, New Zealand and the United Kingdom (OECD, 2010d, PF3.2). In these

countries, children often use formal childcare facilities on a part-time basis.
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Pre-school education for 3-, 4- and 5-year-olds is often heavily subsidised or provided

for free. On average across the OECD, 76% of children in this age-group participated in all

early education services in 2008, up from 64% in 1998, and increases in participation were

largest in Chile, Mexico, Norway and Sweden. Cross-county variation in participation

remains significant: from below 40% in Korea and Turkey to over 95% in Belgium, France,

Iceland, Italy and Spain (OECD, 2010b).

Box 4.3. Developing formal childcare in Mexico

Parents in poor families without access to care options face particularly difficult work/family
choices: they need to work, often under difficult circumstances, to provide for a basic family
income, but they do not wish to leave their children uncared for. In Mexico, around 3.5 million
households with children between 1 and 4 years old (i.e., more than 50% of all households with
children in this age range) do not have access to public childcare centres and cannot afford
private care. Mothers either do not work while their children are young or they work leaving
their children in the care of relatives, neighbours or friends, or in some cases they end up
taking children to work. In January 2007, the Mexican government launched a national child
day-care programme – Programa de Estancias Infantiles para Madres Trabajadoras (PEIMT) –
which aims to provide parents in paid work and/or study with access to child day-care
services. In 2009, public spending on childcare amounted to 0.04% of GDP, of which 20% was
allocated to PEIMT.

Parents are eligible for support if they have a child between 1 and 4 years old (or up to 6 years
old if the child has some disability) and their household income is less than 6 times the
minimum wage (about USD 770), which is equivalent to the mean income of couples with
two children. PEIMT has grown rapidly, and by December 2009, the programme included
8 923 day care centres covering 261 728 children and 243 535 parents. However, this is only 6%
of all children between 1 and 4 years old in Mexico, of whom 26% grow up in poverty. Day-care
centres are open for a minimum of eight hours per day, five days a week (Monday to Friday).
The programme supports supply and demand of formal child day-care services in the
following way:

● Supply: PEIMT provides a financial support to those who wish to operate a child day-care
centre and who meet a series of requirements, including qualifications (having finished
secondary school), a psychological test and having the facilities needed for offering services
to at least ten children. In 2010, the amount was USD 4 200 for creating a new facility and
USD 2 600 for adapting a private residence or retail space into a day care centre. Providers
set fees, but they have to admit those children selected by the PEIMT authorities as eligible.

● Demand: monthly subsidies to eligible families to partially cover the childcare fees. This
monthly subsidy or “voucher” (up to about USD 53) is directly transferred to the centre on
behalf of the child, conditional on the child attending services for more than 11 days per
month. Parents have to pay a small fee (up to around 23 USD) to the childcare provider,
except in very poor areas. This fee represents less than 10% of household’s income. Parents
who cannot pay this fee may pay in-kind (fruit, tortillas, eggs) or may do some voluntary
work (e.g., cleaning day-care centres, sewing uniforms) as agreed with the childcare
provider.

PEIMT has generated around 45 000 paid jobs for providers and their assistants. Most
providers (around 80%) were working before opening a day-care centre and many of them
(60%) were doing so in occupations related with children (e.g., school teachers, head of schools,
nannies).
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On average across OECD countries, about one third of children under 3 participated in

some form of formal childcare arrangement in 2008 (Figure 4.5). Cross-national variation in

participation rates of very young children is much larger than for 3- to 5-year-olds.

Participation rates were less than 10% in Chile, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Mexico,

Poland and the Slovak Republic, but 50% or above in Denmark, Iceland and Sweden as well

as the Netherlands, where participation was mostly part-time. Historical series exist for

only a few countries, but the available information suggests that in countries with low

levels of participation in 1998 such as Korea, Portugal and Spain, childcare participation

rates have tripled over the past decade. Childcare participation rates for under 3s also

increased by about 10 percentage points in Nordic countries, except Finland (where home-

care leave is widely used on a full-time basis).

Financial supports for childcare are particularly important for poor and sole-parent

families (Chapter 6) who often face major time and money constraints. Access to

affordable formal childcare helps parents in these families to participate in paid work,

reduces poverty risks and supports child development (Chapter 5). However, Figure 4.5

shows that children in low-income families (here defined as the lowest 30% of the income

distribution) are less likely to use formal childcare services than their better-off peers.

Differences between income groups are largest in Belgium, Ireland, the Netherlands and

Figure 4.4. Public investment in formal childcare generates high participation rates in childcare
Proportion of children aged less than six enrolled in formal childcare services, 20081

1. Childcare enrolment rates refers to estimates on childcare enrolment rates of children aged < 3 and children aged 3-5; data refer
to 2005 for the United States and 2009 for Mexico. Numbers do not reflect intensity of use: each child is counted regardless of the
number of hours of participation per week. For comparative purposes, indicators were adjusted for cross-national differences in the
compulsory age of entry into primary school. For example, in Nordic countries, where children enter primary school at age 7,
expenditure on 6-year-olds was excluded from these figures. Similarly, for countries where children enter school at age 5
(e.g. Australia, New Zealand and the United Kingdom), pre-school expenditure data were adjusted by adding up the expenditure
corresponding to 5-year-old children enrolled in primary school.

Source: For childcare enrolment rates: Australia, ABS Childcare Service (2008); New Zealand, Education Counts’ Statistics (2008); European
countries, EU-SILC (2008); Germany, administrative data (2008); Nordic countries, NOSOSCO (2008); United States, Early Childhood
Program Participation Survey (2005) ); other countries, national authorities. For spending on childcare: OECD Social Expenditure Database
(www.oecd.org/els/social/expenditure).

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393293
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Portugal (gaps of more than 30 percentage points) for a mix of different reasons. These

include: high net childcare costs for parents in Ireland (see below), capacity constraints in

subsidised childcare in Portugal and migrant children of this age in Belgium and the

Netherlands being less likely to attend formal services unless participation is mandatory

(OECD, 2010c). By contrast, in Austria and the Nordic countries, childcare participation

rates show little variation with household income.

Informal care and the role of grandparents

Parents use a mix of formal and informal care13 providers to care for their children.

These different types of care can complement each other. For example, parents might

choose one type of care for work commitments and another type of care for other needs.

The mix of care used can depend on a range of factors including the availability,

affordability and quality of formal care and the availability of unpaid carers (grandparents,

relatives, friends or neighbours) but also on the presence of older children.

The proportion of European children using informal care varies widely across

countries. Less than 10% of Nordic parents use some form of informal care in a typical

week because of the comprehensive formal care system. By contrast, more than half of

Dutch and Greek toddlers (under 3 years old) are cared for by an unpaid childminder

(OECD, 2010d, PF3.3).

Grandparents are one of the main providers of informal care. In 2006, around 50% of

European grandparents reported looking after their grandchildren within the past

12 months (Gimbert and Godot, 2010). However, the intensity of care provision varies

significantly. In Nordic countries and France, more than 50% of grandparents look after

their grandchildren regularly, but only 2% of Danish and Swedish grandparents do so on a

Figure 4.5. Use of formal childcare services is lower among children
in low-income families

Proportion of children aged less than three enrolled in formal childcare services, 20081

1. Data for Canada refer to 2006; data for Mexico refer to 2009; and data for the United States concern 2005.

Source: Australia, ABS Childcare Service (2008); Canada, National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth (2006);
New Zealand, Education Counts’ Statistics (2008); European countries, EU-SILC (2008); Germany, administrative data
(2008); United States, Early Childhood Program Participation Survey (2005).

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393312
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daily basis. By contrast, in Spain, the proportion of grandparents reporting to regularly care

for their grandchildren is somewhat lower, but about a quarter of grandparents take care of

their grandchildren on a daily basis (Gimbert and Godot, 2010). Emerging evidence for the

United States suggests that the number of children cared for by their grandparents

increased with the unfolding of the financial crisis: in 2008, around 2.9 million children

were being raised primarily by a grandparent up from 2.7 million in 2007 (Livingston and

Parker, 2010). In all, in Nordic countries care by grandparents seems to complement

parental and formal care; in other countries (central and southern Europe) it often

substitutes for parental care (CAS, 2010).

Policy makers in some countries explicitly recognise the role grandparents play in the

provision of childcare. For example, in 2005, the Australian Government introduced the

Grandparent Child Care Benefit. This benefit is given to grandparents who are on income

support and who are the sole or major responsible carer of the child. The government

covers the full cost of childcare fees charged by approved childcare providers for up to

50 hours a week. Alternatively, parental benefit can be taken by Czech, Russian or

Slovenian grandparents or other persons if they provide day care for the child and the

parents agree to transfer their entitlement. In Hungary, child home care allowance can be

provided also to grandparents, if they take care for their grandchildren older than one year

in the household of the parent. In Portugal, a working grandparent is entitled to 30 days

leave following the birth of a grandchild to an adolescent still living at home, and in France

there is a pilot scheme (for some collective agreements) involving the right for

grandparents to work part-time (CAS, 2010). In the Netherlands, grandparents can be

recognised as childcare providers and receive relevant financial support; this led to a rapid

increase of childcare spending, but had little effect on formal labour supply (Jongen, 2010).

Spending is currently being scaled back in view of austerity measures introduced in the

Netherlands (Chapter 2).

Out-of-school hours care

Childcare issues do not stop when children enter primary school. A full-time working

week is not directly compatible with school hours, and working families therefore need to

find care solutions in the morning, at lunchtime, after school hours and during school

holidays. The number of children affected is considerable, for example, evidence from the

United States suggests that 26% (or 15 million) of children between 6 and 18 years old are

left alone or unsupervised after school hours (After School Alliance, 2009). Among the

unsupervised children, the majority are in high school (9.2 million), but a substantial

number are in middle school (4.2 million) and elementary school (1.7 million) (After School

Alliance, 2009).

To some extent, parents in couple families may be able to find solutions by adjusting

start and finishing hours at work (see below), but sole parents are less able to do so.

Informal care solutions are important, but increasingly OECD countries provide formal out-

of-school-hours (OSH) care services at some point during the day, as well as during school

holidays, although availability and nature of such services may differ. They are frequently,

but not always, based in school facilities or youth centres, and provide recreational

activities and/or help with homework.

In most countries, OSH-type schemes are still in the early stages of development and

the lack of data availability reflects the absence of capacity to a large extent. In Germany,

Italy, Korea, Poland and Spain, coverage is below 10% of children in primary school. But in
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some countries such as Estonia and Hungary, coverage is extensive with around 40% of

children in primary school using an OSH-care service, and in Australia, Denmark, Sweden

and Hungary coverage is even higher at above 50% (Figure 4.6, Panel A). However, across

countries OSH services are most important for 6- to 9-year-olds: enrolment rates for

teenagers drop sharply as they are starting to become independent and prefer to spend

their time with their peers outside an organised venue (Figure 4.6, Panel B).

Figure 4.6. Use of out-of-school-hours care services varies widely across countries

1. Data refer to children aged 5-11 in Germany, 6-11 in Australia, 5-13 in New Zealand, 6-9 in Canada, 6-13 in Italy,
6-14 in the Czech Republic and the Slovak Republic.

2. The year to which the data refer to is shown in brackets for each country.
3. Data refer to 2006 for Germany; 2007 for Estonia; and 2009 for Denmark and Hungary.

Source: Panel A: National Statistical Offices, 2010; Canada National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth,
2006-07; New Zealand Childcare Survey, 2009; United States: After School Alliance (2009); Panel B: national
authorities.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393331

80

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

0

 D
en

mark
 (2

009)

 S
wed

en
 (2

008)

 H
un

ga
ry 

(2
009)

 A
us

tra
lia

 (2
008-0

9)

 E
sto

nia
 (2

007
)

 G
ree

ce
 (2

006)

 S
lov

ak
 R

ep
ub

lic
 (2

007
)

 C
an

ad
a (

20
06-0

7)

 U
nit

ed
 Stat

es
 (2

009)

 C
ze

ch
 R

ep
ub

lic
 (2

008)

 P
or

tug
al 

(2
006)

 Ja
pa

n (
20

08)

 A
us

tri
a (

20
08)

 N
ew

 Ze
ala

nd
 (2

009)

 G
erm

an
y (

20
06)

Ita
ly 

(2
005)

Pola
nd

 (2
006)

Spa
in 

(2
006)

Kor
ea

 (2
009)

Panel A. Proportion of children aged 6 to 11 years attending OSH care services, 20081, 2

100

80

60

40

20

0

100

80

60

40

20

0
6 7 8 9 10 11 6 7 8 9 10 11

Denmark

Australia

Estonia

Austria

Sweden

Germany Hungary

Age of childrenAge of children

Proportion of children enrolled in OSHC Proportion of children enrolled in OSHC

Panel B. Percentage of children aged 6 to 11 years in OSH care services by single years of age, 20083



4. REDUCING BARRIERS TO PARENTAL EMPLOYMENT

DOING BETTER FOR FAMILIES © OECD 2011 147

Children from lower income families, from sole-parent families or ethnic minority

background participate less in OSH services that their better-off peers (Harvard Family

Research Project, 2006; MORI, 2009; and Peters et al., 2009). The mix of reasons for not

using these services includes cost, lack of transport and migrant mothers staying at home.

However, children of disadvantaged socio-economic groups who are most at risk are likely to

benefit most (socially, emotionally and academically) from OSH activities (Box 4.4).

Box 4.4. Out-of-school-hours programmes for disadvantaged children

Denmark: “all day school programme.” Denmark provides a comprehensive system of
affordable and good-quality childcare, school and OSH services, and Danish children
perform well above the OECD average in most dimensions of child well-being (Chapter 5).
However, migrant children in Denmark fare less well, also in terms of resources available for
learning. A number of schools located in areas characterised by ethnic and social segregation
face difficulties in meeting the learning needs of students within the maximum number of
school hours set by law. Since 2006, the Danish Government has therefore established
11 “all-day-schools” in disadvantaged areas which provide services beyond the maximum
number of school hours to strengthen language and other academic skills among
disadvantaged children. Evaluations of the “all-day school” project are underway, and if
experiences are positive, the project may be extended to other schools.

United Kingdom: “extended schools and services”. Since 2010, by legislation every pupil in
primary education in the United Kingdom is entitled to a range of services delivered around
school from 8am to 6pm, 48 weeks a year, including school holidays. The range of activities
and services include: study support, play and recreation, sport, music, arts and craft,
parenting and family support, easy access to specialist support services (for example, speech
and language therapy) and many school facilities are available to the community to use.
Some of these services are free, but others, like supervised care, are not. Schools work with
local authorities, local providers and other schools to deliver these services, which are not
necessarily provided on site. Service provision is based on the principle of “progressive
universalism”: services are available to all, but not everybody needs all services, services
need to be effectively targeted at those who are most likely to benefit.

Also, some local authorities through the “Extended Schools Subsidy Pathfinder” received
funding to support schools to subsidise extended school services that are not free to
disadvantaged children and young people. The Pathfinder subsidy was first evaluated
in 2009. School respondents (80%) agreed that the subsidy is key for participation of
disadvantaged children in extended school activities. However, around a third of schools
struggle to find the best method to identify children eligible for the subsidy. Another
drawback is that participation in the programme involves stigma, which further limits the
effective use of the services on offer (Peters et al., 2009).

United States: “LA’s Best Afterschool Program”. LA’s BEST is one of the first and most
successful OSH programmes in the United States targeted at children from disadvantaged
backgrounds. The key features that have contributed to the success of the programme
include: engagement and interest of students in academic and recreational activities;
consistent student attendance; recruitment of highly motivated volunteers from the same
community; and setting clear objectives that are monitored on a regular basis
(Goldschmidt and Huang, 2007). The programme started in 1988 and currently serves from
3 to 6pm 28 000 children at 180 elementary schools in Los Angeles. It is located in
neighbourhoods that are most vulnerable to gangs, drugs, crime and that have the lowest
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Financial incentives to work
Direct financial incentives to work help determine parental labour force participation

decisions. Parents have to weigh earnings from paid work or working more against the

additional taxes, the loss of any benefits associated with the additional income and,

importantly, the cost of childcare.

A first indication on the financial incentives to work for couple families can be gleaned

from considering the income situation of couple families with two young children

age 4 and 6 (OECD, 2011).14 Assuming that these families face no childcare costs, information

on marginal effective tax rates (METRS)15 for parents who start work or wish to work more

hours, generate the following stylised results (Annex 4.A2 contains more detail):

● In most OECD countries it pays for parents to enter employment. However, for most

parents in jobless families the financial returns to taking up a (part-time) job at 50% of

average earnings are small and in Ireland, Norway, Sweden and Switzerland, such work

does seem not to pay (Table 4.A2.1, column 2). In general, returns to low-paid work are

limited as income-tested tax/benefit support is reduced sharply when entering work.

● With one adult in a couple already on 67% of average earnings, it clearly pays for the

partner to start working part-time: METRs for such families, are generally below 50%,

except in Denmark (Table 4.A2.1, column 3).

● The financial incentives to increase part-time to full-time hours are generally strong,

particularly when the partner is in paid work (Table 4.A2.1, compare columns 6 and 5).

In their paid work decisions, couple households also have to consider how the tax/

benefit system treats earnings by different partners in couple families. In general, net tax/

transfer payments to dual-earner couples are lower than to single-earner families with the

same gross earnings levels. Only in Germany does the mix of tax and benefit policies

significantly favour single-earner over dual-earner couples (OECD, 2010d, PF1.4).

The cost of childcare

The estimates presented so far do not include the cost of childcare, and implicitly

assumed that parents have adequate access to informal care solutions. However, childcare

costs can be considerable, especially for families with children not yet of school-age. The

“net” cost of childcare accounts for direct fees but also possible fees reductions, cash

benefits and tax concessions. Across OECD countries, the “net” average cost of childcare is

18% of the average wage and around 12% of the family’s net income for dual-earner couples

with earnings around 150% or 200% of the average wage (see Annex 4.A2; information on

childcare costs and financial incentives to work for sole parents is provided in Chapter 6).

Box 4.4. Out-of-school-hours programmes for disadvantaged children (cont.)

student test scores in the district. Evaluations of this programme have shown that students
who participate have more regular school attendance; higher academic achievement on a
number of test scores (math, reading and language); improve their behaviour and participate
more in class than non-LA’s Best students. Moreover, drop-out rates among LA’s Best
students are 20% lower than the overall district drop-out rate. Those who participate most
frequently and for the longest period are the ones who are least likely to drop out of school
(Huang et al., 2005). In addition, students who attend LA’s Best activities on a regular basis are
30% less likely to commit juvenile crime (Goldschmidt and Huang, 2007).
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Figure 4.7 shows the average effective tax rates (AETR) before and after childcare costs

for families with two children aged 2 and 3. Panel A describes AETRs faced by families that

double their income from a single-earner family at average earnings to dual-earner couples

with twice average earnings. On average in the 30 OECD countries taken into consideration

these families face extra taxes amounting to 18% of gross employment income for income

taxes, 11% for social security contributions, 4% for an increase in benefits and 27%

for (increased) childcare fees. Overall, families pay a 34% effective tax rate before childcare

costs (diamond marker in the graph) and 52% once costs of childcare are accounted

for (bar marker in the graph). In Switzerland (Zürich), it does not pay to work in the short-

term for a family with the given characteristics as AETRs exceeded 100% after childcare

fees are included.

High childcare costs are often the reason for high AETRs and limited financial

incentives to work: the larger gap the between the “diamonds” and the “bars” in Figure 4.7,

the less tax concessions and benefits neutralise childcare fees. The gap is large in

Switzerland (Zürich), Ireland, United States (Michigan), and the United Kingdom while it is

considerably smaller in Nordic countries (with heavily subsidised comprehensive childcare

systems) and central and southern Europe, where costs in subsidised centres may not be

high, but supply of such facilities is limited (EGGE, 2009, pp. 40-41).

Across the OECD, once childcare costs are factored in, AETRs are higher for lower income

families than for higher income ones. Figure 4.7, Panel B shows that families with income at

150% of average earnings face an AETR of 62% with childcare costs, compared with 52% for

dual-earner couples at twice average earnings. In other words, financial incentives to work

for second earners (usually mothers) with small children are weaker relative to the

additional earnings of the family for lower income families than for higher income families.

This is because low-income families generally face lower net childcare costs, but higher

AETRs as a consequence of the limited income gains relative to childcare costs. Only in

France, Belgium, Portugal, the Netherlands, Luxembourg, Greece, Hungary and New Zealand

do families that earn 150% of the average earnings face lower AETR than families with twice

average earnings, and except for New Zealand and Hungary, the difference is small.

Similarly, the gap between the AETR with childcare costs and the AETR without childcare

cost is on average larger for families with lower earnings, except in New Zealand, where

childcare supports are most effectively targeted at lower income families.

Flexible workplace practices
Flexible workplace practices (e.g. part-time work, flexible start and finishing times,

teleworking, etc.) can also improve the work/family balance, and in a manner which is

consistent with enterprise needs. Flexible workplace practices are particularly important

when other policies reviewed in this chapter are underdeveloped (Hegewish and

Gornick, 2011). Workplace practices are often governed by collective agreements or

informal employer rules, particularly in smaller enterprises, but many countries have set

statutory entitlements on flexibility in working hours (OECD, 2010a; and Gornick and

Heron, 2006).

Regular part-time work is the most commonly used form of working-time flexibility

(Table 4.4) and it helps many parents to match work and family life on long-term basis

(see below).16 Other forms of flexible working times appear to be less prevalent, as the

“business case” for such measures is less clear (Box 4.5). These measures are nevertheless
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Figure 4.7. Formal childcare costs significantly reduce returns to paid employment 
in Anglophone countries, Japan, Israel and Switzerland

Net transfers to government (percentage of gross household earnings) and childcare fees, for couples
with two children aged 2 and 3, 2008

Note: The childcare cost calculations for Austria reflect the situation in Vienna; for Belgium, the French community;
Canada, the province of Ontario; the Czech Republic in villages and towns with more than 2 000 inhabitants; for
Germany, Hamburg; for Iceland, Reykjavík; for Switzerland, Zürich; for the United Kingdom, England; and for the
United States, Michigan. These results do not represent the situation in the rest of the country. For example, net
childcare costs in the Canadian provinces of Alberta or Québec will be different from Ontario.

Source: OECD (2011), Benefits and Wages 2008.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393350
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Box 4.5. The business case for family-friendly workplaces

There is a “business case” for having a family-friendly workplace and introducing flexible
workplace measures as these can contribute to the quality of the enterprise workforce by
reducing employee turnover and absenteeism, increasing retention rates of working parents,
especially mothers (EHRC, 2009) and by attracting those workers who value family-friendly
workplaces. Moreover, these benefits could at least partially pay for themselves through
a combination of increased productivity and lower wages. Since labour turnover is
expensive both in terms of replacement costs (Pricewaterhouse Coopers, 2009; and Blatter
et al., 2009) and loss of skills and knowledge (Bloom et al., 2010), its reduced rate contributes
to cost savings. Increased job satisfaction and commitment, as well as reduced stress,
absenteeism and sick leave amongst employees due to flexible working arrangements
(Institut Köln, 2010; Lefèvre et al., 2010) can also contribute to increase the productivity of the
workforce and profitability. However, these considerations are most pertinent to employees
with skills that are sought after. Also, the business case is relatively weak in times of
economic slowdown, when employers have a larger pool of workers to choose from.

A wide range of case studies provide support for the beneficial effects of family-friendly
workplace practices. These include: improved retention rates (up to 99%) of female
employees after taking maternity leave; reduced overhead costs through home-working
and flexible contractual arrangements; and increased productivity and creativity of
workers (Family Taskforce, 2010; BMFSFJ, 2010a and b; BWFJ, 2009; Catalyst, 2010a and b).

However, empirical evidence linking family-friendly policies and enterprise performance
still remains mixed and scarce. Some studies find a positive relationship between flexible
working hours and workers’ productivity (Georgetown University Law Center, 2010), while
others state that the significant association between family-friendly measures and
performance disappears if general management quality is controlled for (Bloom et al., 2010).

Thus, the evidence on the business case for family-friendly workplace practices is not
overwhelming. The strength of the business case in general and for each type of
arrangement individually varies with the nature of its production process, the size of the
firm, the proportion of female employees and the proportion of skilled workers (Bloom
et al. 2010; Executive Office, 2010; and Heywood and Jirjahn, 2009). Because of its
predictable nature, regular part-time employment is most likely to fit into production
processes. The business case for working time flexibility (flexible start and end times,
teleworking, etc) is far less evident and much more dependent on the nature of production
processes (Kerkhofs et al., 2008).

Unions and worker representatives could play an important role in improving the
provision of family-friendly work practices, but either they lack bargaining power, and/or
do not prioritse demands in this area (Gregory and Milner, 2009).

Governments are naturally reluctant to intervene in industrial bargaining. However,
considerations about “externalities” to employers and unions may trigger government
intervention to ensure a more widespread diffusion of flexible measures. It is likely that
some employers will introduce such measures, for only some employees – particularly
those who are high-skilled, and policy may wish to ensure that workers with weak
bargaining positions also gain access to family-friendly supports. Policy may also wish to
promote gender equity and greater female labour force participation to ensure future
economic growth and financial sustainability of social protection systems particularly in
the face of ageing populations (Chapter 3).
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important for many workers, especially those without access to part-time work solutions

(e.g. managers, employees working in industry, etc.). Entitlements to flexible working time

arrangements most often concern workers with very young children and/or children not

yet in compulsory education.

Flexible work arrangements around childbirth

Pregnant employees are a first category benefiting from specific work arrangements

protecting the health of mothers and children. When duties at work pose health risks for

mothers and unborn children, job contents may be adjusted or employees re-assigned

during pregnancy, and sometimes such measures can be extended after the return to work

(Table 4.2).

During the months after childbirth, mothers are frequently entitled to breaks during

the working day in order to nurse a newborn child. Often such breaks can be up to

30 minutes without loss of earnings, but duration is not always specified, for example, in

Ireland or New Zealand. These entitlements can be extended to all parents with care

responsibilities in about a quarter of OECD countries – Canada, Chile, the Czech Republic,

France, Greece, Italy, Portugal and Spain.

Flexible start and working hours and time saving

There are many workers who succeed in finding a satisfactory balance between work

and family life, but there are many others who find this difficult. For example, the

European Survey on the Quality of Life (Kotowska et al., 2010) shows that 40% of workers

report they do not have enough time for the family and other social activities while one

quarter of workers report no difficulties.17 To help parents and/or workers in general

achieve a better work/life balance, in many OECD countries policy has moved to grant

workers the right to adjust working hours, or to request their employer to do so. This

signals the importance of work/life balance considerations to employers, while generally

granting them the right to refuse for compelling business reasons (Table 4.2 and

OECD, 2010d, for more detail).

Broadly speaking, flexible working-time arrangements fall into two groups

(Riedman et al., 2010): i) basic flexitime arrangements which allow employees to vary the

start and end time of work on a day-to-day basis, but which do not allow for variations in

the length of the daily work schedule; and ii) more advanced schemes in which flexitime

regulations are combined with either parental leave entitlements or so-called “time

accounts” which allow for a much broader variability of working times, including

variations in the length of the working day or week.18

Figure 4.8 shows that on average, more than half (56%) of all establishments with ten

or more employees in the European Union offer employees flexitime arrangements which

allow for an accumulation of leave hours that can result in taking additional days leave. By

contrast, the proportion of employers allowing employees to simply vary the start and end

on a daily basis is much lower, except in the United Kingdom and Ireland where about half

of employers grant this type of flexibility to their employees.

Flexitime options also exist in other Anglophone countries and in Japan (OECD, 2010d,

LMF2.4). For example, in New Zealand, flexible start and finish times on a regular basis

were available to some or all staff in 63% of workplaces in 2008, and in 89% on

an occasional basis (DoL, 2008). Similarly in the United States, only 10% of employers with
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Table 4.2. Statutory rights for flexible work arrangements

Work arrangements around childbirth Right to request flexible working hours or part-time work for family reasons

Work shift
for medical reason 
during pregnancy 

and after
childbirth

Working time 
arrangement
for nursing

and breastfeeding

Part-time work (acceptable grounds for refusing requests:
N = None; SB = serious business grounds; AG = any grounds)

Flexible 
working
hours

To care
for a child

To care
for an adult

Right to revert
to full-time

hours

Share
of part-time
work in total 
employment 

(2009)2

Share
of women

in part-time
work

Australia Covered by right to request for flexible 
arrangements Yes SB – By negotiation 24.7 70.9

Austria Yes No SB – Yes 18.5 80.6

Belgium No No N SB 18.2 80.6

Canada Yes1 No No No 19.1 67.5

Chile2 Yes No No 9.1 56.4

Czech Republic Yes Yes No SB No 3.9 68.7

Denmark . . . . No AG – . . 18.9 62.3

Estonia No Yes No AG No 8.4 68.1

Finland . . . . SB AG Yes 12.2 63.6

France

Yes Yes N

SB, in firms
with more than 
20 employees Yes 13.3 79.8

Germany No No No SB Yes 21.9 80.4

Greece . . Yes No SB – Yes 8.4 67.7

Hungary Yes Yes No By agreement AG No 3.6 65

Iceland Yes No 17.5 70

Ireland No Yes No AG – Yes 23.7 76.8

Israel2 . . . . No 14.6 73.3

Italy Yes Yes AG 15.8 77.6

Japan Yes Yes Yes N Yes 20.3 69.9

Korea No . . No AG . . 9.9 59.3

Luxembourg AG – Yes 16.4 81.2

Mexico Yes No 17.9 58.2

Netherlands . . . . N SB Yes 36.7 75

New Zealand Yes SB By agreement 22.5 71.9

Norway Yes SB Yes 20.4 70.8

Poland N – Yes 8.7 68.4

Portugal Yes Yes SB – Yes 9.6 67.7

Russian Federation2 . . Yes SB . . 3.2 61.9

Slovak Republic Yes Yes Yes SB No 3 59

Slovenia Yes N – Yes 8.3 57.3

Spain Yes Yes Yes N No 11.9 79.3

Sweden . . . . No SB – Yes 14.6 64.2

Switzerland . . . . No No – 26.2 81.1

Turkey . . . . AG No 11.1 58.4

United Kingdom . . . . SB No 23.9 75.8

United States No No No AG N No 14.1 66.5

 – indicates that the policy does not apply.
. .: indicates that information is not available. Many countries have additional eligibility criteria for requesting part-time work (e.g. length
of service or size of firm), see OECD (2010d), the OECD Family Database.
1. Only the federal jurisdiction and the provinces of Quebec and Manitoba have specific provisions.
2. 2008 for Chile, Israel and the Russian Federation.
Source: Response to OECD Part-time Work and Workplace Practices Questionnaires; OECD (2010a); Moss (2010), International Review of
Leave Policies and Related Research 2010. BIS (2010), Employment Relations Research Series No. 115.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932394091
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at least 50 employees allow most of their employees – generally those in more senior

position – to vary the start and end on a daily basis, and 37% grant it periodically

(Galinsky et al., 2008).

Employees’ access to and use of flexible working time practices depends on several

factors including, company size, sector of activity, the composition of the workforce, and

the workers family situation, as well as his/her position in the company. However, data on

access to and use of flexible working time practices by employees in general, or working

parents in particular, is limited. Available information on the use of teleworking suggests

that at maximum across the OECD 15% of employees use this form of workplace flexibility

on a regular basis in Belgium, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland and the Netherlands

(OECD, 2010d, LMF2.4). Otherwise, recent cross-nationally comparable evidence on the

access to and use of flexitime by employees is limited.

Recent evidence for some countries may serve to illustrate the relative importance of

flexible workplace practices, and suggests that flexible working hours can be important in

helping parents to meet work and family commitments (OECD, 2007 contains some

country-specific evidence for the early 2000s). For example, in 2008, almost two-thirds

(64%) of all Australian working families with children 12 years and under had a parent who

made use of flexible working time to help care for their children. Flexible working hours

(43%) and part-time work (30%) were the most commonly used work arrangements used by

these families (ABS, 2010).19

Survey-based information on employers providing family-friendly supports and

employees using it is available from recent British and French surveys. The majority of

British employees (53%) have access to flexible hours and about half of these workers made

Figure 4.8. Most companies that facilitate flexible working time entitle
more than two-thirds of their employees

Proportion of companies providing flexi-time by type, 20091

Note: Countries are ranked by decreasing percentage of establishment allowing employees to either use accumulated
hours for full days off or for longer periods of leave.
1. Establishments with 10 or more employees; all economic sectors are covered, except for agriculture.

Source: Eurofound, European Companies Survey 2009.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393369
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recent use of it (Table 4.A3.1). The proportion of workers using part-time work and flexible

working times is similar. However, part-time employment is largely a regular feature while

it is unclear whether flexible starting times are used regularly or only occasionally.

Evidence for France shows that flexible working times are widely accessible,

particularly when they are used occasionally (Pailhé and Solaz, 2010). Almost 60% of

workers feel they can arrange working times when on an ad-hoc basis, especially when

they work long hours. However, only 10% of workers (mostly women) can adjust their

working times on a regular basis to work around childcare and OSH care services

(Table 4.A3.2). It appears that many workers use flexitime on an occasional basis, but

regular use seems much lower than in case of part-time employment. French evidence also

suggests that workers who have greater access to occasional flexitime are those who have

least control over their working hours in general (Leturcq and Wierink, 2010; and Boyer and

Nicolas, 2010).

Control over working hours

In practice, many of the flexible workplace schemes are, naturally, designed to address

employer needs in the production process, and their use as work-family reconciliation tool

is determined by the extent to which employees can use these arrangements towards their

preferred working time schedule (Chung et al., 2007).

Figure 4.9 shows that in Sweden, the Netherlands, Switzerland, Denmark and Finland,

employees frequently have at least some freedom in choosing their working hours. Also, in

New Zealand, 40% of employees report having some flexibility in choosing when to work,

while 54% report flexible start and finish times in 2008 (DoL, 2008). Similarly, just over 42%

of Australian employees had some say in their regular working times in 2008, while almost

Figure 4.9. In European countries at least one-third of employees have some say 
in their working times

Proportion of employees having working time set, 2009

Note: Countries are ranked by decreasing proportion of employees having some opportunity to adapt their working time.
Data refer to 2005 for Switzerland.

Source: Fifth European Survey on Working Conditions, 2010.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393388
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60% of employees had some say in start and finishing times on a daily basis (ABS, 2009). By

contrast, control over working time among employees is most limited in Greece, Hungary

and Portugal where more than 85% of employees report that working hours are entirely

fixed by the employers.20

Part-time work: work/family balance opportunity and career pitfall21

Part-time work can help balance work and family life as it better matches care

commitments and school-hours. Strong growth in part-time work since the 1980, has in many

OECD countries facilitated the mobilisation of hitherto unused labour supply particularly

among women. Across the OECD, one in ten men and one in four women work part-time

(OECD, 2010c). In view of the development of part-time work, many OECD countries have set

statutory rights for parents to request part-time work (Table 4.2), and the period of part-time

work must usually be taken before the child reaches primary school age (some countries also

grant specific rights to part-time work to workers who have to care for a dependent adult).

Caring responsibilities are one of the main reasons for part-time work and labour force

inactivity among prime-age women. For many parents the choice to work part-time is

constrained by lack of access to affordable childcare of good quality, and short and/or

unpredictable school-hours. In fact, there appears to be a positive relationship between the

part-time share in female employment and child care costs (Figure 4.10).

The regulatory framework was developed by many OECD countries in the past decade

to ensure equal treatment of part-time and full-time workers. However, there is a penalty

for part-time work as on average it is characterised by lower hourly earnings, less training

and promotion opportunities, less job security and less access to unemployment

insurance. Having young children, a partner and low levels of educational attainment

reduce the probability, particularly for women, of moving to full-time work. Part-timers

living in households with low disposable incomes are more likely to become inactive than

Figure 4.10. Women are more likely to work part-time in countries
with high childcare costs

Note: Net childcare costs at 150% of average earnings; information on fees for the Netherlands concerns guidelines,
and fees are often considerably higher.

Source: OECD (2010a), OECD Employment Outlook; OECD (2011), Benefits and Wages 2008.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393407
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staying in employment. For the most disadvantaged, working part time does not seem to

act as a springboard to full-time employment and does not seem to help maintain the link

with the labour market (OECD, 2010a). The associated self-sufficiency concerns come most

to the fore when relationships break down, and parents have to match work and care

commitments without a partner in the household (Chapter 6).

At the same time, there is also a premium to part-time work in terms of control over

working time, stress and health, and it appears that for the vast majority of part-timers the

advantages outweigh the disadvantages. OECD (2010a) showed that across the OECD about

83% of part-time workers do so voluntarily, and particularly the large group of female part-

time workers is broadly satisfied with this employment outcome. Evidence on job-

satisfaction suggests that women working part-time voluntary often accept lower earnings

potential and less job security in exchange for better working-time arrangements and less

stress. There should be no barriers to work part-time for those who wish to do so, but

barriers to move from part-time to full-time employment should also be removed.

Notes

1. In this chapter, the statistical data for Israel are supplied by and under the responsibility of the
relevant Israeli authorities. The use of such data by the OECD is without prejudice to the status of
the Golan Heights, East Jerusalem and Israeli settlements in the West Bank under the terms of
international law.

2. The Fair Work Act 2009 included the extension (from 1 January 2010) of the maximum period of
unpaid parental leave from 12 to 24 months, subject to employer agreement for any time taken off
after the first year. Paid parental leave was introduced on 1 January 2011 (Alexander et al., 2010).

3. Since 2010, EU Directives on parental leave stipulate that countries should provide parents a
minimum entitlement of four months unpaid leave from work upon childbirth or after the adoption
of a child to be taken before the child turns 8. This entitlement is non-transferrable among parents.
It is up to individual countries to decide on income support during the leave period.

4. Chapter 1 showed that women spent more time in unpaid work than men, and the gender
difference is lower in countries where female employment rates are higher. The gender gap in
unpaid work is also higher in the presence of children of pre-school age and diminishes when
children get older (Anxo et al., 2007). There is some evidence for Sweden which suggests that
greater use of parental leave by fathers contributes to increased female earnings (Johansson, 2010).

5. The scheme offers EUR 10 per day to parents (usually the mother) if the other parent (usually the
father) uses a day leave (i.e. does not transfer it) up to a maximum of about EUR 1 000 spanning
about 4.5 months.

6. For example, for EU countries, see Pronzato (2009); for Austria: Lalive and Zweimüller (2005 and 2009);
for France: Legendre et al. (2011), Ananian (2010), Lequien (2011), Marc (2004), Meurs et al. (2011),
Moschion (2011) and Piketty (2003); for Germany: Ondrich et al. (2002); and Schönberg and Ludsteck
(2006); for Norway: Aassve and Lappegard (2009); Ronsen (2009); and Schone (2004).

7. In general, parental leave measures are available for both parents. However, fathers generally only
take short leave periods and mothers continue to be the main users of parental leave entitlements.
This asymmetrical division offers us the opportunity to consider men as the control group.
Another strategy would be to consider childless persons and compare their outcomes to those of
parents. However, childlessness will diminish with the age of workers, and the identification of
“permanent” childlessness among different age groups of workers is difficult. Also, it is unclear to
what extent childlessness is voluntary (and may be affected by career considerations) or not.

8. Using data for 17 OECD countries from 1985 to 1999, Jaumotte (2003) found a positive effect of leave
entitlements on employment rates of women aged 25 to 54 as long as the leave period did not
exceed an equivalent of 20 weeks with full replacement of earnings. Above this point, additional
weeks had a negative influence on female employment rates.

9. Coefficient values are noticeably reduced and lose statistical significance, however, when time
trends are included to control for potential spurious correlation that might occur, for example, if
nations choose to increase entitlements when employment is rising.
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10. In addition to already existing maternity leave, countries which introduced parental leave
after 1990 include: Australia, Belgium, Canada, Ireland, Japan and the Netherlands. The period of
parental leave has been extended in few countries where these already existed before 1990
(Iceland, Denmark and Germany).

11. The OECD has started a work programme on policies which improve quality in early childhood
education and care services. The project aims to identify the factors defining quality, policies that
promote and enhance quality and how such policies can effectively be put in place. In future,
results will become available through www.oecd.org/edu/earlychildhood/quality. 

12. Formal childcare arrangements include: care in daycare centres, registered childminders based in
their own homes looking after one or more children and care provided by a registered carer at the
home of the child.

13. Informal care is generally defined as care arranged by the child's parent either in the child's home
or elsewhere, provided by relatives, friends, neighbours, babysitters or nannies and it is generally
unregulated. This type of care is not necessarily unpaid.

14. OECD (2010d) presents results for a wide range of earnings levels and different family
compositions on: www.oecd.org/els/social/workincentives. 

15. The average effective tax rate (AETR) is the proportion of gross earnings foregone as tax increases
and benefit reductions that result from taking up employment [AETR = 1 – ( ynet/ ygross)]. The
marginal effective tax rate (METR) is computationally the same, but measures the proportion of
any increase in earnings which is lost either to taxation or benefit income withdrawals for those
already working.

16. Hijzen and Venn (2011) discuss the effects of a particular form of working time reduction, the
short-term work schemes, during the 2008/09 crisis.

17. Successive waves of the European Survey on Working Conditions from 2000 to 2010 also report that
18% of workers in EU countries are not satisfied with their work-life balance, and that this
proportion has changed little over the years. Men are most likely to experience problems with their
work-life balance when in their 30s and 40s; women are less likely to be dissatisfied and with less
variation across age groups.

18. In these time-account schemes, hours worked above or below the contractually or collectively-
agreed norm are banked as “credit hours” or “debit hours”, respectively. Differences between the
agreed and actual hours usually have to be balanced out within a certain reference period – e.g. per
month, per annum –, the length of which varies from employer to employer. Belgium and the
Netherlands have schemes that facilitate time saving over the life cycle.

19. The use of flexible work arrangements, in the week prior to the survey, by Australian working
families has risen over time, from 53% in 1999 to 64% in 2008. This has been driven in part by an
increase in the use of flexible working hours from 33% in 1999 to 43% in 2008. The use of part-time
work to help care for children aged 0-11 years also increased from 23% to 31% over this same time
period. The increase in the use of flexible working hours was particularly evident amongst
employed fathers, increasing from 18% in 1999 to 30% in 2008. For employed mothers, there was an
increase in the proportion using part-time work arrangements to help care for their children from
34% in 1999 to 42% in 2008 (ABS, 2010).

20. Control over working time is likely to be related to the position of employees within companies,
and more senior staffers are most likely to have access to flexible working time schedules. As men
are more likely to be in senior positions than women, they are likely to have more control over
their working hours than women (OECD, 2010d, LMF2.4). Nevertheless, the proportion of working
women with some control over their working hours is higher than for men in France, Hungary and
Turkey.

21. OECD (2010a), OECD Employment Outlook, provides a full discussion of these and many other issues
related to part-time employment.
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ANNEX 4.A1 

Further Information on Parental Leave Arrangements

Parental and childcare leave
In addition to maternity or pregnancy leave, parental leave arrangements facilitate the

provision of personal care to children by fathers and mothers in all OECD countries except

in Mexico, Switzerland, and Turkey. Often introduced as supplementary rights for mothers

only, parental leave entitlements have been extended to fathers in most countries. For that

reason in most countries, parental leave is now available equally to mothers and fathers,

either as i) a non-transferable individual right (e.g. both parents have an entitlement to an

equal amount of leave); or ii) an individual right that can be transferred to the other parent;

or iii) a family right that parents can divide between themselves as they choose.

Table 4.A1.1 provides some key characteristics of leave systems. The first column

shows whether the duration of unpaid leave is defined with reference to adults in a couple

family (e.g. the maximum duration of leave to be taken by the two parents in a household

cannot exceed one year) or for each parent individually (e.g. both parents are entitled to

1 year of leave irrespective of how the partner use his/her entitlement). The second column

indicates whether leave was paid or not, and on what basis (earnings-related, flat-rate)

in 2008, and the third column shows how the time-limit for parents to take up parental

leave varies across countries with the age of children.

In some countries, parental leave is supplemented by a further period of leave (home-

care leave or childcare leave) that parents can take to care for a young child, often up to age

three. Eligibility criteria are different than for parental leave, as all parents are often

entitled to home-care leave payment regardless of work history.

Flexible leave options
Leave arrangements in many countries include elements which facilitates a more

flexible use of parental leave entitlements. Most frequently parental leave legislation

allows for use of parental leave entitlements on a part-time basis (Table 4.A1.2). Also, leave

entitlements can often be used in separate blocks over a few years, e.g. to cover for pre-

school holidays.

Austria, the Czech Republic (when eligible to maternity benefits), France, Germany,

and Norway give parents the possibility to choose their preferred parental leave duration

with shorter period being paid at a higher rate. Finally, parents of large families, or with

multiple births are sometimes entitled to extended leave benefits.
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Table 4.A1.1. Statutory paid parental and child or home-care leave arrangements, 2008

Parental leave Additional childcare leave

Basis of the entitlement and 
transferability between partners

Payment basis
Age limit of children to take 
parental leave

Australia Family Unpaid No mandatory limit but leave has 
to be taken around childbirth.

None

Austria Family Flat-rate Up to the 2nd birthday. No, but leave for personal reasons 
can be used to care for children.

Belgium Individual Flat-rate Up to the 6th birthday. No, but time credit account
can be used to care for children.

Canada1 Family Flat-rate Should be consecutive
to maternity leave.

None

Chile None – – None
Czech Republic Individual (but only one parent

is entitled to the benefit)
Flat-rate Up to the 3rd birthday. None

Denmark Family Full earnings up to a ceiling Until the child is 48 weeks old. None
Estonia Family 100% of the average earnings get

for the 12 months preceding
the leave up to a ceiling, followed
by flat-rate benefit.

Up to the 3rd birthday. Two weeks of unpaid leave
per year for children below 
14 years.

Finland Family Parental leave: 70-75% of earnings 
up to a ceiling.

Childcare leave: flat-rate.

No mandatory limit. Yes, until a child’s third birthday.

France Family Flat-rate Up to the 3rd birthday. None
Germany Individual 67% of earnings up to a ceiling

for 12 months.
Up to the 3rd birthday. None

Greece Individual Unpaid Until the child turns three
and half years.

None, but parents can take time off 
as part of “flexible working”.

Hungary Family 70% of earnings up to a ceiling Up to child’s 3rd birthday. Yes, for family with three
or more children.

Iceland Three months Individual,
and three other months as family 
entitlement.

80% of earnings up to a ceiling, 
followed by an unpaid leave.

Until 18 months after the birth. 13 unpaid weeks for each parent 
until the child is 8 years old.

Ireland Individual Unpaid Up to the child’s 8th birthday
(16th is case of children
with disabilities).

None

Israel None . . . . None
Italy Individual, but the total taken

by two parents cannot exceed ten 
months (11 months if the father 
takes at least three months).

30% of earnings, up to a ceiling after 
6 months.
Unpaid if child aged 3-8.

Up to the child’s 8th birthday. None

Japan Family 40% of earnings up to a ceiling. Up to the child’s 1st birthday. None, but parents in needs
can extend child-care leave
for an additional 6 months.

Korea Individual Flat-rate Up to the child’s 5th birthday. None
Luxembourg Individual Flat-rate After maternity leave. None
Mexico None . . . . . .
Netherlands Individual Unpaid, except civil servant

or favourable collective agreements.
Up to the child’s 8th birthday. None

Norway Individual % of earnings, up to a 
ceiling + additional
unpaid leave.

Up to the 3rd birthday. One year of unpaid leave for each 
parent, but can be combined with 
cash-for-care benefit
for children below age 3.

Poland Family Flat-rate Up to the child’s 4th birthday. None
Portugal Individual Unpaid, except for 15 “daddy days” Up to the child’s 6th birthday. Up to two years of unpaid leave.

Russian Federation Family 40% of average earnings until child 
is 18 months.

Up to the 3rd birthday . None

Slovak Republic Individual Flat-rate Up to the 3rd birthday. None
Slovenia Individual, but transferable 100% of the average earnings

get for the 12 months preceding the 
leave, up to a ceiling.

Up to the child’s 8th birthday. None
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Spain Individual Unpaid Up to the 3rd birthday. None, except for employees
in the public sector.

Sweden Family, but two months are
a non-transferable
individual right

80% of earnings, up to a ceiling
for 390 days - flat-rate after..

Up to the child’s 8th birthday. – Unpaid leave Until 18 months 
after the birth1.

– Home care allowance paid
by municipalities to parents
not using childcare facilities.

Switzerland None – – –
United Kingdom Family Unpaid Up to the 5th birthday. None
United States Individual Unpaid Up to the 1st birthday. None

Note: Legislation as applied the 1st July 2008. More information of parental leave replacement rates in OECD (2010d, PF2.4).
1. These are entitlements to parental benefits under Federal Employment Insurance and the Quebec Parental Insurance Plan Benefit.

However, in some jurisdictions, parental leave is an entirely individual entitlement.
Source: National authorities and Moss and Korintus (2008).

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932394110

Table 4.A1.2. Statutory parental and childcare leave arrangements

Part-time option Separate block option Short/long payment option1 Extended leave for larger families

Australia No No . . No
Austria Yes . . Yes No

Belgium Yes Yes No . .
Canada No No No (except in Quebec) No
Czech Republic Yes Yes Yes No
Denmark Yes Yes No No
Estonia No Yes No No

Finland Yes Yes No Extra weeks for multiple births
France Yes Yes Yes, from a third child Extra weeks from the 2nd child
Germany Yes Yes Yes Higher payment in case of multiple births
Greece No Yes . . Extra weeks for multiple births and sole parents
Hungary Yes No No No
Iceland No Yes No Extra weeks for multiple births

Ireland No Yes . . Extra weeks for multiple births
Israel . . . . . . . .
Italy No Yes No Extra weeks for multiple births
Japan Yes No2 No No
Korea No No No . .
Luxembourg Yes No No . .

Netherlands Yes Yes . . Extra weeks for multiple births
Norway Yes Yes Yes Extra weeks for multiple births
Poland No Yes No No
Portugal Yes Yes No No
Russian federation Yes No No No
Slovak Republic No No No No

Slovenia Yes Yes No Extra weeks for multiple births
Spain Yes No . . Extra weeks for multiple births
Sweden Yes Yes No . .
United Kingdom No Yes . . Extra weeks for multiple births

Note: . . not relevant because leave is unpaid.
1. Possibility to choose leave of different duration, with shorter leaves paid at a higher rate.
2. As an exception, if a father takes child care leave within the eight weeks after childbirth, he is entitled to take child care leave once

more in the future.
Source: National authorities and Moss and Korintus (2008).

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932394129

Table 4.A1.1. Statutory paid parental and child or home-care leave arrangements, 2008 (cont.)

Parental leave Additional childcare leave

Basis of the entitlement and 
transferability between partners

Payment basis
Age limit of children to take 
parental leave
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ANNEX 4.A2 

Background Information on Financial Incentives to Work

Financial incentives to work
Table 4.A2.1 provides estimates of the marginal effective tax rates associated with

entering the labour market or with increasing the number of hours worked. Effective tax

rates are estimated for married couples with two children aged 4 and 6 and no formal

childcare costs (the tax/benefit position of sole parents is discussed in Chapter 6). In all

cases, the estimated taxes relate to the labour income of spouse doing the transitioning.

Importantly, the estimated effective tax rates are sensitive to the level of earnings.

The left half of the table looks at the tax rates for a transition from inactivity to part-

time employment. In one-earner couples both partners are assumed to be initially inactive;

tax rates are estimated for a transition of one of the partners into part-time employment

at 50% of the annual average full-time wage (column 2). Dual-earner couples, instead, start

from a situation where one of the partners is inactive and the other has full-time earnings

equal to 67% of the average wage; tax rates are computed for a transition of the inactive

partner to part-time employment at 50% of the average wage (column 3).

In most OECD countries one-earner married couples have very little financial

incentive to transition from inactivity to part time employment: in 16 out of 29 countries

the effective tax rate is 80% or more of earnings; in four of these countries (Sweden,

Switzerland (Zürich), Ireland and Norway; column 2) there is actually no incentive as the

effective tax rates is 100% or above. The incentives to enter the labour market part-time are

much stronger for those who already have a partner in work: the effective tax rate is below

50% for all countries except Denmark and is especially low in Korea and Spain (less than

20%, column 3). Only in Italy, Turkey, Greece and the United States the incentives to work

part-time are stronger for single-earner families.

The right half of the table looks at tax rates for families that move from part-time to

full-time employment. In one-earner couples one partner initially earns 50% of average

earnings and then increases hours to full-time employment at 100% of the average wage;

the second partner is inactive throughout (column 5). Column 6 illustrates the same

increase from part-time to full-time work at average earnings, but then for someone with

a partner who has earnings equal to 67% of the average wage (column 6).

About half of the countries included in the model offer strong financial incentives

(METR < 50%, column 5) to increase the number of worked hours from part-time to full-

time employment for single-earner families. The incentives are strongest in the Slovak

Republic, Spain, Portugal and the Czech Republic (METR < 30%, column 5) and weakest in
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Finland, Japan, the United Kingdom and Denmark (METR > 70%, column 5). Again the

incentives to increase labour supply from part-time to full-time are generally stronger for

dual-earner families, even though this is true for fewer countries compared to incentives

to transition from inactivity to part-time work.

Childcare costs
Across OECD countries, the average cost of childcare is 18% of the average wage and

12% of the family’s net income for families where both parents earn 100% of the average

worker earnings (Figure 4.A2.1, Panel A); families with lower earnings (i.e. families where

Table 4.A2.1. Marginal effective tax rates for part-time employees
Different working-hours transitions, 2008, in percentage1

Inactivity >> 1/22 1/2 >> full

Sole parent
One-earner

married couple
Two-earner

married couple
Sole parent

One-earner
married couple

Two-earner
married couple

[1] [2] [3] [4] [5] [6]

Australia 46 61 42 58 60 47
Austria 80 95 26 45 45 45
Belgium 82 71 42 61 54 57
Canada 55 63 49 60 60 38
Czech Republic 75 94 36 53 29 33
Denmark 97 99 86 55 94 47
Finland 63 90 28 58 72 41
France 73 83 24 44 43 35
Germany 82 82 49 64 60 51
Greece 11 2 33 46 46 33
Hungary 67 81 25 55 55 56
Iceland 68 98 41 43 34 43
Ireland 60 103 24 65 49 28
Italy –2 –2 37 36 32 43
Japan 85 85 20 62 73 22
Korea 82 72 9 16 39 13
Luxembourg 83 80 26 40 57 35
Netherlands 78 91 37 62 68 47
New Zealand 61 69 37 56 55 47
Norway 81 105 29 68 61 37
Poland 45 67 44 72 41 29
Portugal 65 84 20 31 28 32
Slovak Republic 32 67 24 57 18 30
Spain 60 60 13 24 22 28
Sweden 62 100 23 47 43 32
Switzerland 101 100 31 30 48 27
Turkey 21 20 30 33 33 33
United Kingdom 67 75 46 72 75 33
United States 27 27 41 51 54 26

1. Hourly earnings correspond to the average wage level throughout so that a half-time employee would have
earnings equal to 50% of average wage. Social assistance and any other means-tested benefits are assumed to be
available subject to the relevant income conditions. Children are aged 4 and 6 and neither childcare benefits nor
childcare costs are considered. In-work benefits that depend on a transition from unemployment into work are
not available since the person changing working-hours is already in employment prior to the change. The
percentage of average wage relates to one spouse only; the second spouse is assumed to be “inactive” with no
earnings in a one-earner couple and to have full-time earnings equal to 67% of average wage in a two-earner
couple. Figures for Ireland, Korea and Turkey are based on the APW (Average Production Worker wages).

2. Results relate to the situation of a person who is inactive and receives no unemployment benefits. In-work
benefits that depend on a transition from unemployment into work are available.

Source: OECD (2011), Benefits and Wages.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932394148
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Figure 4.A2.1. Components of net childcare costs, couple families, 2008

Note: The childcare cost calculations for Austria reflect the situation in Vienna; for Belgium, the French community;
Canada, the province of Ontario; the Czech Republic in villages and towns with more than 2 000 inhabitants; for
Germany, Hamburg; for Iceland, Reykjavík; for Switzerland, Zürich; for the United Kingdom, England; and for the United
States, Michigan. These results do not represent the situation in the rest of the country. For example, net childcare costs
in the Canadian provinces of Alberta or Quebec will be different from Ontario.

Source: OECD (2011), Benefits and Wages.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393426
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one of the parents earn 100% and the other earns 50% of the average worker earnings)

spend a slightly lower share of the average wage (16%) but a slightly higher share of their

net income (13%) on childcare (Figure 4.A2.1, Panel B). Within the OECD, total childcare

costs as a percentage of the average wage are highest for Switzerland (Zürich), Ireland, the

United Kingdom and the United States (Michigan) while they are lowest for Belgium and

Greece. Net childcare costs for sole-parent families are discussed in Chapter 6.
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ANNEX 4.A3 

Availability and Use of Flexible Time Policies
in France and the United Kingdom

There are not many recent surveys which provide information on the extent to which

employers provide flexible working time policies and their use by employees. However, the

United Kingdom Third Work-Life Balance Survey is an exception.

Table 4.A3.1 shows that employers in the United Kingdom are far more likely to offer

part-time employment than other flexible working time policies. At the same time, a similar

proportion of employees (27%) worked part-time and/or flexible hours. However, many

employees take up part-time work on a permanent basis while use of other schemes, such as

flexitime, is often temporary (Hooker et al., 2007). Along with part-time work (69%) and

flexible hours (53%), most employees could also reduce their hours of work (54%). In general,

less than 30% of the employees who could use flexible working time policies, actually make

use of them; “compressed weeks” and “job share” (see notes to the table) are least common.

Large companies provide the greatest variety of flexible working time schemes with 87%

of large companies (with more than 10 000 employees) offering part-time work as an option to

some or all of their staff. Staff working in the public sector have more access to flexible time

schemes than staff in the private sector; the six flexible time policies studied are all offered by

a larger proportion of public sector organisations compared with private sector organisations.

The French Survey “Familles et Employeurs” carried out in 2005 provides similar

information. Table 4.A3.2 suggests that about two/thirds of French employers offer part-

time employment for care reasons, and 80% of workplaces cater for occasional adjustment

of working hours. However, only one/third of workplaces facilitates the regular adjustment

of parental working times to match school hours (or the hours of childcare and OSH

providers). Employers do not always offer these opportunities to all of their employees.

Larger companies tend to offer greater opportunities to adjust working hours, but this also

varies by type of economic activity (Boyer and Nicolas, 2010).

About a quarter of employees in France could work part-time. A much larger share of

employees (57%) can easily adjust their working time in case of unexpected circumstances,

especially those who normally work long hours (Leturcq and Wierink, 2010). However, only 9%

of employees can adjust their working times to school or care hours on a regular basis.

Two/thirds of employers allow flexible working time to care for a sick child and about

half of the French employers grant some paid days-off for this purpose. About 40% of the

entitled parents with children under age 12 make use of this: women are twice as likely to

do so as men.
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Table 4.A3.1. Part-time work is the most common form of flexible time
policy offered in the United Kingdom

Proportion of British workplaces providing access, and the proportion of employees with access to
and using, flexible working time policies, 2006-07

Part-time
work

Flexible
hours

Compressed
week

Reduced
hours

Job
share

Home working 
(Teleworking)

Employer responses
Proportion of workplaces where the policy has been used at least once in the last 12 months

All workplaces 79 25 11 22 15 15

Company size

Less than 100 76 24 9 19 12 18

100-999 82 29 11 27 13 19

1 000-9 999 76 24 15 23 16 10

10 000+ 87 28 12 34 18 8

Ownership

Private sector 77 24 10 20 11 15

Public sector 89 31 17 34 36 17

Employee responses
Proportion of employees with access to the policy (availability) and who have used the policy in the last 12 months (recent take-up)

Availability 69 53 35 54 47 23

Recent take-up 27 27 9 12 6 10

Definitions:
Compressed week: Employees work full-time hours over four days or a nine-day fortnight.
Flexible hours: Employee has no set start or finish time but a required number of hours per week. In some cases, specific
core hours might be required.
Job share: A full-time job is divided between two people, who normally work at different times.
Part-time: Less than 30 working hours per week.
Reduced hours: Hours are reduced from the original working hours for a limited amount of time (usually several months). 
Teleworking: Arrangement to work at home for all or part of working hours.
Employer and employee observations are not matched by workplace.
Source: For employers: The Third Work-Life Balance Employer Survey: Main findings (Hayward et al., 2007). For
employees: The Third Work-Life Balance Employee Survey: Main findings (Hooker et al., 2007).

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932394167
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Table 4.A3.2. Occasional working time arrangements are widely available
in France

Proportion of employers providing access, and proportion of employees access to flexitime policies

Part-time
work1

Occasional
working time 
arrangement2

Regular arrangement
to cope with childcare 

or school hours

Flexible hours
to care for
a sick child

Paid days
off to care for
a sick child3

Home working 
(Teleworking)

Employer responses
Proportion of workplaces where the work arrangement was possible in 2004

All workplaces 65 80 33 67 52 10

Company size

Less than 50 59 77 36 74 41 15

50-499 63 85 32 67 53 12

500-1 999 71 80 31 59 53 5

2 000+ 76 91 34 59 82 11

Ownership

Private sector 62 78 35 66 39 7

Public sector 74 89 27 69 91 19

Employee responses1

Proportion of employees with access to the policy (availability) and who use the policy

Availability2

Men 21 57 4 . . 26 . .

Women 25 57 14 . . 53 . .

Total 24 57 9 . . 40 . .

Note: Field: Companies with 20 employees and more.
1. Data on employers reflect employers allowing employees to work part-time for care or family reasons: data on

employees concern all those who considered they would be authorised to work part-time if they wished, regardless
of their motivation.

2. This is the proportion of employers who allow their employees to adjust working time when schools restart after
holidays: data on employees reflect all those who consider their employers would authorise an adjustment of
working time in case of an unexpected event.

3. For employees, the data reflect parents with children under 12 who have used these “sick days”.
Source: Enquête Familles et Employeurs, INED, 2005. Pailhé and Solaz (2010).

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932394186
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Chapter 5 

Promoting child development
and child well-being

Despite increases in average family incomes, child poverty has edged up over the
past three decades. Today, more than one in ten OECD children lives in poverty.
Beyond poverty, infant mortality rates are falling and the proportion of children born
weighing less than 2.5 kilograms is on the rise. Moreover, inequalities in health,
education and material well-being raise concerns about children being left behind in
a number of OECD countries.

More mothers with young children are in paid work than in the past. There is a long-
running debate on possible negative effects of maternal employment on child
development. For the first time, this chapter presents results from panel data
studies on child outcomes in different OECD countries to help answer the question:
what is a good moment for mothers to go back to paid work? The evidence suggests
that a return to paid work by mothers within six months after childbirth may have
negative effects on child outcomes, but the effects are small and, in certain
circumstances, balanced by positive effects related to earning extra family income.

The evidence in the literature on the effects of parental leave policies on child
well-being is mixed, and the cross-national analysis in this chapter finds no
evidence of significant positive or negative effects of parental leave reform on child
well-being either.
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Introduction
Poverty in childhood can have a damaging and lasting effect on children’s

development and well-being. Child poverty in OECD countries has edged up over the past

two decades despite a relatively consistent growth in average family incomes. Other

measures of child well-being show similarly mixed results over a generation, and the

health and education of children continues to vary widely both across and within

countries. Analysis of efficiency and equity in child well-being measures, and changes over

time, suggest that those countries with better average outcomes are also more equal. This

suggests that efforts to ensure that children in disadvantaged socio-economic groups are

not left behind does not come at the cost of improving outcomes for all.

With more and more mothers of young children in paid work, the potential trade-off

between maternal employment and child development is increasingly coming to the fore.

This chapter presents an initial comparative analysis of longitudinal data on maternal

leave and employment patterns after birth on infant health and cognitive and behavioural

developments. In general, there is little evidence that maternal employment during

infancy affects cognitive and behavioural outcomes of children. Other factors such as

family income, parental education and quality of interaction with children have greater

influences on child development than early maternal employment per se.

The new evidence on maternal employment and child well-being directly feeds into

the issue of how to best support families during the period they need to care for their very

young children. Child-related leave policies develop in view of the sometimes conflicting

interests of employers, parents and children. A minimum period of paid child-related leave

has positive effects on maternal and child well-being, but the optimal duration of this

period is not clear. Almost all OECD countries have ratified the International Labour

Organisation (ILO) recommended minimum period of 14 weeks of paid leave (ILO, 2010).

Periods of leave shorter than six months may be related with small negative effects on

children’s cognitive outcomes, but the evidence on this is mixed. However, prolonged

periods outside the labour market can have negative effects on maternal employment and

earning profiles (Chapter 4).

This chapter contains three parts. The first section addresses poverty outcomes,

trends and its effect on families with children. Second, the chapter presents an initial

comparative analysis of longitudinal data on child well-being in the context of mothers

returning to work. The third section considers the effect of maternity and parental leave

policy changes on children’s and maternal well-being outcomes.

Main findings
How children fare through critical points of development during their early years is important,

because of the cumulative and enduring effects of development over time. Evidence on income

poverty and material well-being, and on child health and education outcomes suggests

that indicators are evolving in different directions (such as falling infant mortality and
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increasing low birth weights), and some are more malleable over the short term than

others (e.g. child reading literacy rates in comparison with child poverty rates). Moreover,

trends in aggregate well-being measures, including income measures, show that in

countries where average outcomes are improving, inequalities do not necessarily increase.

Closing gaps in outcomes for the most disadvantaged children need not imply lowering average

outcomes. Education indicators, for instance, provide strong evidence at the aggregate level

that closing gaps for the lowest performing children does not come at the cost of achieving

higher average outcomes. Moreover, prioritising outcomes on one indicator should not

come at the cost of other related indicators. On average across the OECD, infant mortality

has been reduced simultaneous to low birth weights going up, but cross-country evidence

shows above-average gains on both measures can be achieved at the same time.

In the past 20 years, child poverty rates have edged up despite increases in the average incomes

of families over the same period. Efforts to reduce child poverty need to be stepped up in all

OECD countries. Longer term approaches to income poverty and disadvantage need to be

considered that make greater use of in-kind support: Child poverty is lowest in countries

with strong service and childcare based interventions.

Parental employment is essential to reducing poverty, but time constraints to personal care provided

by mothers and fathers at too early an age can hamper child development and family functioning. This

chapter uses panel data for five OECD countries to help find an answer to the question at what

time should mothers go back to work? The evidence of this analysis suggests:

● Mothers’ return to work within six months upon childbirth may be negatively related to

children’s cognitive outcomes, especially if this is on a full-time basis, but the

association is small and not universally observed.

● The small negative associations of early maternal employment with children’s outcomes

are largely observed among children in intact families1 or in families with parents with

high levels of education. Children in these families are more likely to have parents who

engage in stimulating parenting activities, hence they have more to lose when parents

are in paid work than children from less advantaged backgrounds. On average, parents

with low levels of educational attainment are less likely to engage in such parenting

activities and the smaller negative relationship between maternal return to work and

children’s outcomes in such households is more likely to be counterbalanced by the

positive association of maternal income and formal childcare participation.

● Formal childcare and pre-school participation generally is positively associated with

cognitive development of children, but in some countries it is negatively related with

behavioural outcomes. These associations are generally small but long-lasting; as they

persist into compulsory education.

● The evidence also suggests that maternal employment is only one of many factors

influencing child development, and by no means the most relevant. Both formal

childcare participation and parenting activities are often more significant than maternal

employment in determining cognitive and behavioural outcomes of children. This

emphasizes the importance of investing in good-quality childcare (Chapter 4) and

promoting parenting activities that contribute to child development.

The literature holds some evidence that breastfeeding has a positive effect on child health, and

recent evidence also suggests it may positively affect children’s IQ. Early (within six months)

maternal employment on a full-time basis is negatively associated with breastfeeding rates

and duration. This suggests that making workplace practices more conducive to
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breastfeeding (e.g. via part-time work, breastfeeding facilities or extending maternity leave)

may have positive effects on child development. The cross-national studies reviewed in this

chapter provide mixed evidence as to the effects of parental leave reform on child well-being.

Income poverty among families and children, and child well-being
Proportions of children living in income poverty

Figure 5.1 shows child poverty rates for the most recent years available. On average across

the OECD, the proportion of 0- to 17-year-olds living below the poverty line, as measured

against the threshold of 50% of equivalised household income, was 13% in 2007. The lowest

rates of poverty are in the Nordic countries, Austria, France, Germany, Hungary and Slovenia

ranging from around 3 to 8%. The highest rates are in the Americas (Chile, Mexico and the

United States), Israel, Poland and Turkey, which all recorded child poverty rates of over 20%.

Box 5.1 summarises some child well-being indicators in “enhanced engagement countries”

(Brazil, China, India, Indonesia and South Africa).2

Trends and projections in child poverty

Figure 5.2 shows trends in child poverty (OECD, 2010a). In the period 1985 to 2005 the

OECD average child poverty rates rose from 11% to around 13%, but there is considerable

variation across countries. Since 1985, child poverty rates have been below 5% in

Scandinavian countries and above 20% in Mexico, Turkey and the United States. Since the

early 2000s, Israeli child poverty rates have increased dramatically, where cuts in child

benefits contributed to the high child poverty rates among Arab and ultra-Orthodox Jewish

population groups – both groups tend to have above-average number of children

(OECD, 2010b).

Figure 5.1. Child poverty rates are seven times higher in Israel than in Denmark
Percentage of children aged 0-17 living in households with less than 50% of the median equivalised 

household income, mid- to late-2000s

1. Most recent data is 2008 for Germany, Israel, Italy, Korea, Mexico, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway and the
United States; 2007 for Canada, Denmark and Hungary; 2006 for Chile, Estonia, Japan and Slovenia; 2005 for
France, Ireland, Switzerland and the United Kingdom; 2004 for Australia, Austria, Belgium, the Czech Republic,
Finland, Greece, Iceland, Luxembourg, Poland, Portugal, the Slovak Republic, Spain and Turkey.

Source: Provisional data from OECD (2010a), Income Distribution Questionnaires.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393464
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In the early 2000s, child poverty rates fell fastest among countries with historically

high levels of poverty, including Mexico, the United States and the United Kingdom – in the

latter case due to cash-transfer-focussed anti-child poverty policies during this period.

Declining poverty rates in Mexico can in part be attributed to the expansion of social

programmes including the “Oportunidades” programme3 which delivers cash transfers to

the poorest families in the country. In the United States, the beginning of the fall

between 1990 and 1995 is likely, in part, to be attributable to the increase in earned income

tax credit payments to larger families (two or more children) and the associated increase in

female labour market participation (Adireksombat, 2010).

Poverty rates have doubled between 1995 and 2005 in the Czech Republic, Finland, and

Israel, and have shown recent upward trends in Luxembourg, Portugal and Turkey. Child

poverty rates in Finland and Portugal have risen at the same time as more general increases

in income inequality in these countries (OECD, 2008). In Turkey, the decline in female

employment (Chapter 1) is likely to have contributed to the upward trend in child poverty.

Child poverty trends can also be affected by relative income gains and poverty trends

in other population groups. OECD (2008) shows that in 23 OECD countries the burden of

poverty has shifted from the elderly to children since the mid-1980s, and since around 2000

the big jump has been for 18-25 year-olds OECD wide (Box 5.2 elaborates on the importance

of the age at which poverty is experienced).

Evidence on how the recent financial crisis has affected poverty trends and child

poverty in particular is not yet available on a cross-national basis. However, based on

projections of non-employment rates (OECD, 2010c), the proportion of children living in

households where no adult, one adult or two or more adults are in employment can be

predicted (see notes to Figure 5.2) and the average poverty rate for children can be

projected forward to 2010. On average across the OECD, the child poverty rate in 2010 is

predicted to have increased a further 0.6 percentage points from 2005, rising to 13.3%. The

largest increase is expected in Ireland, Mexico, Spain, Sweden and the United States with

increases of more than three percentage points compared with 2005. However, the child

poverty rate is projected to decrease by more than two percentage points in Poland, the

Slovak Republic and Switzerland.

Box 5.1. Child well-being in “enhanced engagement” countries (Brazil, China, India, 
Indonesia and South Africa)

Depending on the level of economic development, countries may prioritise different aspects of child well-
being and as such indicators, different to those compared in OECD reports, may be available and/or more
appropriate for comparison (see, for an example, Richardson et al., 2008). In the case of enhanced
engagement countries, only a limited number of indicators are available. Below are six indicators looking
at: motherhood and birth, immunisations, and gender equality in compulsory education.

With regard to motherhood and birth, both teenage fertility and infant mortality compare poorly with the
OECD average. Chinese teenage fertility is the exception, where less than 1 in 100 females aged 15-19 are
having babies. In India and South Africa, as many as 1 in 20 children can die before their first birthday.
The story is different for immunisation rates. In Brazil and China, immunisation rates are above the
OECD average. However, in India, Indonesia and South Africa, immunisations for measles, and diphtheria,
pertussis and tetanus cover between 60 to 80% of the child population – often below the lowest rates in the
OECD (around 75%).
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Box 5.1. Child well-being in “enhanced engagement” countries (Brazil, China, India, 
Indonesia and South Africa) (cont.)

Finally, indicators for gender equality in compulsory education show that only Brazil and India are
educating more boys than girls at the primary level – across the OECD the share is almost even. In secondary
schooling, India educates four girls for every five boys, whilst boys in Brazil are less often enrolled.

Child well-being outcomes vary widely across “enhanced engagement” countries

Note: All data refer to 2008. OECD averages are reported as aggregates in the World Development Indicators in 2008 and will not
include new OECD members as of 2009 (Chile, Estonia, Israel and Slovenia).

Source: World Bank (2010), for India and South Africa education enrolment ratio data are taken from the Millennium Development
goals (www.unicef.org/mdg/index_genderequality.htm).

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393654
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Figure 5.2. Child poverty rates have edged up OECD-wide,
with considerable variation across countries

Proportion of children aged 0-17 living in households with income less than 50%
of the median equivalised household income, 1985 to 2005 and projections to 2010

Note: Income is equivalised using the square root of the household size. Predictions for 2010 are represented by dotted lines and are
based on non-employment rate projections and latest available poverty rates (2004 to 2008) among employed and unemployed
households with a single adult or two or more adults. While keeping the proportion of 5 types of household with children constant (single
adult working; single adult not working; dual-earner couples; single-earner families; and jobless couple families), the change in the non-
employment rate is then used to predict the proportion of 0-17 year-olds living in such households in 2010. Combined with the latest
poverty rate for such households, an overall poverty rate is calculated for 0-17 year-olds in 2010.

Source: Provisional data from OECD (2010a), Income Distribution Questionnaires, and OECD’s Secretariat projections.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393483
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Box 5.2. Income poverty and child well-being: does the timing of experiences
of child poverty matter?

Children from poorer families are often hindered in terms of cognitive and behavioural development,
subject to more turbulent home environments and malnutrition, and can be at a greater risk of a range of
poorer health outcomes. The longer and deeper the poverty experienced, the larger is the likelihood of
developmental trajectories being hindered. The age at which poverty is experienced also matters. Earlier
experiences of poverty can establish gaps in the developmental trajectory for children in the formative
years which culminate in more severe outcomes in the long term as children are less able to take full
advantage of interventions designed to promote development during their childhood (Box 2.3).

There is some evidence on how prenatal experiences of poverty may affect life chances. Lindo (2010)
estimates that experiencing job loss during pregnancy in the United States reduces birth weight of infants
by around 4.5% in comparison to previous births in the same family. Kim et al. (2010) study the second-
generation outcomes for in-utero malnutrition experiences during the famine that followed China’s Great
Leap Forward movement in 1958, and find that the generation born of the children in-utero during the
famine are significantly less likely to enrol in junior school, and less likely to enrol in high school. The
results reflect a transmission of disadvantage from first to third generations through the poor health and
cognitive outcomes experienced by the second generation, and highlight the potential cycle of
disadvantage created by income and deprivation shocks during the prenatal period.

Poverty during early childhood contributes to a range of problems. Berger et al. (2010) find that low income
negatively affects home environments and emotional environments (mothers’ stress or depression); more
behavioural problems in children were also reported for young poor children by mothers (Kiernan and
Huerta, 2008). Duncan et al. (2010) show that early childhood poverty can reduce adult working hours (and
so earnings) increasing later poverty risks and welfare dependency. Preschool interventions can generate
long-term public and private returns in terms of lower experiences of crime and higher earnings in
adulthood (see Heckman et al., 2010, for a re-evaluation of earlier Perry preschool evidence).

Poverty in middle and late childhood is likely to be less detrimental to cognitive outcomes given evidence on
child brain development and IQ (see OECD, 2009a). More of an issue for older children is the increased
expectation to provide support in a disadvantaged family through undertaking paid work themselves, or
undertaking more housework or caring responsibilities in the home (e.g. to support parents taking on
additional employment). The provision of such support can come at the cost of discontinuing education
and/or social participation.

The Health Behaviour in School-aged Children Survey (Currie et al., 2008) is a rich source for exploring the
effect of family affluence on a range of well-being outcomes for children in middle and late childhood
(aged 11 to 15 years). Evidence for many OECD countries shows that:

● Children with low family affluence are significantly more likely to report fair or poor health. Self-rated
health declines significantly, especially for girls between ages 11 and 15 in most countries.

● In contrast, higher levels of family affluence mean children are significantly more likely to have received
medical attention when injured.

● Life satisfaction is significantly higher for wealthier children, both boys and girls, in every country in the
OECD. Life satisfaction declines significantly between ages 11 and 15, but more so for girls than for boys
(see Chapter 1 for a discussion of subjective child well-being).

● In two-thirds of OECD countries, children from poorer families are more likely to be obese or overweight.
Only in Turkey and the Russian Federation are affluent children more likely to be overweight.

● Fruit consumption is significantly more common amongst children in wealthier families, except in
Israel, Sweden and Switzerland.

● Wealthier children undertake significantly more physical activity in about half of the OECD countries.

● Israel is the only country where affluent children (i.e. boys) are more likely to smoke. In no OECD country
is bullying experienced significantly more by more affluent children.
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Family incomes, inequality and child poverty

Are higher average family incomes associated with a greater family income

inequality? Do higher average family incomes, and thus higher relative-income poverty

thresholds, drive the upward trend in child poverty, or is increasing child poverty a product

of other population groups in society getting richer quicker than families with children?

Figure 5.3 (Panel A) shows that changes in child poverty rates and changes in family

income over time are not significantly associated. Countries in quadrant A (see notes), and

in particular the United Kingdom show that above-average growth in family income can be

achieved at the same time as making sharp gains in child poverty reduction. Also, Austria,

Hungary, Italy and the United States experienced average income growth and poverty

reduction in tandem. Japan, Germany and the Czech Republic in the top left of the Figure

(quadrant D) experienced below-average growth in family income and above-average

increases in child poverty rates.

Figure 5.3 (Panel B) cross-plots average equivalised family income in OECD countries

using the most recent data in the period 2005-08 against the ratio of median family income

over the level of income of the poorest 10% of families in each country. Countries

with scores around two on the horizontal axis, including Australia, Belgium, the

United Kingdom and Poland, are countries where half of the population have at least twice

the income of the poorest 10% of families. One-third of OECD countries are found

Figure 5.3. There is no clear relationship between increases in average family incomes
and relative income poverty among children

Associations between average incomes and income inequality and change in average incomes
and child poverty

Note: Child poverty data are rates for the population aged 0-17, family income data are for households with children aged 0-17. Averages
are for the countries in the plot only, and are shown using broken black lines on the Figures. Quadrant A represents an area where
averages are increasing and distributions are decreasing at above-average rates, quadrant B where averages increase only, quadrant C
where distributions decrease only, and quadrant D where averages are decreasing and distributions are increasing. Results for Panel A
are not significant with or without the inclusion of the United Kingdom due to outliers in quadrant D. Data in Panel B is taken from
EU SILC and national surveys in order to calculate ratio values from the unit data.

Source: Panel A: Provisional data from OECD (2010a), Income Distribution Questionnaires. Panel B: Authors calculations of EU SILC data 2008
(2007 for France), and surveys for Australia (HILDA, 2008), Mexico (ENIGH, 2006), Chile (CASEN, 2006), Switzerland (SHS, 2007) and Korea
(KLIPS, 2007).

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393502

6

4

2

0

-2

-4

-6

-8 0

5 000

10 000

15 000

20 000

25 000

30 000

35 000

40 000

-10 0 10 20 30 40 50 2.71.5 1.7 1.9 2.1 2.3 2.5

 D  B  B A

 C  A  D C

R² = 0.17, p < 0.10

AUSAUT
BEL

CAN

CZE

DNK

FIN
FRA

DEU

GRC

HUN

ITA

JPN

LUX

MEX

NZLNORPRT

SWE

GBR

USA

AUSAUT
BEL

CAN

CZE

DNK
FIN
FRA

DEU

GRC

HUN

ISL

IRL

ITA

KOR

LUX

MEX

NLD

NOR

POL

PRT

SVK

ESPSWE

CHE
GBR

Average equivalised household income, 2007, USD PPP

Ratio of the median over the 10th percentile equivalised
family income, circa 2007

Change in child poverty, 1995-2005 
Panel A Panel B

Change in family income, 1995-2005



5. PROMOTING CHILD DEVELOPMENT AND CHILD WELL-BEING

DOING BETTER FOR FAMILIES © OECD 2011182

in quadrant A, where both average family incomes are high and inequalities are low.

More generally, results show a negative relationship between high average family incomes

and income inequality in the lower end of the distribution: average family incomes can be

high whilst equality is maintained. (There is no clear pattern in terms of national wealth

levels in these results. Population size also does not appear to affect results either.) Box 5.3

explores the relationship between better health and education outcomes on average and

the degree of dispersion therein.

Public spending on families and associations with child income poverty rates

Using the age-spending profiles in Chapter 2, it is possible to explore how variations in

spending patterns by type on children up to age 18 associate with child poverty rates for

children aged 0-17 (Box 5.2 and Annex 5.A1). Cash, childcare and total spending are

significantly associated with lower poverty rates at higher levels of real investment.

Higher overall spending on all family interventions is most strongly associated with

lower poverty rates (Figure 5.4). The countries in the bottom left quadrant of the total social

expenditure plot are countries with lower than average social expenditure and lower than

average child poverty rates – the reason for their successes are due to factors not observed

in the analysis. Former communist countries make up four of the seven, and are countries

where lower relative poverty rates are driven in part by historically low levels of income

inequality.4

By type, average spending per child aged 0-17 on cash transfers has the strongest

association with the child income poverty rate, while spending on childcare has a weaker

association although clustering around the trend line is particularly at the high spending

end (see Figure 5.A1.1). Only Ireland has above average spending on cash benefits and

above average poverty rates, only Italy and Spain have above-average spending on

childcare combined with average child poverty rates (see Annex 5.A1).

Work is a key driver in exiting poverty

Poverty risks vary across family types (the number of adults or children in households)

and the degree of employment participation among adults in households. Table 5.1

compares child poverty with poverty in the population as a whole and shows the family

poverty rates by family type and by employment status. Children are generally at higher

risk of poverty than the population as a whole (columns 1 and 2). Only in Slovenia is the

overall poverty rate higher than the (low) child poverty rate.

Non-employment is the single biggest risk factor for poverty. Across the OECD, non-

employment for sole-parent families (column 4) can almost triple the risk of poverty.

Differences between working and non-working sole parents in Australia are particularly sharp,

with a low poverty rate in-work of 6.1% increasing to 67.8% if the sole parent is not in work.

The poverty risk of jobless couple families (column 8) can be ten times as high as for

couple families with two working adults (column 6). In Chile, Japan, Korea, Luxembourg,

Poland and Spain having two incomes provides the least protection from poverty.

Nevertheless, jobless poverty rates are still between 3 and 5 times higher than in-work

poverty rates.
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Box 5.3. Trends and associations in child health and education outcomes

Beyond income poverty, are trends in health and education outcomes of children in OECD countries
moving in the same direction and/or do average improvements in country scores go hand-in-hand with
increased risks of leaving groups of children further behind? Panel A in the figure below shows that in
Nordic countries and Ireland low infant mortality and low rates of low birth-weight children are being
achieved at the same time. Panel B shows there is no clear association of low birth weight and infant
mortality over a generation of children in OECD countries. Countries that have experienced greater than
average reduction of infant mortality do not necessarily have the greatest increase in low birth-weight
rates: e.g. Hungary and Poland have both reduced infant mortality and low birth-weight rates.

The figure reports the associations between median reading literacy and reading literacy gaps
(50th percentile over the 10th percentile) in 2009 and changes in average literacy and equality in reading
literacy (90th over the 10th percentile) between 2000 and 2009. A broadly negative trend in Panel A shows that
OECD countries with the highest median values are also among those countries with lowest levels of
inequality below the median. In 2006 the association was significant and negative (R2 = 0.36, p < 0.01),
however increases in the 10th percentile scores in Mexico and Chile in 2009 – accompanied
by increases in these countries average results over the same period – have weakened the correlation.
Freeman et al. (2010), using TIMMS data on mathematical and science literacy for 9-11 years-olds
between 1999 and 2007, report similar associations with countries with both higher median values
and greater overall inequality outcomes (95th over the 5th percentile values). Their results show
that countries where the variation of books at home associates strongly with literacy outcomes are
those where differences in test scores are largest. Panel B shows that only Israel and Korea have made above
average gains in terms of average reading literacy scores at the same time as reporting higher inequality in
test scores. The combined evidence suggests that closing gaps in child educational achievement for the most
disadvantaged children need not imply lowering average outcomes in educational achievement.

Low birth-weight rates are not markedly higher in countries
with lower infant mortality

Note: Quadrant A represents an area where both infant mortality and low birth-weight rates are falling faster than, or lower than,
average rates, quadrant B where low birth weights are falling faster than, or are lower than, average rates, quadrant C where infant
mortality is falling faster than, or are lower than, average rates, and quadrant D where both indicators are increasing at or are
higher than above-average rates.

Source: OECD (2009b), OECD Health Data.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393673
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Box 5.3. Trends and associations in child health and education outcomes (cont.)

Most countries with high reading literacy levels report lower than average rates
of inequality in the bottom half of the educational distribution

RLA: Reading literacy achievement.
Note: OECD average is unweighted. Panel A data is missing for Austria for reasons of incomparability in 2009. Panel B data is
missing for Estonia, Slovenia, the Slovak Republic and Turkey (countries that did not take part in 2000) and for Austria,
Luxembourg, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom because of incomparability between the 2000 and 2009 waves. Notes for
the interpretation of quadrants A to D are found in notes for Figure 5.3. Median values were calculated using the downloadable
student dataset.

Source: OECD (2010d), PISA 2009 Results.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393692

560

540

520

500

480

460

440

420

400

40

30

20

10

0

-10

-20

-30

-40
1.24 1.28 1.32 1.36 1.40 1.44 1.48 1.52 -40 -20 0 20 40 60

 C  A

 D  B

 A  B

 C  D

AUS
BEL

CAN

CHL

CZE

DNK
EST

FIN

FRADEU

GRC
HUN

ISL

ISR

IRL

ITA

JPN
KOR

LUX

MEX

NLD

NZL

NORPOL

PRT

SVK
ESP

SWE

CHE

TUR

GBR

USA

AUS

BEL
CAN

CHL

CZE

DNK

FIN

FRA

DEU

GRC
HUN

ISL

IRL

ISR
ITA

JPN

KOR

MEXNZL

NOR POL
PRT

ESP

SWE

CHEUSA

SVN

Median RLA score 2009 Gain since 2000 RLA equality

Gain since 2000 RLA efficiencyRatio of the median over the 10th percentile in RLA, 2009

Panel A Panel B

Figure 5.4. Overall age-related investment levels explain the most variation
in poverty rates

Note: For poverty data notes see Figure 5.1; see Chapter 2 for detail on spending profiles for children up to age 18.
Luxembourg is excluded from the Figure as an outlier (spending data is available via the StatLink). Canada and Turkey
are missing.

Source: OECD’s Secretariat’s calculations from OECD (2010e), Social Expenditure Database. For income poverty sources,
see Figure 5.1.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393521
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Table 5.1. Parental employment reduces poverty in families with children
Child poverty rates and poverty rates for people in households with children (0-17 years)

by family structure and employment status, mid- to late-2000s

Poverty in households with children

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Child
poverty

Total
poverty rate 
(difference 

from 1)

Sole
parent
(emp.)

Sole
parent

(non-emp.)

Sole
parent

(emp.; 3+ 
children)

Couple 
families 
(2 emp.)

Couple 
families 
(1 emp.)

Couple 
families

(non-emp.)

Couple 
families 

(emp., 3+ 
children)

Australia 11.8 –1.7 6.1 67.8 3.2 1.0 7.9 50.8 3.1

Austria 6.2 –0.6 17.1 50.8 11.4 2.4 8.1 59.7 3.3

Belgium 10.0 –1.0 10.1 43.2 11.3 2.5 10.6 36.1 6.3

Canada 14.8 –2.4 29.6 90.5 . . 4.1 28.7 79.4 . .

Chile 20.5 –3.1 37.6 87.2 56.3 5.8 27.2 32.8 14.9

Czech Republic 10.3 –2.5 10.3 71.4 . . 0.7 9.5 43.2 1.1

Denmark 3.7 –0.8 5.1 33.9 12.2 0.6 7.8 29.2 2.3

Estonia 12.4 –1.9 29.2 94.5 78.4 3.1 16.3 75.4 7.3

Finland 4.2 –0.4 5.6 46.3 6.6 1.1 8.9 23.4 2.5

France 8.0 –1.3 14.6 35.8 17.7 3.0 8.7 18.1 5.2

Germany 8.3 –0.7 11.6 46.2 . . 0.6 3.7 23.2 . .

Greece 13.2 –1.2 17.6 83.6 33.7 4.0 22.1 39.2 18.3

Hungary 7.2 –0.8 21.3 30.8 . . 3.1 6.5 9.6 . .

Iceland 8.3 –1.0 17.1 22.9 29.7 4.1 28.8 51.0 9.3

Ireland 16.3 –2.4 24.0 74.9 37.2 1.9 15.7 55.4 8.7

Israel 26.6 –4.1 29.6 81.1 . . 3.6 37.5 86.4 . .

Italy 15.3 –1.3 22.8 87.6 . . 2.7 22.5 79.3 . .

Japan 14.2 –2.0 54.6 52.5 . . 9.5 11.0 37.8 . .

Korea 10.3 –1.7 19.7 23.1 . . 5.3 9.5 37.5 . .

Luxembourg 12.4 –1.4 38.3 69.0 27.9 5.3 15.8 27.4 13.6

Mexico 25.8 –3.6 31.6 48.2 . . 11.2 34.7 68.7 . .

Netherlands 9.6 –1.8 23.2 56.8 . . 1.8 14.6 63.1 . .

Norway 5.5 –0.8 5.9 42.5 7.5 0.2 7.3 45.4 2.7

New Zealand 12.2 –2.6 14.0 75.7 . . 1.0 9.3 68.6 . .

Poland 21.5 –2.3 12.0 46.0 42.3 9.8 14.1 48.2 27.1

Portugal 16.6 –2.5 26.2 90.2 42.0 4.8 34.3 53.2 24.5

Spain 17.3 –2.6 32.2 78.0 . . 5.1 23.2 70.6 . .

Slovak Republic 10.9 –1.0 23.9 65.9 32.7 1.8 18.2 66.0 6.0

Slovenia 7.8 0.7 19.6 72.8 79.9 2.1 22.0 76.6 25.8

Sweden 7.0 –0.9 11.0 54.5 . . 1.4 18.5 46.0 . .

Switzerland 9.4 –1.0 21.6 . . 7.6 . .

Turkey 24.6 –4.3 31.9 43.6 . . . . 18.9 28.1 . .

United Kingdom 10.1 –1.2 6.7 39.1 7.2 1.0 9.0 35.8 17.6

United States 21.6 –3.0 35.8 91.5 55.6 6.6 30.6 84.1 18.3

OECD34 12.7 –1.7 21.1 60.5 31.2 3.5 17.0 50.0 10.9

Note: Columns 3, 4, 6, 7 and 8 reflect sole-parent families and couple families by employment status of adults,
regardless of the number of children in the household. Poverty rates are for all household types where the household
head is of working age (15-65) and there is at least one child, aged 0-17, present. OECD averages are unweighted. Data
for Switzerland are not disaggregated by employment status.
Source: Provisional data from OECD (2010a), Income Distribution Questionnaires.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932394205
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Poverty risks for families with more than three children are particularly high for sole-

parent families. Large working sole-parent families are at least twice as likely to be in

poverty as the average working sole-parent family in Denmark, Estonia, Poland and

Slovenia (in Italy this is six times as high). In Australia, Austria, and Luxembourg having a

large family for a working sole parent (column 5) reduces the risk of poverty compared

with working sole parents overall (column 3). This may be due to unobserved family

characteristics specific to larger sole-parent families (e.g., larger families may have older

children contributing to household income), the prevalence of large sole-parent families, or

due to family benefits supporting larger families in these countries.5

The average poverty rates for working couples (column 9) with large families is half of

that of working sole parents (column 5). Compared with the average working-couple family

(column 6), the relative risk of poverty for large couple families is at least ten times as high

in Norway, Slovenia and the United Kingdom.

When is a good time for mothers to go back to work?

Chapter 1 showed that nowadays, more mothers with young children are in paid work

than before. However, the appropriate timing to resume (or start) paid work after childbirth

continues to be a hot subject of debate. Early maternal employment may deprive children

of continuity in infant care, time and attention; it may impede the development of secure

infant bonding as well as the opportunity of extended breastfeeding, all of which are

associated with a number of cognitive, emotional and health benefits (Box 5.4 below). On

the other hand, maternal employment means more family income, which has positive

effects on child development, especially among children of low-income families, and leave

periods of more than 20 weeks may have a negative effect on future maternal earnings

profiles (Jaumotte, 2003).

The effect of early participation in formal care arrangements on child well-being is not

straightforward. Early formal childcare can have a positive effect for children experiencing

significant disadvantage whose parents are stressed or have poor parenting skills. But it

may have more negative than positive effects for children from more advantaged

backgrounds (Ruhm, 2000; Hill et al., 2001; Gregg et al., 2005) whose parents are able to

provide a safe and nurturing environment. Formal childcare facilitates social interactions

with other children as well as learning how to socialise and co-operate with others, but

early participation involves the risk of being exposed to stressful interactions with peers

when children are too young to deal with this. Also, participation in formal childcare

increases the risk of early exposure to infectious diseases (see below).

What evidence does the literature hold?

Studies on the relationship between maternal employment and children’s cognitive

and behavioural development have found mixed results. Factors that influence the

variation in results include the time of return to work, child and family characteristics, and

the quality and intensity of childcare arrangements. Evidence based on longitudinal data

from the United Kingdom and the United States generally suggests that full-time maternal

employment during the first year of a child’s life is associated with poorer child outcomes,

especially poorer cognitive outcomes (Brooks-Gunn et al., 2002; Ermisch and Francesconi,

2000; and Joshi et al., 2009). However, a recent study suggests that the negative effects are

offset by the positive effects of more use of centre-based care, higher quality home
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Box 5.4. Breastfeeding and child IQ

Whether breastfeeding is good for child IQ has been subject to considerable investigation since the 1920s.
Almost a century later, the general consensus is that much of the research finding a positive causal effect
of breastfeeding on intelligence was of low quality. Recent evidence allows a cautious positive conclusion
to be drawn – breastfeeding causes higher child IQ, with a small effect size (see Michaelson et al., 2009). The
best evidence on the causal effect of breastfeeding on child IQ is drawn from studies which control for
mothers’ IQ and use general populations. The table below summarises the evidence of these studies,
ranking studies by increasing age of the child when IQ is measured. Where authors use multiple measures
of breastfeeding or use several general measures of intelligence (only Clark et al., 2006, is in the latter
group), multiple results are provided – 26 in all.

Summary of studies of child IQ and breastfeeding using maternal IQ as a control

Study Country N
Child
age

Reported breast-feeding control Sign
Significance

(5%)

Perroni et al. (2003) MEX 79 1-6 months Exclusive/non-exclusive breastfed + S

Gomez-Sanchez et al. (2004) ESP 164 2 Formula fed, breastfed 0-4, 4 > months + SS

Morrow-Tlucak et al. (1988)1 USA 219 2 Formula fed, breastfed 0-4, 4 > months + S

Morrow-Tlucak et al. (1988)2 USA 219 2 Breastfed weeks + S

Torres-Sanchez et al. (2009) MEX 270 2 1/2 Breastfed/not breastfed + NS

Gibson-Davis and Brooks-Gunn (2006) USA 1 647 3 Breastfed < 1, 1 > months + NS

Johnson et al. (1996)1 USA 195 3 Breastfed/not breastfed + S

Johnson et al. (1996)2 USA 190 3 Breastfed months + NS

Johnson et al. (1996)3 USA 190 3 Exclusive breastfed months + NS

Johnson et al. (1996)4 USA 190 3 Breastfed months, months squared + S

Ghys et al. (2002) NLD 124 4 Breastfed months + NS

Julvez et al. (2007)1 ESP 68 4 Breastfed < 2, 2-12, 12-20, 20-28, 28 > weeks + SS

Julvez et al. (2007)1 ESP 68 4 Breastfed weeks + S

Angelsen et al. (2001) NOR, SWE 192 5 Breastfed < 3 months, breastfed 6 > months + S

Clark et al. (2006)1 CHL 718 5 1/2 Exclusive breastfeeding < 2, 2-8, 8> months + S

Clark et al. (2006)2 CHL 718 5 1/2 Exclusive breastfeeding < 2, 2-8, 8 > months + NS

Herbstman et al. (2010) USA 92 6 Percentage of first year breastfed – NS

Fergusson et al. (1982) NZL 954 7 Formula fed, breastfed 0-4, 4 > months + S

Richards et al. (1998) GBR 511 8 Breastfed/not breastfed + NS

Gale et al. (2004) GBR 221 9 Formula fed, breastfed 0-1, 1-4 months, 4 > months + SS

Der et al. (2006)1 USA 5 475 10 Breastfed/not breastfed + NS

Der et al. (2006)2 USA 2 454 10 Breastfed months + S

Der et al. (2006)3 USA 2 454 10 Formula fed, breastfed 1-5, 6-12, 13-28, 29 > weeks + SS

Hay et al. (2001) GBR 115 11 Breastfeeding weeks in the first three months + S

Jacobsen et al. (1999) USA 278 11 Breastfed/not breastfed + NS

Wigg et al. (1998) AUS 343 12 Breastfed/mixed/bottle fed at six months + NS

Country codes: AUS = Australia, CHL = Chile, ESP = Spain, MEX = Mexico, NZL = New Zealand, NLD = Netherlands, NOR = Norway,
SWE = Sweden, GBR = United Kingdom, USA = United States of America.
N: number of child-observations.
Child age: in years.
Sign: sign on the breastfeeding coefficients compared to no breastfeeding as a treatment. Where there are multiple coefficients for
different breast feeding durations (e.g. Clark et al., 2006 ; Der et al., 2006; Fergusson et al., 1982; Gomez-Sanchez et al., 2004; Gale et al.,
2004; and Julvez et al., 2007), the column is coded according to the sign of a simple majority of coefficients or, if these are equal, by the
sign of the largest breastfeeding category.
1. Clark et al. (2006) use two general measures of intelligence, the BCA and the WPPSI-R. Results from both tests are consequently

reported.
2. Julvez et al.’s detailed results (2007) were supplied to us by Jordi Julvez.
3. Luisa Torres-Sanchez and Lizbeth Lopez-Carillo provided unpublished results used here from Torres-Sanchez et al. (2009).
4. Jule Herbstman provided unpublished results for Herbstman et al. (2010). The additional assistance is much appreciated.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932394281
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environments, and greater maternal sensitivity (Brooks-Gunn et al., 2010). In any case,

most studies show that the measured effects on cognitive development are small. Maternal

employment may have more negative effects on child outcomes for children of two-parent

families, high income or highly educated families (Gregg et al., 2005; and Ruhm, 2004). By

contrast, early employment is not linked to poorer outcomes of children in sole-parent

families (e.g. Han et al., 2001), nor of children from ethnic minorities such as African-

Americans (Brooks-Gunn et al., 2010).

Compared with mothers who are not in work (including “on leave”) or in part-time

employment, early (within six months) maternal employment on a full-time basis is

negatively associated with breastfeeding rates and duration (Hawkins et al., 2007; Cooklin

et al., 2008). In addition, longer periods of breastfeeding are more likely among women whose

employers offer family-friendly or flexible work arrangements including part-time work

(Hawkins et al., 2007). Breastfeeding has multiple benefits for the healthy development of

young children (in terms of nutritional benefits and protection against diseases, also after

controlling for environmental factors that could be confounding this association)

(Quigley et al., 2007; Ladomenou et al., 2010; and Liesbeth et al., 2010). Breastfeeding is also

related with positive maternal health outcomes such as a reduced risk of breast and ovarian

cancer, type-two diabetes and maternal postpartum depression (Ip et al., 2007). However, a

review of the role of breastfeeding in promoting mother-child attachment is inconclusive

(Jansen et al., 2008). The literature also suggests that breastfeeding has a positive effect on

cognitive development, but the effects are likely to be small (Box 5.4).

Beyond the first year, formal childcare participation may have positive effects on

cognitive development (Waldfogel, 2002), but some negative effects on behavioural

outcomes may be observed if children are in poor-quality care or in care for long hours

(Belsky et al., 2007; and Stamm, 2009). Hence, care intensity and quality matter. Long hours

in care are problematic for young children, but effects are small (Langlois and Liben, 2003)

and vary with child characteristics. Nevertheless, there is evidence that long periods in

centre-based care are linked with more problem behaviours that manifest themselves

through sixth grade (Belsky et al., 2007). All studies that control for quality find that

high-quality care is important for children’s cognitive development (e.g. NICHD, 2003). In

terms of physical health, participation in formal childcare can also lead to increased rates

of respiratory diseases, ear infections and gastro-intestinal problems (Gordon et al., 2007;

and Zutavern et al., 2007).

Participation in early years programmes is most beneficial for children from

disadvantaged backgrounds. Examples of successful interventions include several

programmes in the United States such as the Head Start Program, the Perry Preschool Project,

the Abecedarian Program, and the Chicago Child-Parent Centres (Carneiro and Ginja, 2008).

The combination of home visits and centre-based care appears to produce the greatest

results. Other targeted interventions with a childcare component outside the United States

include the Sure Start Programme in the United Kingdom. A recent evaluation of this

programme found improvements in seven out of fourteen outcomes (NEES, 2008), in contrast

to the mixed results found in earlier evaluations (NEES, 2005). This difference in results

might stem from differences in research methods, from improvements in services or longer

exposure of children and families to these services.

The establishment of a universal subsidised childcare programme in the Canadian

province of Quebec in the late 1990s allowed researchers to compare outcomes of children in
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this province with other Canadian children (Baker et al., 2005; and Lefebvre et al., 2008). The

Quebec Family Policy began in 1997 with the extension of full-time kindergarten to all 5-year-

olds and the offer of childcare subsidies to all 4-year-olds. The subsidies were extended to all

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

Evaluations found that, in the aftermath of these changes, child socio-emotional outcomes

(including hyperactivity, anxiety and aggressiveness), physical health measures as well as

parental interactions with pre-school children worsened in the Canadian province of

Quebec. However, this Quebec policy offered subsidies that parents could take to a range of

providers, and it is not clear that the quality of providers was high. Also the policy increased

the number of hours in formal childcare, which together with the uneven quality of care may

explain the poor outcomes observed. However, it is important to note that the quality of

childcare facilities in Quebec varies widely across providers (Giguere and Desrosiers, 2010).

Hence, to better understand the association between non-parental care and child

development, studies need also to control for the quality of providers.

Denmark is generally thought to have one of the highest quality universal childcare

systems in the OECD. Gupta and Simonsen (2010) find that outcomes of eleven-year olds who

were in non-parental care (centre-based care or family-day care) at age three are not

statistically different from those of children who were in parental care. In addition, Deding

et al., (2007) do not find a negative effect of maternal employment in the first year of the

child’s life on children’s behaviour in Denmark. In fact, they find that the association of early

maternal employment, if any, is positive and stronger for boys than for girls.

In France, evidence suggests that attending pre-school (école maternelle) from the age

of 2 has no negative effects on later cognitive outcomes (Caille et al., 2001; and Goux and

Maurin, 2010). On the contrary, there seems to be a small but positive effect on the chances

of not repeating the second grade of primary school (CE2 – at age 8). Moreover, this positive

association is mainly observed among children from disadvantaged backgrounds. The

authors suggest that attending pre-school from age 2 may help reduce the social

inequalities that prevail in elementary schools.

There is little evidence on the influence of father’s employment on child development.

Traditionally, the role of fathers in providing personal care for children is limited and there

are data constraints in longitudinal datasets which prevent a detailed analysis of the issue.

The few studies that exist on paternal employment find that it has a weaker influence on

child development than maternal employment and that the small effects are either neutral

or positive (Ermisch and Francesconi, 2000; Ruhm, 2004 ; Baxter and Smart, 2011).

A cross-national analysis of longitudinal data

To get a good view on the relationship between maternal employment and children’s

cognitive and behavioural outcomes, longitudinal datasets with sufficiently large sample

sizes have to be used so as to follow children over time and measure their well-being at

different stages of development. These datasets further facilitate the analysis of the effects

of maternal employment by controlling for a wide range of child, mother and family

characteristics, and they also cast light on how children in different population groups may

be differently affected by maternal employment decisions.

The results presented here are a first cross-national study on the relationship

between maternal employment and child development of birth cohorts of five

OECD countries: Australia, Canada, Denmark, the United Kingdom and the United States
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(the longitudinal datasets needed for such an analysis are increasingly being developed

in other OECD countries). This is based on information on children born around the turn

of the millennium, and by using a common framework and comparable data, the effect

of maternal employment on child development can be considered cross-nationally

(Box 5.5).

Box 5.5. Using longitudinal datasets for the analysis of effects
of maternal employment on child development

The cross-national comparison of the relationship between maternal employment and
child development is based on longitudinal datasets for: Australia, Canada, Denmark, the
United Kingdom and the United States (Annex 5.A2). The data from the national studies
concern children born around the year 2000, interviewed close to the time of birth and
then followed up during early and mid-childhood. The advantage of using these large
cohort studies is that the richness of the data facilitates controlling for background
characteristics that could bias estimates of the relationship between maternal
employment and child development. However, three caveats should be borne in mind
while interpreting the results. First, these results reflect the experiences of individuals
born in a specific year and living in a specific context. Second, estimates should be
considered as indicative of associations rather than causal effects since it is not possible to
completely eliminate individual heterogeneity and reverse causality problems. Third,
estimates refer to the average child, which is informative for policymaking. However, what
works for the average child does not necessarily work for all children.

Child developmental outcomes are assessed using information on cognitive ability, conduct
problems and attention problems. Raw scores from cognitive tests were standardised to a
mean of 100 and a standard deviation of 10, with higher scores meaning better outcomes.
Behavioural outcomes were converted into binary variables, using specific cut-off points
for high scores for each outcome; except for the United States (Annex 5.A2). These
variables thus take a value of 1 if cohort members are considered to have high conduct or
attention-hyperactivity problems. The conduct problems dimension includes reports on
whether the child: a) frequently fights with other children; b) often has temper tantrums;
c) is often disobedient; d) is often argumentative; and e) is often spiteful. Similarly, the
variable measuring attention problems uses reports on whether the child: a) is squirmy or
fidgety; b) cannot settle down to anything; c) is very restless; d) is easily distracted; and
e) does not stop to think and does not finish task.

Maternal employment is assessed considering both intensity and timing. Outcomes of
children whose mothers worked during infancy are compared with those of children
whose mothers did not work during this period. In particular, the analysis considers
children whose mothers were in paid work for up to (part-time) and over (full-time)
30 hours per week full-time (35 hours for the United States) by six months, in paid work
between six and 11 months, and not in paid work in the first year of the child’s life (which
is used as the reference category). The reason for comparing employment before and after
six months – instead of the broader 12 months interval – is that by six months paid
maternity leave is over in most countries and because exclusive breastfeeding is typically
recommended for a period of six months. The analysis examines intensity of work as
previous research shows that the effects of early maternal employment vary by whether it
is full-time or part-time.
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Patterns of maternal employment and non-parental childcare

Figure 5.5 shows that about half of mothers returned to (or started) work during their

child’s first year of life. There is, however, considerable cross-national variation in the

timing and intensity of resuming (starting) work. In the United States, 42% of mothers were

in paid work (mostly full time) by the time the child was 6-months old. In contrast, in

Canada few women were in paid work before their child was aged 6 months (16%) and,

among those who were working during this period, there was no difference in the number

of working hours (around 8% in full-time and 8% in part-time). In Denmark, 40% of women

started work between six and 11 months and only 20% were in work before this period.

Moreover, fewer Danish women (40%) were not in paid work by the first birthday of their

child. In Australia and the United Kingdom, there is little difference in the proportion

of mothers working six months after childbirth (23% and 28%, correspondingly) and

the proportion of mothers working by the time their child was aged 6 to 11 months

(21% and 22%, correspondingly). Additionally, in these two countries, mothers who were in

paid work by the time their child was 6-months old, work more in part-time jobs (17% and

18%, respectively) than in full-time jobs (6% and 10%, respectively).

Maternal characteristics play an important role in decisions on work after childbirth.

In some countries, however, these characteristics have a stronger influence than in others.

For example, Figure 5.6 shows that family structure in the United Kingdom has a clear

association with early maternal employment. Sole mothers in the United Kingdom are less

likely to be in paid work six months after childbirth than mothers in intact families

Box 5.5. Using longitudinal datasets for the analysis of effects
of maternal employment on child development (cont.)

A number of child and family background factors were included in the analysis to control for
possible associations that might independently influence the link between maternal
employment and child outcomes.

Child-related factors include: sex; age in months; ethnicity; whether child was born
prematurely; weight at birth; and number of siblings at birth.

Maternal characteristics include: employment during pregnancy; employment at the time
of data collection; age at child’s birth; whether she was born outside the country of study;
and post-partum depression.

Family-related variables considered include: family structure (always in intact family,
always in a sole-parent family and living with separated parents or in a reconstituted
family); parental education (highest level of educational attained by mother or father – if
present); family income; and housing tenure. The model also includes some parenting
behaviour measures, which could affect child outcomes: duration of breastfeeding; daily
reading to children; having regular sleep or meal schedules; and physical punishment.

It is important to note that some of the factors included in the model might themselves
be affected by maternal employment, in ways that might be associated with better or
worse child outcomes. For example, mothers who work earlier will be less likely to
breastfeed but at the same time their families would likely have higher incomes. By
including such an extensive range of other factors in the model, the analysis presents
estimates of the effects of maternal employment assuming all else is equal.
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(13% and 30%, respectively). By contrast, in the United States sole mothers are more likely

to be in paid work six months after childbirth than mothers always in intact families

(46% and 37%, correspondingly). In Australia, Canada and Denmark, differences in

maternal employment by family structure are less marked.

Figure 5.5. About half of the mothers in Anglophone countries are in paid work
on the first birthday of their child

Proportion of mothers in paid work after childbirth by timing and intensity

1. Data for Denmark do not distinguish between full-time and part-time work.
2. Data for the United States define full-time work as working 35 hours or more per week.

Source:  See Annex 5.A2.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393540

Figure 5.6. British sole mothers are less likely to be in paid work
by the time the child is 6 months old

Proportion of mothers in paid work by the time the child is six months, by family structure

Note: The value of bars does not add to 100%. Sample sizes in Australia did not allow distinguishing children living
always in sole-parent families from children in broken or reconstituted families.

Source: See Annex 5.A2.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393559
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Figure 5.7 shows maternal employment rates by parental education among women in

the different samples. In most countries, the higher the educational level of the parents,

the more likely it is for children to have their mother in work by the time they are 6-months

old. Mothers with higher levels of educational attainment are more likely to face higher

opportunity costs when staying at home; they are most likely to have better jobs and to be

more motivated to return to work.

Cross-country differences in labour force participation reflect variations in a wide range

of factors influencing maternal employment decisions. These include not only family

policies (tax-benefit, parental leave systems and formal childcare systems) but also cultural

attitudes towards maternal employment. For example, in Denmark the comprehensive

parental leave and childcare support systems explain the high proportion of mothers with

young children in employment, as well as the relatively small differences in employment

outcomes by educational attainment or family structure. In addition, in Denmark, as in other

Nordic countries, societal attitudes towards maternal employment are positive.

Early maternal employment and child outcomes

Cognitive scores. In general, maternal employment by the child’s first six months of life

was associated with somewhat lower cognitive scores on some items relative to mothers

not working during the child’s first year, even after holding constant a wide range of child,

mother and family factors, including several that would be affected by maternal

employment. However, these negative associations mainly concerned full-time

employment, were of small size and only marginally significant (at the 10% level) in the

United Kingdom and the United States.

Figure 5.8 presents the relationship between maternal employment and cognitive

scores for 4-5 year-olds, except for Denmark where such information is not available before

age 11 (for more detail on the results by age, see Annex 5.A2). For children in the

United States, full-time employment at six months was negatively linked with vocabulary

Figure 5.7. Mothers with high levels of educational attainment are more likely
to go back to work early

Proportion of mothers in paid work by the time the child is six months, by parental education

Source: See Annex 5.A2.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393578
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test scores of children aged 4 years old, but the effect was small (–0.7 score points), and only

marginally significant (at the 10% level). In the United Kingdom, early maternal employment

(full-time and part-time) appeared to have a very small negative association with vocabulary

test scores for children age 4-5. However, the association persists, and is somewhat larger for

children aged 7 (Table 5.A2.2).

Figure 5.8 also shows that maternal employment by six months seems to have a

positive relationship with cognitive scores of Danish children at age 11, compared with

children of the same age whose mother was not in paid work when the child was 1-year

old. Few Danish women are in paid work by six months. Hence, it is likely that those who

are back in work at such an early stage are those with higher employment attachment,

with higher opportunity costs of staying at home. Additionally, in Canada, positive links

were also observed. Children whose mother was in paid work by the time they were

between 6- and 11-months-olds had marginally significantly higher scores (0.7 score

points) than children whose mothers were not in paid work by their first birthday.

Conduct and attention problems. There is little evidence that conduct problems are

more likely amongst children of working mothers (Table 5.A2.2). Only in the United

Kingdom is there some evidence that maternal employment by the time the child is

Figure 5.8. The effect of maternal employment on cognitive development is small, 
and only negative and statistically significant in the United Kingdom

and the United States
Associations between maternal employment and cognitive scores: benchmarked against mothers not

in paid work during the child’s first year1, 2, 3

Note: * p < 10; ** p < 05; *** p < 01.
1. This Figure presents estimates from multivariate regressions on cognitive scores at age 4-5. Although not presented

here, estimates belong to models that control for child-related factors (sex; age in months; ethnicity; whether child
was born prematurely; weight at birth; and number of siblings at birth), maternal characteristics (employment
during pregnancy; employment at time of data collection; age at child’s birth; born outside the country of study; and
post-partum depression), and family-related factors (family structure, parental education, family income and
housing tenure). Results for other age groups as well as for behavioural outcomes are presented in Annex 5.A2.

2. The bars represent estimates of the associations between maternal employment and cognitive scores. Results
indicate how much test scores are expected to increase (if the sign of the coefficient is positive) or to decrease (if
the sign of the coefficient is negative) relative to children whose mothers were not in employment during the
child’s first year of life (the benchmark or omitted category).

3. The mean value of the test scores is 100 and the standard deviation 10. Hence, a coefficient of minus 1 represents
a reduction of 1% from the mean value.

Source: See Annex 5.A2.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393597
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6-months old may have a small negative effect on children’s behaviour: the odds of

experiencing conduct problems are significant only for children aged 5 and 7.

Likewise, there is little evidence that attention-hyperactivity problems are negatively

associated with maternal employment in the first year (either full-time by six months,

part-time by six months or in work between 6 and 11 months). In general, results are not

significant, except in Canada and the United Kingdom (Table 5.A2.2), though results do not

show a consistent pattern.

It was not possibly to control for quality of care because not all cohort studies collect

this information. This is an important gap because good (bad) quality of care arrangements

is likely to affect the relationship between maternal employment and child outcomes.

However, a consistent finding among studies that control for quality of services is that

high-quality care is important for children’s cognitive and social development, though the

size of the association varies across studies (Waldfogel, 2002; Langlois and Liben, 2003; and

Vandell et al., 2010).

Child outcomes for different population groups. The relationship between maternal

employment and child outcomes may differ across family types and families with different

overall levels of parental education attainment. However, linkages between early maternal

employment and child outcomes do not appear to differ within groups of family types in

Australia and Denmark. By contrast, there are some differences in results for Canada, the

United Kingdom and the United States (Huerta et al., 2011).

In general, outcomes of children in intact families are more likely to be negatively

related with early maternal employment than children in other type of family structures.

Early maternal employment is also negatively associated with cognitive scores of children of

parents with high educational attainment in the United Kingdom and the United States, and

it is positively linked with behavioural problems amongst children whose parents have high

levels of educational attainment. In general, the size of the associations is modest for both

behavioural outcomes and small for cognitive scores. These findings are in line with recent

studies on American and British children (Joshi et al., 2009; and Brooks-Gunn et al., 2010).

Participation in formal and informal childcare. Childcare arrangements are an important

factor in considering children’s cognitive and behavioural outcomes. Participation in formal

care does not seem to have a negative effect on cognitive development. In fact, formal

childcare participation seems to have a positive and statistically significant association with

cognitive scores in the United Kingdom and the United States (for some age-groups).

However, associations are small and non-significant in Australia, Canada or Denmark

(Huerta et al., 2011). As for the intensity of participation in formal care, there is no clear

pattern showing larger effects for either short or long hours care.

The evidence also suggests that informal care during infancy is not necessarily

negatively related with child cognitive outcomes. For example, in Australia children

in informal care had somewhat higher scores on cognitive outcomes than children who

were mainly cared for by their parents. Grandparents are the most common provider

of childcare in Australia when children are young. However, children being looked after

grandparents tend to spend fewer hours per week in care than children in formal

childcare (Gray et al., 2005). It is possible that the result observed is related with intensity-

of-care effect.
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Other factors which affect cognitive outcomes

Other individual and family characteristics included in the model specifications

appear to be more important predictors of child outcomes than maternal employment,

although it is important to note that some of these factors could themselves be affected by

maternal employment. Factors with stronger associations include gender, ethnicity,

parental education, family’s economic circumstances, maternal depression (for

behavioural outcomes) and some parenting activities (breastfeeding duration and reading).

Figure 5.9 shows that parental education is significantly associated with children’s

cognitive performance: on average, children whose parents had low levels of education

obtained significantly lower test scores (between –4.3 and –1.8 point scores) than children

whose parents had high educational levels. Speaking a foreign language at home is also

negatively related to children’s cognitive scores, except in Denmark. However, scores for

Danish children were measured at a later age (age 11) than elsewhere, and older children

will have had more time to catch up with their native peers.

Figure 5.9 also shows that parenting activities such as breastfeeding and reading daily

to children have a positive influence on children’s cognitive development. The importance

of parenting activities is in line with other studies. For example, Belsky et al. (2007)

observed that parenting is a stronger and more consistent predictor of child development

until at least sixth grade than early childcare experiences.

Figure 5.9. Background characteristics play an important role on children’s 
cognitive outcomes

Cognitive scores (omitted category: not in paid work in child’s first 12 months of life)1, 2

Note: * p < 10; ** p < .05; ***p < .01.
1. Estimates presented here were drawn from multivariate regressions on cognitive scores at age 4-5. Although not

presented here, estimates belong to models that control for child-related factors, maternal characteristics and
family-related variables.

2. Coefficients for parental education here refer to children whose parents had low levels of education compared
with children with parents in the high level category. Coefficients for foreign language spoken at home refer to
children who spoke a foreign language at home compared with children who did not. Coefficients for
breastfeeding refer to children who were breastfed for less than three months compared with children who were
breastfed for six months or more. Coefficients for daily reading refer to children whose parents read to them daily
compared with those of children who were read in a more sporadic basis. In Denmark, the latter variable is talking
with children because the sample concerns children at age 11.

Source: Huerta et al. (2011).
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393616
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The effects of birth-related leave on child and maternal well-being
In an early comparative study, using a panel of aggregate data from European

OECD member states, Ruhm (2000) found that increases of paid parental leave policies

improved birth weight and reduced infant or child mortality. The rationale is that paid

leave provides parents with time to invest in taking care of their young children: effects

mainly concern the post-neo-natal period where medicalised care does not play such a

strong role. In an update and extension (including data for Japan and the United States) of

this work, Tanaka (2005) generally upheld Ruhm’s findings and also found that longer

periods of paid leave reduce infant mortality while unpaid leaves have no significant effect.

A recent OECD analysis updated and extended the Ruhm and Tanaka parental leave

databases to cover 30 OECD countries (Baldi and Chapple, 2011). The parental leave

database differs in some significant ways from the earlier data used by Ruhm. The OECD

data on job-protected and paid maternal and parental leave was used to replace Ruhm’s

data in his key country-panel regression explaining infant mortality (16 European

countries in the panel, covering the years 1969-94). All other co-variates included were

identical to those of Ruhm. The revisions in the birth-related leave data have a large and

striking effect on the conclusions from the econometric analysis. The effect of using the

OECD data in place of that of Ruhm was to reduce considerably the coefficient on the

length of parental leave from –0.25 to –0.05. Additionally, the coefficient on the leave

variable falls from a 1% level of significance in Ruhm’s original regression to a level where

it was statistically insignificant in its influence on infant mortality.

The data were also used by Baldi and Chapple on an expanded panel of 30

OECD countries over a longer time period (1969-2008) to examine the impact of leave on

infant mortality and post-neo-natal infant mortality.6 Data limitations restrict the set of

regressors included in the econometric equations compared with those used by Ruhm.7

Again, the expanded results shown in Table 5.2 offer little support for the notion that birth-

related leave causes lower infant mortality.

Table 5.2. No significant effect is found for differences
in job-protected paid parental leave on infant mortality

Estimates of the effects of paid, job-protected birth-related leave on infant mortality across
the OECD, 1969-2008

Dependent variable: natural log
of the infant mortality rate

Dependent variable: natural log 
of the post-neonatal infant mortality rate

Leave –0.022 (0.021) –0.033 (0.019) 0.030 (0.023) 0.023 (0.032) 0.023 (0.030) –0.018 (0.047)

Fertility – 0.149 (0.011) 0.139 (0.016) – 0.210 (0.020) 0.008 (0.035)

Country-specific linear
time trends No No Yes No No Yes

Country and time dummies Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Number of observations 1 170 1 170 1 170 1 092 1 092 1 092

R2 0.96 0.966 0.986 0.903 0.912 0.944

Note: All OECD countries are included except Chile, Estonia, Israel and Slovenia. Leave is divided by 100 to render the
results comparable with Ruhm and Tanaka. Equations were estimated using OLS. Some missing values of variables
were linearly interpolated, or extrapolated using the value of the variable closest in time to the missing variable.
Source: Baldi and Chapple (2011).

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932394224
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There is also a growing “natural policy experiment” literature on the effects of changes

in leave policies on child health and development.8 In this literature too, the evidence on

the effects on child well-being is mixed and inconclusive (Box 5.6).

Variations and changes to parental leave policies and maternal well-being

The research considered above has focused on the effects of birth-related leave on

children’s health and wellbeing. There is less research on how changes to birth-related

leave may affect maternal health and health behaviours, which in turn may have indirect

effects on a range of child outcomes. The limited evidence is mixed.

Box 5.6. Comparing leave systems before and after policy changes for effects
on child well-being

The table below summarises the results of the effect of expansions to birth-related leave policies on child
well-being in Canada, Denmark, Germany, Norway and Sweden, as well as across the OECD. The results are
mixed to negative. As has been discussed in the text, the Ruhm and Tanaka results may not be robust.

Summary of natural policy experiments on changes to birth-related leave

Authors Country Outcome
Size of birth-related leave policy 

change
Date

of policy change
Age of 

Observation age
Significant

Ruhm (2000) 16 OECD
countries

Low birth-weight, infant
and child mortality

Various, depending
on country/time

1969-1994 0-5 years Yes

Tanaka (2005)1 18 OECD
countries

Low birth-weight, infant
and child mortality, 

immunisation

Various, depending
on country/time

1969-2000 0-5 years Yes

Baker and Milligan 
(2008b)2

Canada Parent-reported child health, 
behaviour, family functioning

Rise of 27 weeks
(from 25 weeks)

December, 2000 2 years No

Zarrabi (2009)3 Canada Wide range of health, behaviour, 
development and cognitive 

outcomes

Rise of 27 weeks
(from 25 weeks)

December, 2000 7 months
to 6 years

Mixed

Liu and Skans (2009) Sweden Test scores, grades Rise of 12 weeks
(from 52 weeks)

August, 1988 16 years No

Liu and Skans (2009) Sweden Hospital admissions
up to age 16

Rise of 13 weeks
(from 52 weeks)

August, 1989 0-16 years No

Dustmann and 
Schonberg (2008)

Germany Wages, unemployment
and educational track outcomes

Rise from 2 to 6 months May, 1979 25-26 years No

Rise from 6 to 10 months January, 86 18-20 years

Rise from 18 to 36 months January, 92 13-14 years

Rassmussen (2010) Denmark High school enrolment
and grades

Rise of 6 weeks (from 14 weeks), 
2 extra weeks for fathers

July, 1984 16 years No

Carneiro, Loken
and Salvanes (2010)4

Norway High school dropout, college 
attendance, IQ, Male height

Rise of 6 weeks paid leave
(from 12 weeks), 52 weeks unpaid 

(from 0 weeks)

July, 1977 15-29 year Yes

Carneiro, Loken and 
Salvanes (2010)

Norway Teen pregnancy Rise of 6 weeks paid
(from 12 weeks), 52 weeks unpaid 

(from 0 weeks)

July, 1977 15-19 years No

1. No significant effect on immunisations.
2. Zarrabi extends and expands this work.
3. Temperament, cognitive development and breastfeeding positively and significantly affected. Some deterioration in behaviour

that disappears by age 4-5 years.
4. Breastfeeding rises do not explain the positive educational results.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932394300
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Early and small non-representative sample studies from the United States suggest that

employed women have worse physical health following childbirth (Gjerdingen et al., 1995),

and provide mixed results on mother’s mental health outcomes (Hyde et al., 1995; and

McGovern et al., 1997). However, these research designs are not sufficiently sophisticated

to make it clear whether the observed associations are causal. Other studies with more

sophisticated methodologies and larger samples have been undertaken that overcome these

problems.

Chatterji and Markowitz (2004) investigated the impact of the length of maternity

leave on maternal overall health and depression of working mothers in the United States.

Using an instrumental variables approach to account for the possible endogeneity of the

return-to-work decision, the findings suggest that returning to work later reduces

depressive symptoms, but not the probability of clinical depression or outpatient visits

after childbirth. In a later paper, Chatterji and Markowitz (2008) consider the impact of

leave on maternal depression, overall health status, and substance use; again employing

an instrumental variables approach and including county-level employment conditions

and state-level maternity leave policies as instruments to address reverse causality issues.

Again results suggest that longer maternity leave from work is associated with declines in

depression, as well as improvements in overall health, although the effects are small (to

reduce the likelihood of depression by 5% and overall health by 1%, leave would need to be

doubled from 9 to 18 weeks). Additionally, the authors find that if men take paternal leave,

there is less maternal depression.

The doubling of Canadian birth-related leave from six months to one year was found

by Baker and Milligan (2008b) to have resulted in a considerable increase in the time

women take off work and an associated rise in breastfeeding rates.9 However, maternal

health, measured by a five-level indicator of mothers’ self-reported health, an index of

depression, a binary indicator of no post-partum depression, and a count of post-partum

problems, in no cases was affected by the extension of birth-related leave. Similarly, Liu

and Skans (2009) examination of the Swedish leave expansion identified no effect of the

policy change on two measures of maternal well-being (divorce or mental health-based

hospital admissions).10

Notes

1. “Intact families” refer to children growing up with both biological parents since birth. 

2. In this chapter, the statistical data for Israel are supplied by and under the responsibility of the
relevant Israeli authorities. The use of such data by the OECD is without prejudice to the status of
the Golan Heights, East Jerusalem and Israeli settlements in the West Bank under the terms of
international law.

3. For detailed information on this programme, consult www.oportunidades.gob.mx/Portal/.

4. Swiss social spending may not be covered entirely by the OECD Social Expenditure Database as
cantonal spending on social assistance and childcare may well push Switzerland's real spending
level closer to the OECD average (Adema et al., 2011).

5. Equivalence scales used to calculate costs in poverty statistics are not usually applied in benefit
payments, so per child increments can have a bigger impact on large family poverty rates even
though real amounts paid are the same per head. 

6. Neo-natal mortality is defined as deaths between 28 days and one year, the latter outcome is
arguably more likely to be influenced by the post-birth environment, including changes in leave
duration (Ruhm, 2000).
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7. Ruhm and Tanaka use a range of covariates in their regressions, including fertility, per capita GDP,
health spending, health care coverage, the number of dialysis patients and the female
employment-population ratio. For the countries considered here, only fertility was available for
sufficient countries over the 1969-2007 time period. Thus, it was not possible to replicate exactly
Ruhm and Tanaka’s approach over the entire sample and period.

8. Policy reforms in some countries (for example, Australia) are relatively new. Their impact may not
be discernable. Nevertheless, countries with recent reforms or no reforms are included in the
analysis as a baseline comparison group.

9. At a national level, Baker and Milligan (2008a) use the panel approach to look at parental leave
across Canadian Provinces between 1961 and 2001. During this period provinces had a very wide
variation in weeks of unpaid job-protected parental leave – from zero to 70 weeks. Baker and
Milligan find no evidence that increases in unpaid leave improve parent-reported infant health
outcomes.

10. A methodological aspect of these studies that needs to be taken into account when reading these
findings is that the majority calculate their estimates based on the parental leave duration parents
were entitled to in the year when the child was born (i.e., before or after the reform) and not on the
actual use of parental leave. This is because the latter data are difficult to gather. 
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ANNEX 5.A1 

Associations Between Child Poverty and Spending 
by Type

Figure 5.A1.1 uses the spending analysis in Chapter 2 to explore the associations

between spending on cash and childcare policies and poverty rates for children aged

0-17 years of age. Increased levels of spending of both types are significantly associated

with lower child poverty rates; of the two, childcare spending has the strongest association.
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Figure 5.A1.1. Childcare spending explains more variation in poverty rates
than cash and tax-break spending

Note: For poverty data notes see Figure 5.1; see Chapter 2 for detail on spending profiles for children up to age 18.
Luxembourg is excluded from the Figure as an outlier (spending data is available via the Statlink).

Source: OECD’s Secretariat’s calculations from OECD (2010e), Social Expenditure Database. For income poverty sources,
see Figure 5.1.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393635
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ANNEX 5.A2 

Cohort Studies, Methods and Detailed Results

Data for Australia have been taken from Growing Up in Australia: The Longitudinal Study

of Australian Children. This study follows two cohorts of children. The analysis here uses

data of one cohort only: children born between March 1999 and February 2000 (K cohort).

This cohort has been followed up at three waves of data collection: 1) in 2004, when

children were aged 4 to 5; 2) in 2006, when children were aged 6 to 7; and 3) in 2008, when

children were aged 8 to 9. The sample was limited to children in couple-parent or sole-

mother families, excluding a small number of families. The sample size is around

4 000 children.

Data for Canada come from the National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth

(NLSCY). This is a long-running longitudinal study of children and youth in the

ten Canadian provinces. The first data collection occurred in 1994/95 (Cycle 1). Here,

information on two cohorts is considered: 1) children aged 0-1 years by 31 December 2000

(first introduced in Cycle 4), and 2) children aged 0-1 years by 31 December 2002 (first

introduced in Cycle 5). Cohorts have been followed every two years: at ages 2-3, ages 4-5

and ages 6-7 (only available for cohort first introduced in Cycle 4). The sample size of the

two cohorts combined is around 7 000 children.

Data for Denmark have been taken from the Danish Longitudinal Survey of Children

(DALSC). This is a representative sample of Danish children, all born within six weeks in

the fall of 1995. The sample size of DALSC is of around 6 000 children. This cohort has been

followed up during four sweeps of data collection: 1) in 1996, when babies were about

6 months old; 2) in 1999, when children were about 3½ years old; 3) in 2003, when children

were about 7½ years old; and 4) in 2007, when children were about 11 years old. Survey

data has been merged with information from administrative registers at Statistics

Denmark. The information used here comes from all four waves, as well as from registers.

Data for the United Kingdom come from the Millennium Cohort Study (MCS). This is a

multi-disciplinary survey of around 19 000 children born in the four constituent countries

of the United Kingdom in 2000-01. The study has tracked children during four waves of

data collection: 1) in 2001-02, when children were 9–11 months old; 2) in 2004-05, when

children were aged 3 years old; 3) in 2006, when children were aged 5 years old; and

4) in 2008, when children were aged 7 years old.

Finally, data for the United States are from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study (ECLS)

programme. ECLS gathers information of three longitudinal samples of children. Here the

analysis considers data on children born in 2001 (ECLS-B) who were followed up when they
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were 9-months old (2001-02), 2 years old (2003-04), 4 years old (2005-06) and while in

kindergarten (fall of 2006 or fall of 2007). The sample is nationally representative and

covers around 14 000 children.

Methods
Models are estimated using multivariate regression analysis. Models examining

cognitive scores are estimated using ordinary least square (OLS) regressions and models for

behavioural outcomes are calculated using logistic regressions. Outcomes are regressed on

the maternal employment and childcare variables, together with the set of child and family

background factors described above. Models are run separately for each outcome variable,

each age group and each country. Here only results from two model specifications are

presented (For more detail see Huerta et al., 2011).

Cognitive outcome measures
The table below presents the different cognitive tests collected in the five cohort

studies analysed here.

Table 5.A2.1. An overview of cognitive outcome measures

Australia1 Canada Denmark United Kingdom Unitied States

Age 3 Age 2

– Bracken Basic Concept 
Scale (child’s readiness 
for formal schooling)

– Bayley Short Form-Research
Edition (cognitive 
development) 

Age 4-5 Age 4-5 Age 5 Age 4

Learning outcome index:
– Australian Council for 

Educational Research
(ACER) Who Am I?;

– Peabody Picture
Vocabulary Test 

– Peabody Picture 
Vocabulary Test 

– British Ability Scale 
(naming vocabulary);

– Pattern construction
and picture similarity.

– Early reading;
– Language development;
– Mathematics;
– Vocabulary;
– Communication skills.

Age 6-7 Age 7 Age 5-6 

Learning outcome index:
– Peabody Picture

Vocabulary Test;
– Wechsler intelligence scale 

(matrix reasoning subscale);
– Academic Rating Scale 

(language, literacy, and 
mathematics).

– British Ability Scale
(word reading);

– NFER progress
in maths
(numeracy test) 

– Early reading;
– Language development;
– Mathematics.

Age 8-9 Age 11 

Learning outcome index:
– Peabody Picture

Vocabulary Test;
– Wechsler intelligence scale 

(matrix reasoning subscale);
– Academic Rating Scale 

(language, literacy, and 
mathematics).

– Children’s Problem 
Solving Test (CHIPS) 

1. Australia calculates a learning outcome index that incorporates measures of language and literacy, which varies
according to age.

Source: Huenta et al. (2011).
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932394243



5. PROMOTING CHILD DEVELOPMENT AND CHILD WELL-BEING

DOING BETTER FOR FAMILIES © OECD 2011 209

Behavioural outcome measures
Two measures of behavioural problems are examined: conduct problems and attention

(or hyperactivity) problems. Both were examined using parental reports on children’s

behaviour. In most of the surveys considered here, the instrument used to examine these

aspects of child development is the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ), a

25 item behavioural screening questionnaire. The conduct problems dimension includes

reports on whether the child: a) frequently fights with other children, b) often has temper

tantrums, c) is often disobedient, d) is often argumentative and e) is often spiteful.

Similarly, the variable measuring inattention problems uses reports on whether the child:

a) is squirmy or fidgety, b) cannot settle down to anything, c) is very restless, d) is easily

distracted and e) does not stop to think and does not finish task. Each attribute was rated

by parents using a scale from 0 to 2 (not true, somewhat true, and certainly true).

Responses were added to obtain a total score for each dimension, with higher scores

indicating more problems. Total scores of each dimension were then converted into binary

variables, considering cut-off points suggested by the literature (see Huerta et al., 2011).

These variables take a value of 1 if cohort members have high scores of conduct or

attention issues. Data for the United States were classified differently: children with

behavioural scores located at the top 15% of the distribution of the total score were

considered as having conduct or attention problems. The classification was done

differently as the US data did not include exactly the same items as those in the SDQ.

Previous research by Waldfodgel using ECLS-B has shown that the top 15% of scores

represents high levels of behaviour problems.

Attrition is one disadvantage of longitudinal studies, especially when lost

observations have characteristics that differ from those of the rest of the population.

However, attrition analyses of cohort studies suggest that, even when cumulative attrition

is high, especially among disadvantaged groups, it does not affect the representativeness

of the data (Nathan, 1999; Alderman et al., 2001). Nevertheless, to ensure that results are

not affected by non-response bias, for each variable included in the analyses, information

was included on whether such data were missing for a particular respondent.

Summary of the results
Results on cognitive scores indicate how much test scores are expected to increase (if

the sign of the coefficient is positive) or to decrease (if the sign of the coefficient is negative)

relative to children whose mothers were not in employment during the child’s first year of

life (the benchmark or omitted category). The mean value of test scores is 100. Hence, a

1 point reduction represents a reduction of 1% of the mean value.

Behavioural outcomes (conduct problems and attention issues) are captured by odds

ratios. An odds ratio with a value of one indicates that experiencing behavioural problems

is equally likely in both groups, the employment category examined and the omitted

category. An odds ratio greater than 1 suggests that experiencing behavioural problems is

more likely in the category examined than in the omitted (or benchmark) category. An odds

ratio below 1 indicates that experiencing behavioural problems is less likely in children in

the category examined than in children whose mothers were not in employment (omitted

category). Only the parameter estimates for which there is evidence that the result did not

occur by chance – statistically significant – are presented.
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Table 5.A2.2 presents results for the three child outcomes from age 3 onwards. The

first section shows results for cognitive scores, the second for conduct problems and the

last one for attention problems. In general, results indicate that maternal employment by

the child’s first six months of life was associated with somewhat lower cognitive scores

relative to not working during child’s first year of life. In the United Kingdom, for example,

full-time employment by six months was linked with lower cognitive scores for most of the

outcomes analysed. The largest association was observed for reading scores of children

aged 7, which showed that children whose mothers were in full-time employment by

six months had 1.2% lower test scores than children whose mothers were not in

employment by child’s first birthday. Part-time employment by six months was also

negatively related with cognitive scores of British children but the associations were

smaller and somewhat less consistent than for full-time employment. Employment

between six and 11 months in the United Kingdom was related with significantly lower

scores on one cognitive outcome, reading for children aged 7 years old (–0.6 score points).

For behavioural outcomes, results for British children suggest that at age 5 children

whose mothers were in full-time work by six months were 1.37 times (or 37%) more likely

to exhibit bad behaviour than children whose mothers were not in paid work by their first

birthday. Similarly, at ages 5 and 7, children whose mothers were in part-time work by

six months had higher odds of conduct problems (odd ratios of 1.42 and 1.10, respectively)

relative to children whose mothers were not in work by their first birthday. However, only

in the United Kingdom is there some evidence that maternal employment by the time the

child is 6-months old may have a detrimental effect on children’s behavioural adjustment.

In general, maternal employment does not have a large effect on attention issues.

Results are not significant, except in Canada and the United Kingdom. For example,

Canadian children at age 4 were more likely of experiencing attention problems (odd ratios

of 2.2) if their mother worked part-time during their first six months of life than their peers

whose mother was not in work during their first year of life.
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Chapter 6 

Sole parents, public policy,
employment and poverty

Sole-parent families across the OECD are changing. There are more employed sole-
parent families than before, their families are smaller than they were a generation
ago, and their children on average are older. Nonetheless, poverty risks remain
higher for this family type than for other households with children.

Policies specifically targeted at sole parents can help, but outcomes in terms of
economic participation and poverty depend on whether countries treat sole parents
like any other parent and provide commensurate support to help them match their
work and care commitments. Such a general and “active” policy stance is effective
in reducing benefit dependency, even when financial incentives to work for
low-income sole parents may be weak.

A considerable proportion of OECD children is eligible for child-support payments.
Child-support policies can play an important role in improving the well-being of
sole-parent families and in some countries they significantly reduce poverty risks
for children in such families.
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Introduction
Improving the living conditions of families, and supporting those at an increased risk

of poor outcomes, such as sole-parent families and their children, is an important aim of

social policy development. In most OECD countries, social policy places more and more

emphasis on activation, i.e. the role of work in helping people achieve and maintain

acceptable living standards. As spending on family policies grows, and increasing use is

made of measures such as in-work benefits and tax credits, work-testing of social

assistance benefits and extensions to childcare support for both younger and older

children, the removal of barriers to employment and underemployment becomes a critical

element for the success of family policy.

In the absence of a partner, combining work and family life puts unique pressures on

both the single parent and the children and may limit the household’s earnings potential.

In addition, non-resident parents are likely to have difficulty investing as much time and

money in their child(ren) as resident parents. To improve outcomes for children and

parents, governments have been putting public policies in place to regulate custody,

visitation rights and amounts of child support.

The chapter starts with an overview of the socio-demographic characteristics of sole-

parent families across the OECD. It then considers the treatment of sole parents in tax/

benefit systems, with a particular focus on barriers to taking up employment for sole

parents with children of childcare age. The last section considers child-support or child-

maintenance payments by non-resident parents, including estimates of the number of

children concerned, the amounts of transfers involved, and their overall effect in reducing

child poverty.

Main findings
Considering employment and poverty outcomes, an analysis of the tax and benefit

treatment of sole parents in OECD countries shows the following:

● Despite increasing sole-parent employment rates, poverty rates on average remain high.

Moreover, in recent years the net effect of social transfers on sole-parents’ poverty rates

has declined. Reducing income poverty will require additional support for working and

non-working sole-parent families.

● Low-income sole parents often have access to childcare support, but in more than a third of

OECD countries they spend a greater proportion of their family budget on childcare than

those earning average wages. Considering the cost of childcare, immediate financial

incentives to work are weak for sole parents with very young children: on average across

the OECD, a sole parent working full-time and earning the average wage takes home less

than a third of their employment earnings after allowances are made for taxes, loss of

benefit income and childcare costs. After accounting for these costs, work does not pay

for low-income sole parents in Slovenia, Canada (Ontario), the Czech Republic,

Switzerland (Zürich) and Ireland.
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● An “active” policy stance combined with comprehensive work and care supports has the best

results. Countries with policies that expect sole parents to work from an early age of their

child and have comprehensive employment and childcare supports in place to help them

achieve these goals generally have the best outcomes for sole-parent families in terms of

both employment and poverty rates.

● When children are in school, most sole parents in OECD countries make net gains on low wages.

For low-wage sole parents with children in primary school, additional benefits and fiscal

supports supplement take-home pay. Nevertheless, in some OECD countries incentives

to increase earnings remain weak also when children are in primary and/or secondary

school, as for example, in Korea, Spain, Switzerland (Zürich), and Turkey.

Child-support policies can play an important role in improving the well-being of

children in sole-parent families. In some OECD countries, they make a significant

contribution to reducing child poverty and they may also increase contact with the non-

resident parent. Increasing rates of family dissolution across the OECD suggest that the

number of sole-parent and “re-partnered” families and children that are likely to be

affected by child-support schemes is growing. To make child-support systems more

effective, the analysis suggests:

● In the absence of a system of advance maintenance payments, at least some part of the payment

by the non-resident parents should go directly to the child. Currently, in some countries if the

resident parent receives income support, the payment collected effectively goes to the

government to offset the cost of income support being paid to the family in question.

This may create disincentives for the non-resident parent to meet his/her commitments.

Therefore, some portion of child-support payments should always go to the child for

which support is being paid.

● Shared parenting is becoming more common. Countries could promote shared parenting

through joint child custody and through reduction of payments to the resident parent

when children spend part of their time with the non-resident parent. Current formulae for

determining payments should be reassessed to make sure that the level of payments

accounts for different parenting arrangements. Such measures could lead to greater

compliance and increase the amount of time children spent with the non-resident parent.

● Simplify payment formulae and procedures. Greater compliance may also be achieved by:

having simple formulas for the calculation of payments; setting payment rates while

accounting for the income position of non-resident parents; and through simplified

enforcement procedures.

The evolving experiences of sole-parent families in the OECD
In many OECD countries, the proportion of sole-parent families is on the rise:

from 5.5% in the mid-1980s to 8.1% in the mid-2000s (Annex 6.A1).1 Furthermore, the face

of sole-parent families is changing. Children in sole-parent families are now, on average,

older than before and the size of the sole-parent family is getting smaller. Sole-parent

families are most common in Sweden and the United Kingdom and least prevalent in

southern European countries.2

Chapter 1 showed that poverty risks for working sole parents are considerably lower

than for jobless sole parents. Figure 6.1 shows that in most countries, more than 60% of

sole parents are in work, while this proportion is closer to 50% in Australia, Belgium,

Ireland and the United Kingdom. A system of income supports can alleviate the poverty
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risks when employment rates are low, as in Belgium and the United Kingdom. At the same

time high employment rates (over 70%) are no guarantee that poverty among sole parents

is low (e.g. Japan and the United States). In these countries, sole parents are often in low-

paid jobs with in-work benefit support being insufficient to significantly reduce poverty

risks among sole parents. Current outcomes determine which policy response is called for

(Whiteford and Adema, 2007): in countries with high levels of in-work poverty, a policy

focus on well-designed in-work benefits will be most effective; in countries with low

employment rates, policy needs to focus on increasing work expectations and reducing

benefit dependency among sole parents, as for example, in Ireland (see below).

On average across the OECD, employment rates among sole parents have been

increasing over the past 20 years as have poverty rates (Annex 6.A1). This reflects the

diminishing effect of net transfers on poverty reduction (OECD, 2008a and 2010a). However,

Nordic countries have maintained a high level of sole-parent employment rates, as well as

relatively low poverty rates (Figure 6.1 and Annex 6.A1). This is because Nordic social policy

models generally focus on employment participation among all adults, regardless of the

civil status, and seek to promote this via greater access to childcare supports, in-work

benefits and general work-testing of (sole) parents on income support (see below).

Both work-related and non-work-related benefits and tax allowances play an

important role in the link between sole-parent employment rates and poverty rates (see

below). Moreover, both employment options and benefit receipt are affected by socio-

demographic factors, in particular:

● The age of the youngest child in the sole-parent household affects employment

participation decisions in different ways. In many countries eligibility to, and amounts

of social security payments, vary with the age of children, while work-testing conditions

attached to income support require sole parents with children above a certain age to be

available for work and/or training. The presence of older children also makes it easier to

Figure 6.1. Across the OECD the majority of sole parents are
in paid employment, mid- to late-2000s1

1. Data refers to latest year available (see Table 6.A1.1 in annex).

Source: Provisional data from OECD (2010a), Income Distribution Questionnaires.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393711
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be in work, as they attend school. Therefore, many countries require sole parents to be

available for work (see below) when the youngest child enters school (around age 5 or 6)

or when access to subsidised pre-school services becomes widely available (about age 3;

Chapter 4). The average age of children living in sole-parent families in the OECD is

9.5 years. In Italy, Korea and Poland, the average age of the youngest child is over

10.5 years; in Ireland, Mexico, the United Kingdom and the United States, the average

age of the youngest child is between 7 and 8 years. Evidence for the United Kingdom

suggests that sole parents who do not re-partner have older children (Box 6.1).

● The size of the sole-parent family also determines additional costs, caring responsibilities,

and entitlement to benefits. On average, sole-parent households are smaller than

couple-family households.

Figure 6.2 shows the association between the average age of the youngest child in sole-

parent and couple families and the average family size (number of children) since the

mid-1990s. Each different coloured diamond represents a different wave of data. Over time,

Box 6.1. Sole parents, re-partnering and poverty

The time spent living in a sole-parent family will increase the risk of experiencing poverty. Using British
Household Panel Survey (BHPS) data to look at sole parents who re-partner and those that do not sheds light
on the extent to which re-partnering is associated with barriers to labour market participation and poverty.

Results from five waves of the BHPS, covering the same families between 2002/03 and 2007/08, show that
72% of United Kingdom families were couple families across all five waves (where data was available);
14.5% were always sole parents; and just over 13% were sole parents for part of this period (see table below).
Families always headed by a sole parent are families with older children (which can relate to additional
consumption costs), and fewer children. Sole parents who do not re-partner are most often mothers who
tend to be older than sole parents who re-partner. The table below identifies sole parents most at risk of
poor outcomes. It shows that even short periods of sole parenthood are associated with increased risks of
joblessness and poverty. Moreover, the results clearly show poverty and joblessness is most persistent
among sole parents who do not re-partner.

Longer experiences of sole parenthood come with higher risks
of poverty and unemployment

Differences in socio-demographic and socio-economic indicators by family type

Percentage
Age

of youngest child 
(mean)

Number
of children

(mean)

Sex of head 
(percentage male)

Age of head
(mean)

Persistent
child poverty

(%)

Persistent 
worklessness

(%)

Couple families 72.1 6.4 2.0 . . 41.0 40.6 3.1

Always sole parents 14.5 8.4 1.7 3.3 38.8 85.3 34.0

Sometimes sole parent 13.3 6.0 1.9 10.0 34.8 70.8 15.3

All families 100 6.7 1.9 . . 39.8 50.5 9.2

Note: Shaded areas show that result is significantly different from other categories at the level of p < 0.05. “Always couple families”
refers to no change in two-parent family status over the five annual BHPS waves. “Always sole parents” refers to no change in sole-
parent status in the five years between 2002/03 and 2007/08. “Sometimes sole parent” refers to at least one year’s experience of
sole parenthood in the same period. Only cases with data for all five survey waves were included in the analysis. Persistence in
poverty and joblessness refers to reports of poverty or joblessness in three of the five survey years.
Source: BHPS waves 2002/03 to 2007/08, analysis carried out by Antonia Keung, University of York, November, 2010.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932394452
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the number of children aged 0-17 years has fallen in both family types, but overall couple

families are shrinking faster and family size differences are becoming less distinct across

countries (the dark blue diamonds are not only lower in the Figure, but closer together and

Box 6.1. Sole parents, re-partnering and poverty (cont.)

International evidence of re-partnering during the children’s early years taken from the cohort studies
introduced in Chapter 5 shows age-related patterns of re-partnering. Across countries, as children age,
more families with two biological parents break up, and rates of re-partnering increase. In the United
Kingdom and the United States, over 75% of people who are sole parents when their children are aged 2 to
3 years old have not re-partnered four years later.

 As children age, they are more likely to live in reconstituted families

Source: For Australia: age 2-3 (wave 2 of LSAC B cohort); age 4-5 (wave 1 of LSAC K cohort); age 6-7 (wave 2 of LSAC K cohort). For
other countries see Chapter 5 annex for information on birth cohort studies.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393844
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1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393730
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closer to the 45-degree line). Regarding the average age of the youngest child, an opposite

pattern is seen. Children in both family types are getting older on average, and by the mid-

2000s the youngest child in a sole-parent family was on average at least a year older than

the youngest child in couple families.

The policy stance towards sole-parent families

An overview of policies for sole parents

Sole parents who are low-income earners almost always receive more favourable

treatment in tax and benefit systems than either earner in a two-earner couple family. This

is mainly because of the treatment of total household income in the minimum guarantees

for social assistance or in-work benefits, rather than the result of policies that are

specifically targeted to sole-parent families.

Across the OECD, policies to support sole parents vary widely in terms of timing, length,

payments and earnings/income disregards.3 Table 6.1 summarises the policies that include

particular sole-parent adjustments highlighting which countries make use of these benefits.4

Not included are benefits particularly important to sole parents that do not include explicitly

expressed adjustments for this family type; two such examples being childcare and social-

assistance benefits. Countries with comprehensive childcare systems and social-assistance

benefits with high minimum-income guarantees capture all family types, and although

these do not show up as policies specific to sole parents, such policies have a strong effect on

income and employment opportunities in these families (Chapter 4).

Main income-support programmes: a general or a specific policy approach?

Some OECD countries have specific benefit arrangements for jobless parents,

including many sole parents. Until recently Australia, Ireland, New Zealand and the United

Kingdom all provided support to sole parents for prolonged periods with very few work

conditions attached. Consequently, employment rates were low (OECD, 2007) and benefit

dependency and poverty was high.

Australia and the United Kingdom have decreased the age of the youngest child at

which parents are entitled to income support without them having to be available for full-

time work and/or training (the so-called “work-test”, Table 6.2). Similarly, New Zealand has

introduced a part-time work test when children enter school, but options to introduce the

Table 6.1. Many OECD countries have a multi-policy response
to supporting sole parents

Family allowances 
supplements

Belgium, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Italy, Korea, Norway, Poland, Portugal, 
Slovenia.

Tax breaks Austria, Belgium, Canada, Estonia, France, Germany, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Poland, 
Portugal, the United Kingdom (working tax credit).

Parental leave Austria, Poland, the Slovak Republic, Spain (birth grant in 2008 – now abolished).
Childcare benefits Belgium, Canada, Iceland, Japan, Korea, Norway.
Social assistance
or housing supplements

Belgium, the Czech Republic, France, Germany, Hungary, Israel, Japan, Korea, the Netherlands, the Slovak 
Republic, Slovenia, the United Kingdom.

Sole-parent income
supports

Australia (Parenting Payment), France (API), Iceland (mother father allowance), Ireland (one parent family 
benefit), Japan (sole parent benefit), New Zealand (Domestic Purposes benefit), Norway (Transitional Benefit).

Advances of maintenance 
payments Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Germany, Norway, Poland, the Slovak Republic, Slovenia, Sweden, Switzerland. 
No specific policies Chile, Mexico, Turkey, the United States.

Source: National authorities, 2010.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932394319
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Table 6.2. Policy often expects sole parents to look for work
when children enter pre- or primary school

Specific treatment of sole parents in social assistance policies; age-related work tests for parents on income support 
(unemployment benefit and/or social assistance), 2008; and public spending on childcare (age 0 to 6), 2007

Country Policy Age-limit of payment (child) Income support Work test  
Childcare 

spending (% GDP)

Australia Parenting Payment for sole parents 8th birthday (when transferred to
New Start Allowance – also work-tested).

From 6 0.4

Austria . . . . Age 3 0.3

Belgium Supplement to Social Assistance
(AFG)

Until child reaches 18, or 25 if
in education.

Discretion 0.8

Canada . . . . Varies across provinces: from 6 months 
to age 6 

. .

Czech Republic Social Assistance supplement Until child reaches age 26. From age 4. 0.4

Denmark Discretion, generally after parental leave 
(age 1). 

1.3

Finland Discretion, generally after home care 
leave (age 3).

0.9

France Sole parent benefit (API) Until youngest child is age 3. None 1.0

Social Assistance (RMI) supplement 
when parents are in activation 
programmes

Until there are no dependent children
in the household.

From 3.

Germany Additional needs allowance
in Jobseekers allowance

Sole-parent supplement for one child 
under the age of 7 or two under the age 
of 16: general child age limit – 25 years.

From 3. 0.4

Greece . .

Hungary 0.6

Iceland Mother/Fatherhood Allowance Two children under the age of 18. None. 0.9

Ireland One parent Family payment Until age 18 or 22 if in education. None. 0.3

Israel Social Assistance supplement Until there are no dependent children
in the household.

From age 2. . .

Italy 0.6

Japan Sole Parent Benefit Until age 18 (mothers only). None. 0.3

Social Assistance Supplement Until 15, or 20 if receiving disability 
assistance.

Discretion (BB)

Korea None 0.3

Luxembourg From 6 0.4

Mexico None 0.6

Netherlands Social Assistance Supplement From 5. 0.7

New Zealand Domestic Purposes Benefit Until age 18. Part-time work-test from age 6 0.8

Norway Transitional benefit Until age 3. Parents with one child can extend benefit 
receipt with two years (from age 3)
if they engage in training.

1.0

Poland . .

Portugal None 0.4

Slovak Republic Protective allowance
in Social Assistance

Until age 31 weeks. None. 0.4

Slovenia Increase to Minimum income of Social 
Assistance

Until age 18. . .

Spain None 0.5

Sweden Discretion, after parental leave
(16  months/home care leave age 3).

1.1

Switzerland Varies across Cantons . .

Turkey None . .

United Kingdom Income support Until age 18. Families with children aged 7 and over. 1.1

United States Varies across states; often before age 1. 0.4

Source: OECD (2007), Babies and Bosses. Reconciling Work and Family Life; OECD (2008b), Benefits and Wages; OECD (2010b), OECD Family
Database; and OECD (2010c), OECD Employment Outlook.

1 2  http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932394338
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work test at an earlier stage (including when pre-school care becomes available around

age 2-3) are being considered (Welfare Working Group, 2010). Only Irish policy still provides

benefits to sole parents without work conditions until the age of 18.

By contrast, the generally “active” policy stance towards all parents on income support

regardless of household status is key to high employment rates and relatively low poverty

rates among sole parents in Nordic countries (Figure 6.1 and Table 6.A1.1. in the annex).

Parents who are no longer entitled to parental leave (Denmark and Iceland) or home care

or childrearing allowance (Finland, Norway and Sweden) are work–tested for benefit

receipt (either unemployment insurance or social assistance). This policy stance is

facilitated by a comprehensive system of employment supports (e.g. counselling, training

and upskilling). In 2008, Denmark and Sweden spent more than 1% of GDP on such

measures compared with an OECD average of 0.6% of GDP (OECD, 2010c).

Furthermore, when parental leave and/or home-care leave runs out in Nordic

countries, municipalities provide a system of good-quality childcare services from an early

age of the child. These countries spend more on childcare than most other OECD countries

(Table 6.2), and childcare enrolment rates are high (Chapter 4). The social system in Nordic

countries is one of mutual obligations: beyond child-related leave periods parents are

obliged to look for work, and; in return governments are obliged to provide employment

and childcare supports. The latter in particular is an essential factor in any policy system

which aims to help parents earn and provide for their children.

Other OECD countries provide limited income and/or childcare supports to sole

parents, which helps to explain the combination of relatively high employment and

poverty rates among sole parents in, for example, Greece, Italy or Portugal (Figure 6.1).

Comparing the tax and benefit treatment of sole-parent and couple families

As many sole-parent supports are paid as supplements to mainstream benefits

(e.g. family allowances or social assistance), it is difficult to compare the amount of public

family expenditure dedicated directly to sole-parent households. The simplest way to

estimate per household public support is to compare tax/benefit support for sole-parent

families with net taxes and transfers for couple families.

Figure 6.3 compares net incomes (after taxes and transfers) for households where all

adults are in work as a proportion of average gross income at 100% of the average earnings

per working adult. This is done for sole parents in work (Panel A) and for couple families

(Panel B), while assuming in both cases that there are two children in the household aged 9

and 11 (the youngest child age is set on the basis of the OECD average in the mid-2000s

identified above (see discussion of Figure 6.2).

Figure 6.3 highlights the following points:

● With the exception of four OECD countries, sole parents earning half of the average wage

had higher net than gross incomes in 2008. Panel A shows that in Switzerland, Spain,

Korea and Turkey sole parents earning 50% of the average wage take home less than

their earnings because tax and social insurance contributions are higher than total cash

transfers. By contrast, in Ireland and Italy total net income was around 40% higher than

gross income due to tax breaks and family cash benefits.

● Only three OECD countries supplement earned-income for two-earner families earning

half of the average wage per adult: Ireland, Italy and Australia (Panel B). In all other

countries, net incomes per earner for such households are lower than gross incomes.
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● The bars at the top of each panel represent the average effective tax rate for average wage

earners in different household types. In every OECD country, sole parents earning the

average wage contribute more in terms of tax and social contributions than they receive in

cash transfers and tax allowances. For sole-parent families, the average effective tax rate

for average earners is around 15% (Panel A), for couple families, per earner, the average

effective tax rate per worker is over 20% when taxes and benefits are equally spread over

the two earners (Panel B). Chapter 4 showed that sole parents often have considerably

weaker incentives to working more hours than second earners in couple families.5

Figure 6.3. Per worker, sole-parent households receive more public support in the 
majority of OECD countries

Net income as a percentage of gross average wage (50% and 100% of gross average wage) per earner

Note: For each family each adult is assumed to be working. There are two children aged 9 and 11 years. Net income
is income after cash transfers (include Social Assistance, Housing Benefits, In-work Benefits, Family Allowances and
Tax Credits) and taxes and social contributions.

Source: OECD (2008b), Benefits and Wages.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393749
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● The gaps between the top bar (the average effective tax rate at 100%) and bottom bars in

Figure 6.3 (net income at 50%), can be interpreted as the effective marginal gain in net

income for moving from earning 50% to 100% of the average wage. For both sole parents

and couple family earners, on average doubling gross income increases net income by

around 25% on average. However, there is considerable variation across countries; e.g. in

Poland and the United Kingdom sole parents face weak financial incentives to work more,

even when children are of school age (see below for a discussion of childcare costs).

How much does work pay after childcare?

The total financial gains from work are determined by the combination of benefit

entitlements, the tax treatment of earned income, and the cost of childcare for many parents

of young children. Figure 6.4 shows the marginal effective tax rates faced by sole parents

when entering full-time employment. It shows how individual policy instruments contribute

to the overall erosion of the financial gains from work, and includes the influence of

childcare fees alongside tax burdens and benefit withdrawals. Changes are shown relative to

gross employment income in a new job for a sole parent with half average earnings (Panel B)

and a sole parent with average earnings (Panel A). The horizontal markers indicate the

fraction of in-work income that is effectively “taxed away” for the parent entering

employment. The distance between these markers and the diamonds portray the part of this

“tax” (or the additional wedge) generated as the result of needing to pay for childcare in order

to take up employment. Whenever this gap is smaller than the fees, the country’s childcare

policy compensates working parents for at least part of the childcare fees.

Figure 6.4 shows the percentage of gross wage which is effectively “taxed away”, and

the effect of childcare costs6 on work incentives is unmistakable. Indeed, work incentives

for most low-wage sole parents are often limited, despite an emphasis in many countries

of promoting work as a means of reducing poverty, as well as targeting of childcare

assistance to low earners.

● On average, low-wage sole parents are left with barely 20% of their gross earnings effectively

available for the family to consume, and in several countries low-wage sole parents are not

financially better off in paid work [Canada (Ontario), the Czech Republic, Ireland, Japan,

Slovenia, and Switzerland (Zürich)].7 The cost of childcare acts as a major barrier to work in

Ireland and Canada (Ontario) where it more than doubles the effective tax rates faced by

low-wage sole parents.

● In Switzerland, already weak work incentives are further diminished when the significant

childcare costs are taken into account. By contrast, childcare costs are well supported for

low-wage sole parents in Japan, Slovenia and the Czech Republic and high effective tax rates

are largely the result of high benefit withdrawal before childcare costs are considered.

Examples of countries where employment after childcare costs does pay include

Greece, the Slovak Republic, Estonia, Denmark and Hungary (where low-wage sole parents

retain at least half their employment earnings) and in the United States, Australia, Sweden,

Portugal and the United Kingdom (where they retain more than 30%).

● In many of these countries, particularly in southern and eastern Europe, making work pay is

achieved by keeping fees low, often through public provision of childcare centres. However,

capacity of such centres is limited and access, not costs of subsidised childcare, is the key

constraint. In others, like Denmark, moderate fees are combined with income-based fee

subsidies to reduce the impact of childcare costs on the work incentives of low earners.
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Figure 6.4. Sole parents moving into full-time employment: what is left
over after childcare?

Note: Results are for 2008. Two children aged 2 and 3. Transitions are from labour market inactivity (i.e. without
unemployment benefits but maybe entitled to minimum income benefits) to a full-time job. Assumes full-time
centre-based care while in work and no childcare costs when out of work. Benefits only available on a temporary
basis immediately following the transition into work are not taken into account. The childcare cost calculations for
Austria reflect the situation in Vienna; for Belgium, the French community; Canada, the province of Ontario; the
Czech Republic in villages and towns with more than 2 000 inhabitants; for Germany, Hamburg; for Iceland,
Reykjavík; for Switzerland, Zürich; for the United Kingdom, England; and for the United States, Michigan.

Source: OECD (2008b), Benefits and Wages.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393768
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● In Australia, United States and the United Kingdom, childcare is largely privately

provided and the effect of relatively high market-based fees on work incentives is

moderated by income-based fee subsidies or fully refundable tax credits. In United

States particularly, income-based support for childcare fees is tightly targeted and the

effect of childcare costs on work incentives for sole parents earning the average wage is

much more evident, as reflected by its contribution to the effective tax rate.

Childcare costs have a considerable effect on take-home pay and labour market

behaviour of sole parents. However, responses vary across countries. For example, consider

the countries where childcare costs seriously reduce take-home pay. Employment rates8

are above the OECD average in Canada, Japan, Slovenia, and Switzerland. This suggests

that sole parents often do find solutions for their work/life balance issues using a mix of

tools, including part-time employment and using cheap informal care (as in the United

States, another place where formal childcare costs have a large effect on take-home pay of

low-income sole parents). Childcare costs in the private sector can be higher than

suggested here, which helps explain why so many mothers with young children in, for

example, the Netherlands and Switzerland work part-time.

Denmark and Sweden are among the countries where childcare costs have little effect

on the financial incentives to work, while in Finland and Norway home-care leave benefits

give sole parents an alternative to work until children are three years of age (as in Sweden

since 2008). Similarly, in the Czech Republic income supports are available until the

youngest child is 26 years of age while in Ireland income support is available for sole

parents until children become independent. In all OECD countries childcare costs are time-

limited and most pertinent until children enter kindergarten or primary school. Many

parents, sole parents included, will realise that it pays to stay in the labour force even when

childcare costs significantly affect take-home pay and increase poverty risks.

Child-support systems
Child support (or child maintenance) is a monetary payment made by the non-resident

parent9 (NRP) to the resident parent (RP) following the end of a relationship, or if a relationship

has not formed. Most OECD countries have formal child-support systems that aim to ensure

compliance of non-resident parents with their payment obligations. Some countries, however,

go one step further by making advance maintenance payments to resident parents in order to

compensate for unpaid or late payments by non-resident parents.

Child-support systems can have a number of different aims, including: i) increasing the

income of children living in sole-parent families, with direct positive consequences for child

poverty and indirect positive consequences for other child outcomes; ii) reducing the fiscal

burden on taxpayers from having to support resident parents and their children; iii) ensuring

that non-resident parents take financial responsibility for their children; iv) promoting

gender equality in family income (given women are more likely to be resident parents); and

v) promoting shared parental care of children.

How many children could be affected by child-support payments?

The population of children in a country affected by child support may be larger than

expected at first glance as such policies may affect both children receiving child support

and children in families who pay child support. The population affected by receipt of child

support includes i) children in sole-parent families; and ii) children in step-parent families
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entitled to a child-support payment. In addition, children affected by payment of child

support include i) subsequent biological children of non-resident parents in new

relationships; and ii) step children of non-resident parents in new relationships. In terms

of adults, in addition to the resident and the non-resident parents, the new partners of the

biological parents may also be affected.

Sole-parent families are typically entitled to child-support payments. Using the most

recent LIS data, Table 6.A1.2 shows that, on average, around the mid-2000s about one in six

(15%) households with children in OECD countries were sole-parent families. Rates were

lowest (less than one in ten) in Israel, Luxembourg and southern Europe and highest

in Anglophone and Nordic countries (more than one in five). Table 6.A1.2 in the annex

also includes estimates on the proportion of children in sole-parent families. On average,

across the OECD 13% of all children under 18-year-olds were living in a sole-parent family

in 2004/05. The rates were highest (above 20%) in Estonia, Ireland, Sweden, the United

Kingdom and United States, and lowest (under 8%) in Israel, Luxembourg, Mexico and

southern Europe.

Figure 6.5 looks beyond sole-parent families and provides a more comprehensive view

of the share of children potentially eligible for child-support payments: it includes data on

children aged 11, 13 and 15 in both sole-parent and step-parent families. Figure 6.5 shows

that in every OECD country a considerable proportion of children are in families who may

be eligible for child-support payment. The lowest figures are for Greece, Italy and Turkey.

But even in these countries more than one in ten children aged 11-15 may be eligible for

child support. In the United States, nearly four in every ten children aged 11-15 are in

families who potentially may receive child support.10 Child-support systems are thus an

important element of child policy that can contribute to reducing family poverty and

enhancing child well-being.

Most sole parents are mothers. But estimates in Table 6.A1.2 show that the proportion

of sole father families in all sole-parent families can be close to 20% in some countries (and

re-partnered parents may also receive child support). Child support is not paid exclusively

by men. For example, in Norway, in more than 13% of the cases of separated families, the

fathers are the resident parents (Tjøtta and Vaage, 2008). In New Zealand, 18% of those

assessed to pay child support were women and 14% of resident parents were male

(Chapple and Cronin, 2006). In the United States, in 2007, 17% of resident parents were

male and 40% of these were awarded child support (Grall, 2009).

Policies and structures of child-support systems

The modalities of child-support payments are determined by a combination of

parents, courts or administrative agencies. In the first instance, governments typically

leave it up to parents to agree privately on child support (and possibly alimony) payments.

Intervention only occurs when parents cannot reach an agreement (OECD, 2010b, PF1.5).11

The rules for determining amounts of child maintenance obligations vary widely

across countries. Some systems apply fixed rules while others provide informal guidelines.

Especially in countries where courts take the lead in setting maintenance amounts

(OECD, 2010b, PF1.5), there is in theory a considerable degree of discretion. However, in

practice, courts within a country often use the same formulae for the calculation of

amounts so that variation is limited.
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In general, the amounts of child payments are calculated mainly on basis of the NRP’s

income and living expenses. What is more, in many OECD countries [Austria, Canada

(Ontario), Denmark, Germany, New Zealand, the United Kingdom], the income of the RP is

not taken into account in the determination of child-support amounts (Skinner and

Davidson, 2009). In most countries the NRPs financial obligations with the family he/she is

currently living are also considered in the calculation of child maintenance. The most

relevant differences in the methods used for calculating the child-support payments

across countries include: the tax treatment of payment (for the NRP) and receipt (for RP) of

child support; the extent to which child-support payments are used to offset welfare

payments made to the RP; and the abatement of assessed child support on account of

shared care time.

Shared parenting is becoming more common. In most countries the child support

amounts are reduced or stopped when care is shared (equally) between resident and non-

resident parents. For example, in the United Kingdom, when parents share the care of their

children, the weekly amount of child maintenance is reduced for each day the child stays

overnight with the non-resident parent. In several countries (e.g., Australia, Belgium,

France, Germany, Wisconsin in the United States), child-support systems have been

adjusted to encourage shared parenting (Skinner and Davidson, 2009). In the United States,

joint custody reform seems to have had a positive effect on child-support receipt rates

among resident parents who do not receive public assistance (Allen et al., 2010).12 In

Australia, however, analysis of recent Child Support data did not find a link between shared

parental care and child support payment compliance.

Figure 6.5. Many children live in sole-parent and step-parent families
Living arrangements of young adolescents (age 11, 13 and 15), 2005/06

Note: OECD average is unweighted. It is calculated over 29 member countries. Countries missing are: Australia, Chile,
Israel, Japan and New Zealand.
1. Other includes foster homes or non-parental family members.
2. Data for the United Kingdom refer to England only.

Source: Currie et al. (2008), Health Behaviour in School-aged Children, 2005/06. For Mexico: Encuesta Nacional de la Dinámica
Demográfica (2006), see www.sinais.salud.gob.mx/demograficos/enadid/index.html.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393787
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Typically, formal child-support payments end when the child turns 18. However, this

period can be extended until children finish full-time education (e.g. in Australia, Ireland,

Mexico, Poland, the United Kingdom and the United States) or until they stop being

financially dependent (e.g. the Czech Republic and New Zealand). Except for Germany and

Poland, the determination of formal arrangements for children of unmarried parents is

similar to those for children of divorced parents.

OECD countries are evenly divided between those where the government makes

advance payments when the NRP does not meet his/her obligations and those that do not

(Table 6.3). In countries where advance payments are made, the government takes on the

cost of pursuing NRPs to re-claim the advanced funds, as for example, in Denmark. Such a

system can be very effective in poverty reduction, but it does not encourage parents to find

shared parental-care arrangements, as for example in Australia (Box 6.2). The generosity of

advance maintenance schemes, however, varies widely between countries, with

programmes in the Nordic countries being at the top end and programmes in France and

Germany at the other end of the scale.

Table 6.3. Public authorities make advance
child-support payments in about half

of the OECD countries

With advance maintenance schemes

Austalia

Austria ✓

Belgium ✓

Canada (Ontario)

Czech Republic ✓

Denmark ✓

Estonia ✓

Finland ✓

France ✓

Germany ✓

Greece

Hungary ✓

Ireland

Japan

Korea

Mexico

Netherlands

New Zealand

Norway ✓

Poland ✓

Portugal

Slovak Republic ✓

Spain ✓

Sweden ✓

Switzerland ✓

United Kingdom

United States

Note: Information for Chile, Iceland, Israel, Luxembourg, Slovenia
and Turkey is missing.
Source: OECD (2010b).

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932394357
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Box 6.2. Examples of child-support systems: comprehensive support
in Denmark and promoting shared parental-care arrangements in Australia

Existing legislation underlying the Danish child-support system was introduced in 1961. Its
aim is to ensure that all eligible children receive child maintenance, and advances are an
entitlement. When non-resident parents fail to pay child support or make late payments,
resident parents can request the municipal social welfare office to make advance
payments (up to age 18 at maximum). Income support for families and child maintenance
payments are complementary: when the non-resident parent makes payments to the
public agencies, this is off-set against the advance child maintenance payment, not
against income-support payments. This helps to explain why child-support payment rates
in Nordic countries do not lead to widespread poverty risks.

The main advantages of the Danish system include:

● They guarantee children and their families a minimum amount of financial support,
regardless of the non-resident parent’s socio-economic situation or his/her compliance
with obligations;

● The flat-rate payment schedule is straightforward and transparent. Collection of child-
support payments by public agencies avoids unnecessary conflict between parents;

● Low payment rates contribute to high compliance, as indicated by high child-support
receipt rates.

Disadvantages include:

● They create disincentives for non-resident parents to meet their financial obligations;

● The flat-rate payment schedules does not account for the individual circumstances of
children, and/or resident and non-resident parents;

● In itself, the system does not encourage shared parental care.

The Australian Child-support Scheme was introduced in 1988 to alleviate poverty of sole-
parent families (Australia Child-support Agency, 2006). The system was progressively
reformed during the mid- and late-2000s, with three main goals: i) reduce conflict between
parents on parenting arrangements; ii) encourage shared parental responsibility; and
iii) ensure child support is fully paid on a timely basis. These three goals were then
translated into a three-staged reform process (Skinner et al., 2007): first, simplify the
payment schedule to make it less burdensome for non-resident parents; parents were
given more time to reach parenting arrangements before their Family Tax Benefits (FTB)
were affected, while powers of enforcement were broadened (and made subject to
independent reviews); and most recently in 2008, a new payment formula was introduced
which is based on the principle of sharing costs between parents. For example, care for a
child for one night a week was recognised in terms of child-maintenance obligations.

Furthermore, children from first and second families are treated in a similar way. Under
the new formula, parents with children living with them in a “new family” are treated in
the same way as the children in the “old” family who receive child support. The income
used for child support and family assistance assessments are now similar, and more types
of income are included (foreign income, fringe benefits, and additional tax-free pensions
and benefits). Parents who have a minimum child-support assessment and pay child
support to more than one family pay a minimum amount to each family. There are now
options for parents who reach private agreements between themselves for ongoing child
support or lump-sum payments. In special circumstances, parents can apply to change
their assessment to take into account care of step children.
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Coverage of child-support systems

Table 6.4 provides information on families receiving and making child-support

payments and average amounts using the most recent LIS data (Box 6.3). The first column

presents the proportion of sole parents receiving child-support income. Differences in

child-support receipt rates by sole parents are enormous (first column Table 6.4).13 Rates

vary from highs of 91% and 100% in Denmark and Sweden respectively, to lows of 10% in

Ireland or 20% in the United Kingdom. Coverage in Denmark and Sweden14 is particularly

high because for these countries data include both payments received by non-resident

parents and advanced maintenance from the state.

The second column of Table 6.4 details the proportion of couple families receiving

child-support payments. In Denmark, Norway and Sweden, this proportion is around 10%

and lowest in Italy and Ireland (where there are not many step-parent families, Figure 6.6).

The third column of Table 6.4 shows the percentage of families with children making

child-support payments. Again, variation is considerable: about 8% of families with

children make child payments in Denmark, Greece and Norway, while this proportion is

negligible in Italy and Poland.

The fourth and fifth columns show the percentage of children in families receiving

child support and the percentage of children in families paying child support (i.e., children

whose family income is reduced by child support). In every country the proportion of

children in families receiving child support exceeds the proportion in families making

child support. Almost 10% of children are in families paying child support in Denmark and

Norway, while this proportion is close to zero in Italy and Poland. More than 20% of children

in Denmark, Norway and Sweden grow up in families receiving child support compared

with less than 3% in Italy and Spain. Estimates indicate that, on average across the OECD,

about 11% of children received financial support in 2004, up from 8% in 1994. The lower

rates of children in families paying child support compared with those receiving is mainly

due to the fact that many non-resident parents do not repartner with someone with a child

(Garfinkel et al., 1998) and secondarily to underreporting of non-resident parents owing

child support, especially those who have constituted a new family.

The last two columns of Table 6.4 show the average amount of child-support payment

received (column 6) and paid (column 7) as a proportion of the disposable income of those

families receiving and making child-support payments. Amounts range from highs of more

than 020% of income received in Italy, Poland and Switzerland down to very low amounts in

Nordic countries (6-7%), where the number of sole-parent families receiving support is high.

Payments of child support account for a somewhat smaller proportion of the disposable

income of families making payments. This may be related to higher net incomes and/or to

underreporting of payments by adults in families who make child payments.

Some reasons for non-payment of child support

Table 6.4 showed that in some countries many children in sole-parent families are not

covered by child-support payments. Low income of non-resident parents, especially

regarding young fathers, is often cited as a main reason for no or minimal payment of child

support (Mincy and Sorensen, 1998; Waldfogel, 2009). When income of the NRP is similar to

or lower than that of the RP, effects of child-support systems can be minimal or even

perverse (having little or no effect on the RPs incomes, but a clear negative effect on the

NRP’s living conditions).
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In some countries, including New Zealand, the United Kingdom and the United States,

when resident parents are on income support, child-support payments go to the

government to off-set the costs of benefits the RP is receiving. This can create disincentives

to the non-resident parent to meet his/her commitments. Therefore, some portion of

child-support payments made by the non-resident parent should go to the resident parent

(a child maintenance premium). For example, in the United Kingdom when the resident

parent is on benefits, she/he receives the benefits she/he is entitled to plus a child

maintenance premium of GBP 20 a week. Such a scheme also exists in the United States,

but the premium rate differs across states. A recent evaluation showed that when resident

parents keep the total amount of child-support awards, non-resident parents are more

likely to pay support (Cancian et al., 2008).

Table 6.4. Coverage of child-support schemes varies widely across OECD countries
Child-support receipt rates and child-support amounts as a proportion of disposable income

% of
sole parents

receiving child 
support

% of
couple-parent 

families 
receiving child 

support

% of
families

making child 
support 

payments

% of children
in families

receiving child 
support

(as a % of all 
children)

% of children in 
families paying 
child support
(as a % of all 

children)

Average
child-support 

payment
received as a %

of average 
disposable

income

Average
child-support 

payment made as
a % of average 

disposable
income

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Australia (2003) 37.3 3.8 4.1 11.2 3.8 10.9 11.7

Austria (2004) 54.2 5.4 7.0 11.0 6.7 13.2 10.9

Belgium (2000) 39.3 3.8 2.7 8.3 2.4 8.7 11.9

Canada (2004) 38.9 4.0 4.1 10.5 4.0 11.7 9.9

Denmark (2004) 90.5 12.2 8.6 26.6 8.3 6.6 5.4

Estonia (2004) 26.1 2.6 5.5 9.2 5.0 18.6 9.5

Finland (2004) 48.0 4.1 2.4 11.6 2.2 7.7 6.9

France (2000) 29.9 2.2 2.9 6.1 2.5 13.6 2.4

Germany (2004) 33.5 1.7 4.8 7.6 4.7 18.5 14.1

Greece (2004) 33.2 6.7 8.0 8.1 6.8 15.9 20.5

Hungary (2005)1 33.9 2.7 2.5 8.0 1.8 4.8 6.9

Ireland (2004) 14.6 2.3 7.6 5.2 7.1 18.4 10.0

Italy (2004) 22.2 0.1 0.7 1.4 0.6 20.4 13.1

Netherlands (2004) 36.5 6.7 9.9 10.5 9.0 12.6 10.8

Norway (2000) 76.0 11.3 8.7 23.8 9.3 7.0 7.8

Poland (2004) 30.8 1.2 0.5 4.9 0.4 22.3 15.0

Spain (2004) 26.7 1.2 4.4 2.8 4.3 17.7 10.2

Slovenia (2004)1 55.6 1.9 3.5 7.4 3.0 10.4 9.1

Sweden (2005) 100.0 9.0 4.1 29.8 4.3 7.8 5.9

Switzerland (2004) 66.8 3.1 . . 10.0 . . 26.4 . .

United Kingdom (2004) 21.9 3.7 2.8 8.7 2.6 12.1 11.4

United States (2004) 32.9 6.3 . . 13.2 . . 11.8 . .

Note: Families are defined as households with at least one child under 18. Figures do not represent take-up rates and
cannot be interpreted as the proportion of families entitled to, and in receipt of, child-support payments. Alimony
payments and advances on maintenance payments are included as child-support payments where these data are
available.
. .: Data not available.
1. Denotes when a weighted country sample is small (< 200 cases).
The year that the data refers to is shown in brackets.
Source: OECD’s Secretariat estimates using the Luxembourg Income Study (LIS) data.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932394376
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What is the effect of child-support payments on child poverty?

Table 6.5 illustrates the effect of child-support systems on child poverty. The first

column shows child poverty rates before considering the child-support system – receipt,

advances on maintenance and payment of child support. The second column factors in

advanced maintenance payments where these exist. The third column further adds receipt

of child-support payments from the NRP. Column 4 factors in the effect of payments of

child-support on child poverty rates.

Box 6.3. Luxembourg Income Study data for assessing child support

Indicators on child-support amounts and coverage were constructed using data from the
Luxembourg Income Study (LIS), a data archive that collects detailed information on
income and its components from a large number of countries (www.lisproject.org). Unlike
the OECD questionnaire on income distribution, the LIS methodology separately identifies
maintenance payments, although such information is not always a priority area in the
underlying national income surveys. LIS information on child-support payments has some
limitations: i) it does not separately identify child maintenance and alimony (money for
living expenses paid to the spouse over and above the money given for child support);
ii) most countries do not identify whether child support is received by children in
reconstituted couple families; and iii) it does not identify whether child-support payments
are made voluntarily or by court order.

LIS gathers data for 29 OECD countries and allows identifying three dimensions of the
child-support system:

● Advances on unpaid child support by the government (in some countries where such
schemes exist);

● Receipt of alimony/child support; and

● Payment of alimony/child support.

Although covered by the LIS, the Czech Republic, Israel, Korea, Luxembourg and Mexico
are not included in the analysis as they do not report information on child support. Some
national data sets do not provide information on payments of child support by the NRP (as
opposed to receipt of child-support payments by the RP, which are generally much more
likely to be collected), or only provide it for more recent surveys. Unusually, in the case of
Germany, it is only more recent surveys which provide information of receipt of child
support, whereas information on payment of child support has a longer history in the data
set. Finally, even where advances on maintenance are available as a matter of public policy,
this information is provided for some countries (Denmark, Finland, France, Poland and
Sweden) that provide this kind of support and not for others (Austria, Belgium, Estonia,
Germany, Hungary, Norway, Spain and Switzerland). However, data on advanced
maintenance payments for Denmark and Sweden, although being collected, it is not
possible to differentiate them from private payments.

Data on payments and receipts of child support in household income studies may have a
considerable degree of under-reporting. This is likely to vary across countries because, among
other things, of different household survey designs. It seems reasonable to assume that under-
reporting may be more likely when child-support payments and receipts are comparatively
low, making them less significant from a household respondents’ perspective. Also, non-
resident parents who have set up a new family may not wish to declare maintenance
payments so data in column 3 of Table 6.5 may well be biased downwards.
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Table 6.5 suggests that in the three countries (Finland, France and Poland) for which

data on advanced maintenance payments are available,15 their effect on poverty rates is

small but significant (compare column 2 with colum 1). The effect is largest in Poland and

smallest in France.

The effect of receipt of child-support payments on overall child poverty is considerable

(compare column 3 with column 1). For example, in Denmark, Germany, Switzerland and

Sweden (despite the low average amounts), the child-support system reduces child poverty

by 2.5 percentage points. Given the low “initial” poverty rate, the effectiveness of the

systems in Nordic countries is particularly high. By contrast, in the United States, the

Table 6.5. Child poverty rates (50% of median household equivalised income)
and influence of child-support payments

Child poverty
before

consideration of
the child-support 

system

Child poverty
after advances

on maintenance 
payments 

Child poverty
after advances

on maintenance 
payments

and receipt 
of child support 

Child poverty
after advances

on maintenance 
payments

and receipt
of child support

and payment
of child support

Child poverty
in sole-parent 
families before 

consideration of
the child-support 

system

Child poverty
in sole-parent 
families after 

advances
on maintenance 

payments
and receipt

of child support
and payment

of child support

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

% % % % % %

Australia (2003) 15.7 . . 14.1 14.0 42.0 33.7

Austria (2004) 8.7 . . 7.3 7.0 32.7 19.6

Belgium (2000) 8.3 . . 7.2 7.2 36.0 25.9

Canada (2004) 18.1 . . 17.1 16.8 50.6 45.0

Denmark (2004) 6.4 . . 4.0 3.9 23.3 8.5

Estonia (2004) 14.6 . . 13.9 13.9 39.7 34.3

Finland (2004) 5.4 4.7 3.7 3.7 22.8 11.2

France (2000) 8.7 8.6 7.9 7.9 34.2 28.0

Germany (2004) 13.3 . . 10.7 10.7 49.8 38.1

Greece (2004) 14.8 . . 13.7 13.2 43.4 35.5

Hungary (2005)1 10.3 . . 10.3 9.9 25.9 25.9

Ireland (2004) 17.0 . . 16.3 15.8 41.9 38.7

Italy (2004) 18.5 . . 18.4 18.4 29.0 26.7

Netherlands (2004) 10.4 . . 9.6 9.1 28.1 20.5

Norway (2000) 5.9 . . 5.0 4.9 17.1 12.7

Poland (2004) 19.6 18.2 17.3 17.2 40.4 22.5

Spain (2004) 17.7 . . 17.3 17.2 39.4 33.2

Slovenia (2004) 6.1 . . 5.7 5.5 33.0 26.5

Sweden (2005) 7.4 . . 4.9 4.7 21.2 9.7

Switzerland (2004) 12.5 . . 9.2 9.2 48.6 16.6

United Kingdom (2004) 14.8 . . 14.1 14.0 35.6 32.5

United States (2004) 22.2 . . 21.2 21.2 49.9 46.3

Note: Families are defined as households with at least one child under 18.
. .: Data not available.
1. Denotes when a weighted country sample is below 200 cases.
The year that the data refers to is shown in brackets. Data for Norway presented here refers to 2000 as estimates
based on 2004 data were not reliable.
Source: OECD’s Secretariat estimates using the Luxembourg Income Study (LIS) data.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932394395
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country with highest poverty rate in the sample, the child-support system is far less

effective in reducing child poverty (reduction of 1 percentage point).

Column 4 in Table 6.5 factors in the effect that payments of child support may have on

children in families which make child-support payment. The available data suggests child-

support payments have very little effect on overall child-poverty rates (compare with

column 3) and therefore on the poverty risks of children in paying families.

Columns 5 and 6 show child-poverty rates in sole-parent families before and after

accounting for child-support payments. The effects vary across countries, and they are

largest in Nordic countries, Poland and Switzerland. In these countries, child-support

schemes are an important policy tool in reducing child poverty in sole-parent families.

Finally, child-support policies can contribute to poverty reduction through stronger

child-support enforcement which has been shown to reduce teenage pregnancy and

teenage fertility (Plotnick et al., 2004). Expecting to be required to pay child support and

having a history of family members paying child support are also positively associated with

contraceptive use (ibid.).

Notes

1. Chapple (2009) finds a similar trend in the proportion of sole-parent families over the 1980s
and 1990s for about 10 countries for which such information is available. 

2. In this chapter, the statistical data for Israel are supplied by and under the responsibility of the
relevant Israeli authorities. The use of such data by the OECD is without prejudice to the status of
the Golan Heights, East Jerusalem and Israeli settlements in the West Bank under the terms of
international law.

3. An overview of sole-parent policies and amendments to mainstream policies for sole parents
across the OECD (cash supplements, income disregards, etc.) is available online via the OECD
Family Database. Information is included on the eligibility criteria for the benefits, whether work-
testing or work conditions exist, whether income or asset-testing is part of benefit payment, the
maximum rates available to the sole parents, and whether and how this is reduced (OECD, 2010b).

4. Childcare policies and advances on maintenance payments are included but not discussed as they
are covered in detail in later parts of the chapter.

5. Marginal effective tax rates (METRs) for sole parents moving into work were considerably higher
than for second earners in couple families; the same holds when comparing METRs for sole
parents and second earners who are considering increasing earnings from 50% of the average wage
to 100% (Chapter 4, Annex 4.A1).

6. The childcare cost calculations for Austria reflect the situation in Vienna; for Belgium, the French
community; for Canada, Ontario; the Czech Republic in villages and towns with more than
2 000 inhabitants; for Germany, Hamburg; for Iceland, Reykjavík; for Switzerland, Zürich; for the
United Kingdom, England; and for the United States, Michigan. These results do not represent the
situation in the rest of the country. 

7. With the exceptions of Greece, the Slovak Republic, Hungary, Germany and Australia, the effective
tax rates are higher for low-wage sole parents than for sole parents with average earnings.

8. It would be better to consider employment rates of sole parents who have children below age 5, but
these data are not available on an OECD-wide basis.

9. The terms “resident parent” and “non-resident parent” are used here as they are considered to be
the best terms available. However, they are less than perfect as they do not describe fully families’
new living arrangements. For example, nowadays, many children share their time between their
mother’s and father’s home. Hence, they may also reside some part of the week at the non-resident
parent’s home.

10. Grall (2009) estimated that in 2008, 21.8 million children under 21 years of age, or 25% of all
children in this age group lived with a resident parent while the other parent lived elsewhere. 
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11. OECD (2010b) presents key characteristics of child-support systems in 27 OECD countries. It provides
information on the institutions determining child-support entitlements and payments; whether
systems have different arrangements for children of married and unmarried parents vis-à-vis legally
partnered partners; who enforces child-support payments if they are not made voluntarily; and
whether or not countries advance child-support payments if these are unpaid by NRPs.

12. Beyond child support, the Canadian 2010 budget has sought to make the sharing of family cash
benefits easier in the case of joint custody.

13. Child-support receipt rates may differ according to the RP’s marital status. In general, never-
married parents are less likely to receive child support than other sole parents. Never-married
mothers are less likely to have child support orders and, as a consequence, compliance of non-
resident parents is low. For example, Allen et al. (2010) show that in 2008 in the United States child-
support receipt rates were 52% for divorced mothers, 28% for separated mothers and 14% for never-
married mothers.

14. Official estimates from Sweden show that in 2009, around 49% of children in sole-parent families
received child support without involvement of the state, either by using private child support
agreements or by having children living equal amount of time with either parent. The other 51%
received maintenance allowance from the state.

15. The LIS collects data on advanced maintenance payments in some but not all countries that
provide this kind of support. Thus, the figures presented here may underestimate the effect of
child support systems on the reduction of poverty rates in those countries where these schemes
exist but where data is not readily available.
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ANNEX 6.A1 

Sole-Parent Employment and Poverty Trends
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Table 6.A1.1 reports the trends in sole-parent employment as a proportion of all sole

parents using data from the OECD Income Distribution Questionnaire. Since the mid-1980s, for

countries with available data, the Figure points towards a convergence in sole-parent

employment rates of between 70 and 90% of sole parents.

Table 6.A1.1. Trends in sole-parent families, employment and poverty

Persons in sole-parent families as
a proportion of all person in families

with children
Sole-parent employment rate Sole-parent poverty rate

Mid-1980s 
(%)

Mid-2000s 
(%)

2008
(%)

Mid-1980s 
(%)

Mid-2000s 
(%)

2008 
(%)

Mid-1980s 
(%)

Mid-2000s 
(%)

2008
(%)

Australia (1995) 8.8 11.4 . . 26.9 47.9 . . 40.2 38.3 . .

Austria (1993 6.5 6.2 . . 63.8 73.9 . . 13.2 21.2 . .

Belgium (1995) 5.8 9.4 . . 66.5 54.7 . . 21.4 25.1 . .

Canada 6.5 9.4 9.4 61.5 77.9 79.8 57.8 43.6 41.9

Czech Republic (1995) 6.4 8.4 . . 77.3 64.4 . . 24.8 32.0 . .

Denmark 3.5 4.9 4.8 87.7 81.8 83.5 10.9 6.8 9.9

Finland 6.6 9.4 . . 92.5 80.0 . . 7.1 13.7 . .

France 7.3 12.7 . . 77.6 77.8 . . 20.0 19.3 . .

Germany 6.0 13.2 14.1 54.9 53.3 56.9 37.0 34.1 26.5

Greece 3.9 2.6 . . 50.5 86.5 . . 21.8 26.5 . .

Hungary (1995) 5.4 4.5 6.0 84.1 68.4 69.5 26.3 25.2 24.2

Ireland (1994) . . 10.3 . . . . 54.7 . . . . 47.0 . .

Israel 2.3 3.7 3.7 57.0 66.4 70.3 28.2 45.2 44.9

Italy 1.2 2.9 4.0 84.1 89.0 86.5 31.2 25.6 31.5

Japan 1.5 4.1 4.6 79.0 81.2 86.0 53.7 58.7 54.3

Korea . . 6.2 5.4 . . 71.2 69.0 . . 24.5 20.7

Luxembourg 2.7 4.3 . . 53.3 90.5 . . 59.8 41.2 . .

Mexico 3.1 5.9 5.3 83.0 73.7 74.4 43.8 32.6 35.8

Netherlands 4.5 9.2 9.6 25.0 67.2 76.2 14.4 36.7 31.2

New Zealand 8.1 10.5 13.6 55.8 49.1 64.9 17.3 39.0 35.6

Norway 8.8 13.7 13.2 63.6 67.9 72.5 18.2 13.3 15.9

Poland . . 3.0 . . . . 63.5 . . . . 43.5 . .

Portugal (1995) 2.6 3.5 . . 77.2 88.7 . . 39.7 33.4 . .

Spain (1995) 1.6 2.8 . . 72.9 81.8 . . 40.5 40.5 . .

Sweden 14.1 16.1 16.2 91.7 86.1 84.2 6.8 7.9 17.9

Switzerland . . 6.2 . . . . 85.7 . . . . 21.6 . .

Turkey 1.6 1.7 . . . . 35.9 . . . . 39.4 . .

United Kingdom 7.8 15.7 . . 53.6 47.7 . . 25.1 23.7 . .

United States 11.1 12.1 11.6 65.5 79.5 80.1 60.4 47.5 46.9

OECD 5.5 7.7 8.7 66.9 70.6 75.3 30.0 31.3 31.2

Note: For some countries data for mid-1980s is not available. For these countries data refers to mid-1990s (year of
reference shown in brackets).
Source: Provisional data from OECD (2010a), Income Distribution Questionnaires.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932394414
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Table 6.A1.2 presents estimates from the Luxembourg Income Study (LIS) on:

sole-parent families as a proportion of all families; the proportion of sole-father families;

and the proportion of all children living in sole-parent families.

Table 6.A1.2. Background information on sole-parent families, 2004/051

% of families headed
by a sole parent

% of sole-parent families headed
by a male

% of children living
in sole-parent families

United Kingdom (2004) 25.9 8.4 24.1

Estonia (2004) 25.2 2.5 22.5

Sweden (2005) 24.0 19.0 21.4

United States (2004) 23.4 14.4 22.4

Ireland (2004) 22.8 7.8 20.7

Norway (2004) 21.2 19.3 17.5

Australia (2003) 21.1 18.6 19.5

Denmark (2004) 20.2 14.8 17.5

Canada (2004) 18.2 18.4 16.7

Germany (2004) 18.0 5 16.5

Finland (2004) 16.5 14.2 14.3

Mexico (2004) 15.5 8.0 8.0

OECD27 average 15.4 11.7 13.5

Czech Republic (2004) 14.7 4.1 12.7

France (2000) 14.5 11.8 12.6

Belgium (2000) 13.5 10.2 11.6

Austria (2004) 13.4 14 11.2

Korea (2006) 13.3 19.4 12.6

Hungary (2005)1 12.3 24.1 11

Netherlands (2004) 11.6 10.3 10.3

Poland (2004) 10.8 7.3 9.6

Slovenia (2004)1 10.8 13.9 8.8

Switzerland (2004) 10.6 13.2 9.7

Israel (2005) 9.7 7.6 6.8

Luxembourg (2004) 9.2 8.2 8

Italy (2004) 7.8 6.2 6.4

Spain (2004) 7.0 8.6 6.2

Greece (2004)1 5.4 7.6 5.4

Brazil (2006) 16.7 9.3 16.4

Russian Federation (2000) 17.6 5.7 14.5

Note: Data is sorted in descending order of the proportion of sole-parent families (column 1). OECD average
is unweighted. It is calculated over 27 member countries. Countries missing include: Chile, Iceland, Japan,
New Zealand, Portugal and Turkey. Years of reference shown in brackets.
1. Denotes when a weighted country sample is below 200 cases.
Source: OECD’s Secretariat estimates using data from the Luxembourg Income Study (LIS).

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932394433
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Figure 6.A1.1 shows that, according to the LIS data in most countries, the proportion of

children receiving child-support payments increased over the 1994-2004 period. On

average in 2004, 11% of children received financial support up from 8% in 1994.

Figure 6.A1.1. The proportion of children in families receiving child support 
payments, 1994 and 20041

1. 2000 for Belgium, France, Luxembourg, Norway and the Russian Federation.

Source: OECD’s Secretariat estimates using data from the Luxembourg Income Study (LIS).
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393806
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ANNEX 6.A2 

Sole-Parents and Childcare Costs

In the absence of a partner, sole parents with young children are more likely than

couple households to need formal childcare to meet work commitments. As childcare costs

can be substantial, they are critical for a sole-parent’s decision to work.

Childcare fees are an incomplete measure of the cost of childcare as there are

complementary policy measures which can substantially lower net costs. Such measures

include fee reductions based on family circumstances (generally based on income and

family composition) and/or cash benefits and tax concessions to help parents reduce the

cost of purchased childcare. Figure 6.A2.1 shows childcare costs for sole parents in two

different earnings scenarios: sole parents with low earnings (50% of the average wage) and

sole parents with an average earnings position (the average wage) across countries.

In OECD countries with gender specific earnings distribution data, a sole parent with

full-time earnings equivalent to the average wage would be in the top 40% of the female

earnings distribution and, on average, between the 75th and 80th percentile. On the other

hand, in over three-quarters of the OECD countries with gender specific earnings

distribution a sole parent with full-time earnings equivalent to 50% of the average wage

would be in the lowest quartile of the female full-time earnings distribution and all within

the bottom 40%. In Switzerland, Norway, France, Finland, Denmark and Belgium earnings

at this level fall in the lowest 10%. Of countries with minimum wages only in New Zealand

is the minimum wage (at 53%) above this level (D’Addio and Immervoll, 2010).

The results can be explained in terms of averages, as well as by country, using the

decompositions of incomes and outlays.

Out-of pocket costs can be considerable for sole parents
Relating the net cost of childcare in each country to the average full-time wage

provides a common benchmark enabling comparison of absolute cost across countries. It

also facilitates decomposition of these costs to identify which elements play significant

roles in various countries. How affordable childcare is also depends on its relative cost, or

how much of the family’s budget (disposable income) it consumes.

In 2008, sole parents with average earnings had out-of-pocket expenses for two

children in full-time care of about 12% of their earnings: accounting in total for 14% of the

family’s net income (Figure 6.A2.1, Panel A). The average out-of-pocket childcare expenses

for sole parents earning 50% of the average wage are lower, at 8% of the average wage;

though still on average around 12% of the family’s budget. Formal childcare services
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accounts for 20% or more of the sole-parent family budget in Israel and Ontario (Canada)

and is most expensive in Ireland, Zürich (Switzerland) and Michigan (United States) where

it accounts for more than 40% of the family budget.

Targeted childcare benefits and rebates in many OECD countries reduce the net 
cost of childcare for lower income sole parents

Figure 6.A2.1, Panel B, shows that in almost half of the OECD countries the net cost (in

terms of the average wage) for a sole parent earning 50% of average earnings is less than

half of those for sole parents on average earnings. Sole parents with 50% of average

earnings in Austria, Denmark, France, Finland, Germany, Japan, Korea, and the United

Kingdom pay only 5% of average earnings.

Despite targeted childcare benefits costs are still high for low-income earners in Zürich

(Switzerland) (17% of the average wage) and Michigan in the United States (15% of the average

wage). In Ontario (Canada) taxable income of those on 50% of the average wage is too low to

take full advantage of the childcare expenses tax deduction or to lead to in an increase in the

amount of the Ontario Childcare Supplement for Working Families (OCCS) once childcare

expenses are taken into account. This means that in Ontario low-wage sole parents pay almost

twice as much for childcare as sole parents earning the average wage (36% compared to 20%).

Since 2007 Ontario has been phasing in the Ontario Child Benefit (OCB) to replace the OCCS

(OCB rules in 2008 have been included in the analysis), in July 2009 the phasing in of OCB was

accelerated and maximum payments to low-income families increased.

Figure 6.A2.1. Components of childcare costs, sole-parent families, 2008
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Childcare-related costs and benefits, % of average wage 

Other benefits Net cost % of net family income
Childcare fee Childcare benefits Tax reductions

Panel A. Sole parent earns 100% of the average wage

Net cost
% net
family
income

0 3 3 4 5 5 5 5 5 6 6 7 7 7 8 8 11 11 12 12 12 14 14 15 15 17 18 20 38 39 45

0 4 4 4 6 6 5 6 7 7 7 6 9 7 9 9 13 13 12 14 14 18 17 21 18 19 20 21 43 47 44
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Nevertheless, targeting of support on low-income sole parents can be improved: in more

than a third of OECD countries sole parents with 50% of average earnings spend a higher

proportion of their family budgets on childcare than sole parents at average earnings.

Figure 6.A2.1. Components of childcare costs, sole-parent families, 2008 (cont.)

Note: Results are for 2008. Two children aged 2 and 3 in each family. “Family net income” is the sum of gross earnings
plus cash benefits minus taxes and social contributions. All fee reductions, including free pre-school of childcare for
certain age groups, are shown as rebates where possible. The childcare cost calculations for Austria reflect the
situation in Vienna; for Belgium, the French community; Canada, the province of Ontario; the Czech Republic in
villages and towns with more than 2 000 inhabitants; for Germany, Hamburg; for Iceland, Reykjavík; for Switzerland,
Zürich; for the United Kingdom, England; and for the United States, Michigan. Childcare fees used are those
determined by government, at either the national or local level, in Belgium, the Czech Republic, Finland, France,
Hungary, Iceland, Israel, Japan, Korea, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, the Slovak Republic and Slovenia. Childcare fees for
Greece are calculated according to national guidelines.

Source: OECD (2008b), Benefits and Wages.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393825
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Chapter 7 

Child maltreatment

Child maltreatment has received less attention than other aspects of child well-being in
international comparisons. The limited international comparable evidence nevertheless
suggests it concerns a small but significant minority of children, and that child
maltreatment causes considerable social and emotional damage, as well as economic
costs to individuals and to society as a whole.

This chapter takes stock of what is known about the economic determinants and
consequences of child maltreatment across the OECD. It considers the relationship
between maltreatment and other important social outcomes and, insofar as information
is available, it compares and contrasts policy stances and programmatic interventions.
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Introduction
There has been an increased focus on child well-being in recent years, but despite

good work at a United Nations and Council of Europe level, one important dimension –

child maltreatment (abuse and neglect) – has received less attention. This is an important

gap since the effect of maltreatment on individual children cannot be understated. The

limited international comparable evidence suggests that it concerns a small but significant

minority of children, who are also likely to have other life disadvantages. For example,

these disadvantages might include living in a poor family, having less educated and

socially isolated parents, lacking access to schooling, on becoming a young parent. Child

maltreatment causes considerable social and emotional damage, as well as economic costs

to those who experience it and to society as a whole.

Government efforts to promote child well-being can be justified on the grounds of

equity, in terms of the rights of the child, as well as efficiency (OECD, 2009). From an equity

perspective, maltreatment represents an unacceptable way for children to grow up, and

responsible societies have an obligation to do all they can to prevent it: children have a right

to a childhood free of abuse and neglect. The moral imperative to protect children is

considered so strong that it can override the privacy of the family and the rights of parents.

Every OECD country has established minimal conditions for child-rearing and has drawn a

line where government will intervene, against parents’ will if necessary, to protect children.

Perhaps less familiar is the efficiency argument for intervening against child

maltreatment: it imposes long-term costs for the children involved and for society as a

whole. Firm data is lacking, but rough estimates indicate that the annual costs of child

abuse and neglect in the United States (costs to the health system, justice system and

foregone earnings) is around 1% of GDP (Wang and Holton, 2007) and the cost of

maltreatment of all those who were maltreated for the first time in 2007 in Australia is also

estimated to be at least 1% of GDP (Taylor et al., 2008). These costs justify investment in

cost-effective programmes to prevent maltreatment.

This chapter takes stock of what is known about the economic determinants and

consequences of child maltreatment across the OECD. It draws on theoretical and

empirical studies from a range of academic disciplines. It also draws on material in the

OECD Family Database (OECD, 2010), monitoring work and on previous work in this area,

including the OECD (2009) and UNICEF (2001, 2003, and 2009) publications. It first considers

the evidence on the relative extent of child maltreatment across the OECD by country, time

and age. It then addresses the relationship between economic resources and child

maltreatment, first by tracing the pathways through which economic resources may in

theory influence maltreatment outcomes and then in terms of the empirical evidence.

Evidence on the relationship between maltreatment and other important social outcomes

is also considered. Policy stances across countries, insofar as there is available information,

are compared and contrasted, as are programmatic interventions.
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What is child maltreatment?
Child maltreatment includes acts of commission (abuse) and acts of omission

(neglect), usually on the part of a parent or guardian, that “result in harm, potential harm,

or threat of harm to a child”, regardless of parental intent (Gilbert et al., 2009). The main

types of maltreatment fall into the categories of neglect, physical abuse, sexual abuse, and

psychological/emotional maltreatment (including exposure to family violence). Legal

definitions of maltreatment differ considerably by country (and sometimes by state, region,

or province within a country), and these are typically subject to further definition by the

court system.

Child neglect is by far the most common form of maltreatment in OECD countries, but

often also the most difficult to establish (Gilbert et al., 2009). Neglect is inadequate

provision of basic necessities such as food, clothing, shelter, supervision, education, or

medical care. Neglect may include a failure to meet children’s emotional needs. Physical

abuse is a deliberate act causing bodily harm to a child, often as a result of punishment.

Sexual abuse, apparently the least prevalent form of abuse (though measurement

problems are most difficult here), encompasses a range of sexual activities involving a

child, spanning exposure to pornography to direct sexual contact and sexual exploitation.

Finally, psychological or emotional maltreatment can be defined as actions or omissions

that are likely to result in psychological harm to a child.

The ability to undertake international comparisons of the extent of child maltreatment

for comparative research purposes, using either social survey information or administrative

data sets, is extremely limited. These limits are imposed by definitional differences in

maltreatment measures across countries and variations in reporting rates generated by

different institutional choices and societal attitudes.

Some evidence on child maltreatment rates from the literature

Despite differences in reporting, investigating and categorising abuse, in all

OECD countries it is likely that a minority of children suffer from child abuse and neglect.

Annual rates of reported child maltreatment to child protection agencies range from 1.5% in

England, 2.2% in Canada, 3.3% in Australia to 4.8% in the United States (Gilbert et al., 2009).1

Rates of substantiated maltreatment range from a high of 2.2% in Canada2 to, 1.8% in Israel,3

1.2% in the United States, 0.4% in the Netherlands and 0.2% in the United Kingdom (Euser

et al., 2010). Recent comparable data based on the methodology used in the United States

National Incidence Study generate an annual child maltreatment prevalence rate of 3% in

the Netherlands and 4% in the United States (Euser et al., 2010).

In terms of self-reporting, either by children or by parents reporting perpetration of

severe parental violence, annual rates vary between 4% and 16% for a group of

OECD countries including Finland, Italy, New Zealand, Portugal, the United Kingdom and

the United States (Gilbert et al., 2009). In one study in South Korea, 7% of children reported

severe violence in the previous month (Hahm and Guterman, 2001). Over the entire child

life course, a recent survey of literature including Australia, Canada, Finland, France, Israel,

New Zealand, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Turkey, the United Kingdom

and the United States, reported rates of sexual abuse (again, based on a wide variety of

measures and definitions) ranging from 1% to 49% for girls and from 1% to 28% for boys

(Pereda et al., 2009). It is likely that much of the lack of precision in estimated rates is
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determined by differences in definitions. With sexual abuse, the responsible adult is much

less likely to be a parent than for physical abuse or neglect (Mullen and Fergusson, 1999).

The relationship between child maltreatment and other covariates, especially economic

ones, is examined further below.

“Iceberg indicators” of child maltreatment: child mortality rates by cause

Child mortality by specified causes may serve as an indicator of extreme outcomes

which, in turn, may be indicative of broader underlying rates of child maltreatment that

can be compared across countries and time (UNICEF, 2001 and 2003). The so-called

“iceberg” indicators chosen here are intentional child death and accidental child death, as

these are the only possible broadly available indicators covering the vast majority of

OECD countries (see sources to Figure 7.1). An additional reason for choosing these data is

that there has been considerable international effort under the International Classification

of Diseases (ICD) protocols to harmonise mortality causes data (Annex 7.A1).

Regarding intentional child death data, Trocmé and Lindsey’s (1996) review of child

homicide research outlines three major methodological issues. The first is that

classification of child deaths as homicides is unreliable.4 The second is that child

homicides may not generally represent the endpoint of a continuum of violence ranging

from inadequate parenting through maltreatment to death. The third is that child

homicides do not occur sufficiently often to accurately measure the effect of child welfare

policies. In the United States, perhaps 50% to 60% of all child maltreatment deaths (both

intentional and neglect) are not identified as such by death certificates, but are identified

as such using the state’s child welfare agency, state child death review team data, or law

enforcement reports of homicides made to the FBI Uniform Crime Report system (Shnizter

et al., 2008). Martin and Pritchard (2010) use a combination of coroner, police and child

welfare records to identify 38 homicide deaths caused by family members of children under

age 16 in New Zealand in the five years between 2002 and 2006. The WHO data base records

total homicides of children under age 15 in New Zealand as 37 over the same period, which

matches up well. For Japan, Yasumi and Kageyuma (2009) collect data on filicide (parental

murder of a child) for the years 1994-2005 from newspaper reports and compare this to the

number for all homicides recorded for children under age one in police and vital statistics

databases. Their newspaper data sometimes exceed and sometimes falls short of both

police and vital statistics data, indicating potential for data to be unreliable. For example,

in 2003 they identify 43 infant filicides compared with police statistics which show 27 such

deaths and vital statistics revealing 35 infant homicides. Their vital statistics data for all

years exactly match the WHO records for infant homicides.

Accidental child death data can be indicative of child maltreatment as it may be

a consequence of neglect. But only some – not all – child accidental deaths can be

considered as maltreatment. Some child accidental deaths will be effectively beyond the

responsibility of a caregiver. We emphasise that accidental child deaths is being used

here as a clearly imperfect indicator of child maltreatment, not as a measure of child

maltreatment in itself.

Figure 7.1 below shows child mortality rates for most OECD and “enhanced

engagement countries” (Brazil, China, India, Indonesia and South Africa). The first panel is

for intentional mortality and the second panel is for accidental mortality. For countries

with smaller populations of children, for example Estonia, the latest average data has been

included to remove, in an ad hoc way, some of the “data noise” associated with small child



7. CHILD MALTREATMENT

DOING BETTER FOR FAMILIES © OECD 2011 249

populations.5 Figure 7.2 presents data on changes in intentional and accidental death,

from the early 1980s until the latest figures (mid-2000s). Annex 7.A1 presents the detailed

time series for each OECD country (except Turkey) from 1970 until the most recent date, in

the mid- to late-2000s in most cases.

Figure 7.1. In most countries child mortality is very rare

Note: Countries in both panels are ordered in descending order of latest average child mortality rates due to
intentional injury.
1. Latest average based on most recent years for which the cumulative number of 0-14 years-olds exceeds

10 million, going back no further than the start of the WHO ICD10 classification system. The years considered
for each country are as follows: Australia (2004-06), Austria (2003-08), Belgium (2004), Canada (2003-04),
Czech Republic (2004-08), Denmark (1999-2006), Estonia (1997-2008), Finland (2000-08), France (2007),
Germany (2006), Greece (2004-08), Hungary (2004-08), Iceland (2001-08), Ireland (2000-08), Israel (2005-07),
Italy (2007), Japan (2008), Korea (2006), Luxembourg (2006), Mexico (2007), Netherlands (2006-08),
New Zealand (2000-06), Norway (2002-07), Poland (2007-28), Portugal (2002-03), Slovakia (1998-2005),
Slovenia (1997-2008), Spain (2004-05), Sweden (2003-07), Switzerland (2001-07), United Kingdom (2007),
United States (2005), Brazil (2005), Russian Federation (1998).

Source: WHO (2010), WHO Mortality Database.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393863
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Figure 7.2. Child mortality rates declined in almost all OECD countries
since the 1970s

Note: Countries in both panels are ordered in ascending order of change in child mortality rates due to intentional
injury.
Figures are averages based on combined years such that the cumulative population of 0-14 year-olds exceeds
10 million.
Data from early 1980s are based on the ICD9 classification system; data from late 2000s are based on the
ICD10 classification system. Annex 7.A1 to this chapter provides detail on which categories were included for
intentional and accidental deaths. The categories are consistent with those used in UNICEF (2001 and 2003). Deaths
by “undetermined intent” are considered as intentional here, to try and overcome classification problems (UNICEF,
2003).

Source: WHO (2010), WHO Mortality Database.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393882
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The following general observations can be made about patterns in the child

mortality data:

● There is wide variation in most recent child mortality rates by country.

● The prevalence of both intentional and accidental deaths fluctuates considerably from

year to year in countries with small numbers of children (e.g. Iceland) and is fairly

stable for countries with large numbers of children, e.g. the United States (Figure 7.1).

● In almost all countries, accidental deaths show a strong trend decline (Figure 7.2).

● Declining trends in intentional death rates are harder to discern (Figure 7.2 and

Annex 7.A1). This may be in part because rates were relatively low to start with.

Defining a significant trend as correlation of the rate with time in excess of -0.50 to give

the analysis some (arbitrary) objective benchmark, downward trends for at least one of

the two age groups may be found in just over one-third of OECD countries: Australia,

Canada, Chile, Denmark, Finland, Germany (note the short time period), Hungary, Italy,

Japan, Mexico (although this trend is almost certainly due to the effect of the ICD

definitional change), Poland, Sweden and the United Kingdom.6

● Mostly because of the faster decline in accidental death rates, accidental death rates

have converged closer to intentional death rates (Figure 7.2 and Annex 7.A1).

● Young children under age 5 are on average at greater risk of both intentional and

accidental death than older children aged 5 to 14 years in just about every country over

the entire time period (Annex 7.A1).

● In addition to an overall fall in child accident death rates, there is a convergence over

time in accidental death rates of older and younger children, in some cases to parity by

the mid-2000s (Annex 7.A1).

Economic analysis of causes and consequences of child maltreatment
Child maltreatment is a new area of work for the OECD, but an economic perspective

can make useful contributions to child maltreatment analysis. One major issue is that

maltreatment may have economic causes; a second is that maltreatment may have

economic (in the broadest sense) consequences.

Child maltreatment and economic indicators at a country level
To what extent is child maltreatment linked to family income? Figure 7.3, Panels A, C

and E consider the linkages between intentional child mortality indicators and indicators

of the level and distribution of disposable household income at a national level (two

distribution-related measures are used: a Gini measure of income inequality and a

measure of child poverty). Figure 7.3, Panels B, D and F are similar but concern accidental

child mortality. The Figures are presented as “bubble plots”, with the size of the bubble

proportional to the number of children under age 15 in the country concerned. This

provides information on the size of child populations affected (implicitly it is an indicator

of the risk of “data-noise” associated with small child populations). A simple line of best fit

and correlation coefficient is reproduced on each Figure.

These simple cross-plots offer no evidence on causality issues, but they are suggestive

at least of some linkage between economic domains and child maltreatment at a country

level. In all cases the expected relationships are found. The associations are all lower for

intentional child mortality than accidental child mortality, which is likely to be related to

the small number of children affected by the former. In the case of median income and
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Figure 7.3. Richer, more equal and less poor countries have the lowest child mortality rates
Number of deaths among children aged 0-14

Note: The size of the dot/bubble is proportional to the number of children aged 0-14 in the country for the latest year for which data are
available.

Source: OECD (2008), Growing Unequal?, and WHO (2010), WHO Mortality Database.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393901
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intentional child mortality (Figure 7.3, Panel A), the relationship is negative: richer

countries generally have less intentional child mortality. The United States is an outlier

here, being among the richer OECD countries with a high rate of intentional child deaths.

There is a stronger positive relationship of intentional child mortality with the Gini

coefficient of income inequality (Figure 7.3, Panel C), but it is evident that this relationship

is primarily driven by high intentional death rates, combined with high inequality, in the

United States and Mexico. The relationship between child poverty and intentional

mortality (Figure 7.3, Panel E) is also increasing and seems less influenced by observations

for the United States and Mexico. The same inverse relationship with household income

(Figure 7.3, Panel B) is found for accidental child mortality, but the relationship is stronger.

The strongest relationship between the economic variables and an indicator of child

maltreatment is the relationship between income inequality and accidental child mortality

(Figure 7.3, Panel D), closely followed by the relationship between accidental mortality and

child poverty rates (Figure 7.3, Panel F).

Income and child maltreatment7

There is considerable evidence, at the micro-level of a child’s family, that low income

is significantly correlated with child abuse and neglect (Crittenden, 1999; Stith et al., 2009).

Of course, this should not be read as suggesting that all low income parents maltreat their

children or all high income parents do not maltreat their children. Additionally there are

reasons to think that low income and child maltreatment might be causally linked,

however, on average (Berger, 2007):

1. Low income may directly restrict a parent’s ability to meet a child’s basic needs. This is

particularly relevant with regard to neglect, defined by inadequate provision of food,

shelter, clothing, and medical care, as well as inadequate physical conditions of the

home or care-giving environment.

2. Low income is adversely associated with higher parental stress and depression, which in

turn may result in harsh or neglectful parenting (Conger et al., 2002; Conger et al., 1994;

Duncan and Brooks-Gunn, 1997; McLeod and Shanahan, 1993; McLoyd, 1998; McLoyd and

Wilson, 1991; Votruba-Drzal, 2003).

3. Economic theory suggests that low-income parents might invest less in their children

because they expect lower returns on this investment than high-income parents. If child

maltreatment, especially neglect, reflects underinvestment in children, it can be

expected to occur more frequently among lower-income families (Berger, 2004).

4. Low income may imply fewer parental disciplinary options. For example, Weinberg

(2001) argues that low-income parents are more likely to utilise physical forms of

discipline, which may exceed a legally defined threshold for maltreatment, as a means

of altering their children’s behaviours because they lack the income to offer their

children gifts or allowances in exchange for behavioural compliance.

5. Maltreatment-related behaviours may be influenced by whether a family receives child-

conditioned transfers. Parents should be less likely to maltreat their children if

maltreatment means that they risk losing children and thus income via child removal

(Berger, 2004).

If low income and child maltreatment are causally linked, this may explain the

observed correlation between non-intact family structure and child maltreatment. Sole-

parent and step-parent families tend to have lower incomes than two-biological-parent
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families. Additionally, for sole-parent families, the dual parental role of caregiver and

breadwinner is characterised by considerable time constraints and high levels of stress,

both of which may lead to elevated maltreatment rates. With regard to stepfamilies, non-

biological parents may have fewer incentives than biological parents to invest in children.

Stepfamilies may be characterised by higher levels of intra-familial conflict and parental

role ambiguity (with regard to the non-biological parent) than two-biological-parent

families. Each of these factors, independent of lower income, may help to explain why

maltreatment rates are higher among sole-parent families and stepfamilies than two-

biological-parent families.

Despite theory supporting the existence of a relationship, it is also possible that

correlations between low income and child maltreatment are not causal. Rather they may

be driven by factors like limited parental education, poor quality jobs, substance abuse,

child behavioural problems and mental health problems that affect both parental income

and child maltreatment. A related concern when considering administrative maltreatment

records is that low-income families are more likely to become involved with child welfare

services even if they are no more likely to actually maltreat their children. High

administrative reporting may arise for low-income parents because of higher levels of

exposure to potential reporters, a lower inability of low-income parents to negotiate

themselves out of the system before they become part of the records, or a greater tendency

for low-income parents to be placed on the record because of an observable feature like

race/ethnicity or age that is used as a discriminatory marker in the system.

Empirical research on the low-income maltreatment link

Empirical research has made limited progress toward determining whether this

income-maltreatment association is causal. Answering this question has crucial

implications for public policy. If child maltreatment and low income are spuriously

correlated, then public policies that increase family income but do not address other

factors associated with both income and maltreatment will not affect maltreatment rates.

If low income is causally related to maltreatment, income support policies may play an

important policy role, also reducing the wide range of associated economic and social

consequences with which maltreatment has been linked.

Likewise, little is known about whether absolute or relative income may be more

important with regard to child maltreatment or whether the association between low

income and child maltreatment may be linear or non-linear, such that it is constant or varies

in magnitude throughout the income distribution. Little is known on the impact of income

stability or instability on maltreatment. Changes in income, especially precipitous declines,

may influence the likelihood that parents will maltreat over and above the influence of a

family’s overall level of income, due perhaps to heightened levels of parental stress and inter-

parental conflict. Additionally, families experiencing persistent but stable low income may

be at greater risk of maltreatment than those experiencing only brief periods of low income,

as the adverse effects of low income may accumulate over time in adverse parental

behaviours toward and lower investments in children across family types (Berger, 2004, 2005,

and 2007; Berger et al., 2009). These are all critical issues for policy design.

Existing studies on the income-maltreatment link are almost exclusively

observational (rather than experimental) in nature (Box 7.1). Thus, they have been unable

to control convincingly for selection bias. Furthermore, most existing research has utilised

cross-sectional and/or retrospective data. It has tended to focus on samples of exclusively
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low-income families or families who have a priori been defined as being at risk of or having

already experienced child maltreatment. Longitudinal, prospective, and population-based

studies of child maltreatment are exceedingly rare.

Consequences of maltreatment

Maltreated children are also likely to have other life-disadvantages, like being in a poor

family with poorly educated and socially isolated parents, lacking access to good

education, becoming young parents and so on. Reviews of recent empirical evidence (in

particular, Gilbert et al., 2009; Krug et al., 2002; and WHO, 2006) consider the effects of

maltreatment on health, cognitive development and academic achievement, and

employment and earnings. Estimates derived in these studies are subject to selection bias

and cannot be considered as definite proof of causality.8 Additionally, effects are likely to

vary according to the type and intensity of maltreatment.

● Experiences of childhood maltreatment have been found to be associated with poorer

adult physical and mental health on a range of outcomes (Felitti et al., 1998; Springer

et al., 2007; see also review in Gilbert et al., 2009). In particular, several studies have

established an association between child maltreatment and elevated risk of obesity in

adolescence and adulthood and adolescent substance abuse (Johnson et al., 2002; Lissau

and Sorensen, 1994; Noll et al., 2007; Thomas et al., 2008; Tommyr et al., 2010).

Box 7.1. Some evidence from the United States on the causality
of the income-maltreatment link

There are three studies from the United States which provide evidence that the low
income-maltreatment link may be causal. Results from an experimental evaluation of a
welfare reform programme in the State of Delaware demonstrated that the treatment
group, subject to a less generous benefit package (including harsher work requirements,
eligibility conditions, and penalties for noncompliance) and lower cash benefits than the
control group, exhibited a higher rate of substantiated child neglect reports (Fein and
Wang, 2003). Unfortunately, the study could not identify whether lower income or other
components of the package were the cause.

A quasi-experimental study from the state of Illinois provides some further evidence
suggesting that income and child maltreatment are causally linked. Shook and Testa (1997)
used an identification strategy based on inefficiencies in programme implementation and
resulting in exogenous variation in benefit receipt. The aim was to test the efficacy of a
programme providing short-term, relatively limited cash assistance to families at risk of
having a child placed in foster care due to neglect. They found that families who received
cash assistance were less likely to have their child placed in foster care over the
subsequent 15-month period. Thus, even short-term and relatively limited economic
supports may play a protective role with regard to intensive child welfare system
involvement.

Cancian et al. (2010) used data from a randomised child support and welfare reform
experiment in the state of Wisconsin. Their aim was to test whether an exogenous
increase in income reduced the likelihood that a family is the subject of a child
maltreatment investigation. They found that families eligible for the exogenous income
transfers were less likely to experience a child maltreatment investigation than controls.
This result provides the strongest evidence to date in support of a causal link between
family income and child maltreatment.
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● Evidence from the United States suggests that children who were maltreated are more

likely to be reported to have learning difficulties, and to have lower school attendance and

achievement, and are less likely to complete high school than children who did not suffer

abuse or neglect (Jonson-Reid et al., 2004; Lansford et al., 2002; Leiter, 1997; and Perez and

Widom, 1994). Furthermore, the effects on cognitive development and academic achievement

appear to persist into adulthood. Following a sample of US children who had been referred

to the courts for maltreatment and comparing them to similar children who were not

referred, Perez and Widom (1994) found that at age 28, the maltreated group had lower

IQ scores and reading ability, had completed one year less of schooling, were more likely

to have repeated a grade, were more likely to have been truant, and were more likely to

have been suspended or expelled from school. However, a study in New Zealand found

that most of the differences in educational outcomes between maltreated and non-

maltreated children were explained by other family characteristics (Boden et al., 2007).

● Much of the evidence on the long-run effects of child maltreatment on adult employment

and earnings comes from a US study following a sample of children referred to the courts

for child maltreatment. Comparing outcomes at age 29 for these children versus matched

controls, the maltreated children were less likely to be employed and, if employed, less

likely to be in skilled or professional occupations (Widom, 1998; and Currie and Widom,

2010).9 Finally, analyses by gender indicated that women were more strongly affected:

although both women and men who had been maltreated had poorer labour market

outcomes at age 29, by age 41, significant earnings differences between those who had

been maltreated and controls were present only for women.

Maltreatment experienced in early childhood may have larger adverse developmental

consequences (and higher individual and societal costs) than maltreatment experienced in

later childhood or adolescence (Hildyard and Wolfe, 2002). This is consistent with a large

literature documenting the importance of early experiences for later life outcomes

(e.g. Shonkoff and Phillips, 2000).10 The evidence is, however, somewhat contradictory

(Thornberry et al., 2001).

Experiencing maltreatment in childhood has also been linked to the risk of adverse

outcomes into the next generation. Two mechanisms, in addition to the risks posed by

having parents who suffer from the poor outcomes discussed above, appear to be

particularly important in explaining these links.

● Children who are maltreated are more likely to become teen parents (Lansford

et al., 2007; Thornberry et al., 2001). Young parental age is consistently identified as a risk

factor for child maltreatment (Fundudis et al., 2003; Lee and Goerge, 1999). In addition,

although many children of teen parents do well, on average teen parenthood creates a

host of developmental risks for the child of the teen parent who will be more likely to

grow up in an unstable or sole-parent household and in a household with fewer

resources to draw upon (Furstenberg, 2007).

● There is strong intergenerational persistence in parenting behaviour. Children who are

maltreated are more likely to go on to become maltreating parents themselves, thus

perpetuating the cycle of abuse and neglect and exposing another generation of children

to maltreatment (e.g. WHO, 2006). On a more positive note, this means that the benefits

of preventing maltreatment are also potentially intergenerational – programmes that

reduce maltreatment in the current generation of children should provide additional

pay-offs in the form of reduced maltreatment in the next generation.
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Policy to reduce maltreatment and neglect
The protection of children from abuse and neglect is a policy goal in all

OECD countries. Countries work to allocate and combine their resources in various ways,

largely through their child protection services, to produce the lowest possible rate of

maltreatment.11 The stakes are high as inappropriate assessment and intervention may

leave the child without protection, result in unnecessary child-parent separations, or lead

to serious violations of the rights of parents and children (Kindler, 2007). For reasons of

brevity, this section focuses on prevention, rather than the additionally important issue of

secondary prevention or treatment of children already identified as maltreated.

Child protection services

Child Protection Services (CPSs) are a main mechanism to respond to reports of child

maltreatment and prevent reoccurrence of maltreatment in OECD countries.These

agencies are typically part of the child welfare or social services departments with broader

responsibilities, housed within local, regional or national social services (Schene, 1998).

Child protection services encompass a broad spectrum of child and family services aimed

at prevention and intervention in order to address child maltreatment. This spectrum of

services can include: family support (regular and intensive), domestic violence

intervention, statutory child protection and child and family advocacy services. Another

important part is the preventive services, which aim at identifying families early enough to

change risky behaviour and prevent maltreatment (Melton, 2005). Box 7.2 provides a

concise overview of child protection services in Australia.

Child protection services work closely with other government institutions including

the judicial system, law enforcement agencies and educational authorities. They also are

required to work closely with child health professionals like early years providers and

general practitioners. Reports of abuse or neglect that warrant investigation are typically

assigned to a CPS staff member, who investigates the validity of the allegations, the

identity of the perpetrator, and the condition of the children. The worker also determines

the need for further agency involvement, the need to remove the child or perpetrator from

the home, and the need to involve other services (Pence and Wilson, 1994; Schene, 1998).

The definition of child maltreatment – which child protection systems seek to

minimise – varies by OECD country according to both national legislation and the

accumulation of case law (Katz and Hetherington, 2006). There can be sub-national

differences in legal definitions in federal jurisdictions (e.g. Australia). One difference across

countries in definition of child maltreatment that is relatively easy to document is whether

physical punishment of children (also known as spanking or smacking) is legally

sanctioned or not (see Table 7.1 for this information and when it was introduced). About

half of the OECD countries have made it illegal to physically punish children, with laws

being introduced largely during the past decade. A recent systematic review indicates that

legal bans on physical punishing of children reduce both support for and use of such

punishment against children (Zolotor and Puzia, 2010; see also Durrant, 1999 for Sweden).

Box 7.3 discusses the limited availability of cross-nationally comparisons of child

protection systems and relevant indicators.

Just as precise definitions of maltreatment differ by country, so too do mandated

reporting laws on professionals and public policies regarding child maltreatment

investigations, and the nature of child welfare system intervention (Gilbert, 1997;
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Box 7.2. Child protection systems in Australia: a short overview

Australia is a federal country and statutory child protection is a state and territory
government responsibility (see Lamont and Bromfield, 2010, for an overview of the history of
child protection services in Australia). State and territory departments (usually the child or
community offices) are responsible for protection of vulnerable children who are suspected of
being abused, neglected, harmed, or whose parents are unable to provide adequate care or
protection. Although each of these jurisdictions has its own legislation and practices towards
child protection, there are a lot of similarities across the jurisdictions.

A recent policy development was the establishment of the National Framework for
Protecting Australia’s Children 2009-20. This initiative aims to achieve a substantial and
sustained reduction in child abuse and neglect, through ongoing reform of child protection
systems including an emphasis on early prevention and intervention programmes.
The framework specifies “indicators of change” that will serve as benchmarks for
measuring progress (AIHW, 2010). The system is also supplement by the provision of a
considerable amount of detail on outcomes and spending by the Australian Productivity
Commission 2008.

Child protection processes

Whilst health and welfare professionals, teachers, police, or other community members
usually report incidents of suspected cases of child abuse and neglect, in the first instance,
government departments’ reports can come from a variety of avenues including
community members, professionals, organisations, the child themselves, their parent(s) or
another relative. In some jurisdictions, selected professions are mandated to report
suspected child abuse or neglect, whereas in other jurisdictions anyone who suspects child
abuse or neglect is legally obliged to report it to the appropriate authority. Legislation
covers all young people up to the age of 18. In most jurisdictions, the identity of those who
report is protected. All jurisdictions have a 24-hour reporting facility.

Reports requiring further action are classified as either a family support issue or a child
protection notification. Child protection notifications are assessed to determine whether it
requires an investigation; whether it should be referred to other organisations or to family
support services; or whether no further protective action is necessary. Investigations
involve authorities obtaining more detailed information about a child and assessing the
degree of harm or risk of harm for the child. The timeframe for completion of
investigations ranges from 28 to 90 days across jurisdictions. Upon completion of an
investigation, a notification will either be “substantiated” or “not substantiated” according
to whether it was concluded that the child has been, is being or is likely to be abused,
neglected or otherwise harmed. The Figure below provides an overview of the main
processes used in child protection systems across Australia.

At any point in the process, authorities can apply to the courts to place the child on a
“care and protection order”. Care and protection orders are legal or administrative orders
or arrangements which give community services departments some responsibility for a
child’s welfare. The level of responsibility that authorities take on varies with the type of
order as they include guardianship and custody orders; third-party parental
responsibility arrangements, supervision and other final orders as well as interim and
temporary orders.
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Box 7.2. Child protection systems in Australia: a short overview (cont.)

The main processes used in child protection systems in Australia

Source: Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2010).
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393939

Indicators

The departments in each jurisdiction provide aggregate data to the Australian Institute
of Health and Welfare (AIHW) for five national child protection collections: notifications,
investigations and substantiations; care and protection orders; out-of-home care;
intensive family support services; and foster care.

In 2009, there were 207 462 notifications, of which 32 641 cases were substantiated
(6.9 per 1 000 children). Over the past five years the number of substantiated notifications
has declined somewhat (from 7.5 per 1 000 children), but it more than doubled since 1999.
The most common source of notifications in 2008-09 was police. Emotional abuse was the
most common type of substantiated abuse and sexual abuse the least common type in
almost all jurisdictions (Bromfield and Horsfall, 2010). By contrast, over the past five years
the number of children on care and protection orders increased by 47% from 24 075 to 35 409
(from 4.8 to 7.0 per 1 000 children). The increase is related to different factors, including: a
broadening of the definition of child abuse and neglect in some jurisdictions, changes in
child protection policies and greater community awareness. However, campaigns to
stimulate awareness on the issue are not always very effective (Horsfall et al., 2010).

The number of children in out-of-home care rose by 44% from 23 695 in 2004 to
34 069 in 2009 (from 4.9 to 6.7 per 1 000 children). Only 5% of these children were in
residential care, and most of children in non-residential care were either in foster care
(47%), or living with relatives (45%). This pattern of distribution has not changed much over
the past 5 years. In almost all jurisdictions, the majority of the children have been in their
current out-of-home care placement for less than five years.

In 2008-09, more than AUD 2.2 billion (about 0.2% of GDP) was spent nationally on child
protection services (AUD 0.75 billion), out-of-home care services (about AUD 1.4 billion)
and intensive family support services (AUD 0.25 billion) (Bromfield et al., 2010). In addition,
Taylor et al. (2008) estimated that spending on child abuse prevention amounted to just
over AUD 1 billion in 2007.

Reports to state and territory child protection and support services
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Hetherington et al., 1997). At one side of the continuum there are countries such as Israel that

apply mandatory reporting to every citizen (Ben-Arieh and Haj-Yhaia, 2006). Other countries

(e.g. the United States and most of the Australian States) introduced mandatory reporting

only in relation to certain professions and some countries (e.g. the United Kingdom) have

adopted policies based on a voluntary professional duty reinforced by strong inter-agency

protocols across health, education and social services (O’Donnell et al., 2008).

In some systems, child maltreatment is defined as a problem that demands the

protection of children from harm (child saving approach), while in others it is considered a

family conflict or dysfunction stemming from social or psychological difficulties that can

be treated (Gilbert, 1997). The scope of mandatory reporting (i.e. who is mandated to report)

is also a central indicator of child protection systems. The broader the population who is

mandated to report, the more criminally orientated and legalistic is the nature of the child

protection system.

Programmatic interventions to reduce child maltreatment

Evidence is limited on which specific programmatic interventions prevent

maltreatment at the micro level (these programmes can be publicly provided and funded

by the government child support system, or run by NGOs and church and charity groups).

Most programmes intended to prevent maltreatment have not been evaluated. Even when

evaluations have been carried out, they have rarely used rigorous methods or direct

measures of maltreatment (MacMillan et al., 2009; Waldfogel, 2009).

Table 7.1. Abolition of corporal punishment against children

Type of legislation Year of introduction Type of legislation Year of introduction

Australia1 0 – Korea 0 –
Austria 1 1989 Luxembourg 1 2008
Belgium 0 – Mexico 0 –
Canada2 2 – Netherlands 1 2007
Chile 0 – New Zealand 1 2007
Czech Republic 3 – Norway 1 1987
Denmark 1 1997 Poland4 3 –
Estonia 2 – Portugal 1 2007
Finland 1 1983 Slovak Republic 2 –
France 0 – Slovenia 2 –
Germany 1 2000 Spain 1 2007
Greece 1 2006 Sweden 1 1979
Hungary 1 2004 Switzerland 0 –
Iceland 1 2003 Turkey 0 –
Ireland 3 – United Kingdom 0 –
Italy3 1 1996 United States 0 –
Japan 0 –

Note: 0: no explicit provisions for children or unknown; 1: specific legislation; 2: specific legislation, being planned,
drafted or reviewed; and 3: non-specific legislation.
1. Australia: laws vary across the jurisdictions, which may result in women and children being subject to different

levels of protection depending upon where they live.
2. Canada: 2004 Criminal Code allows parents, teachers and caregivers the use of corporal punishment to correct the

behaviour of children aged 2-12 years, if the force does not exceed what is reasonable under the circumstances,
but not using objects and not involving slaps or blows to the head.

3. Italy: in1996, the Supreme Court in Rome declared all corporal punishment to be unlawful; this is not yet
confirmed in legislation.

4. Poland: corporal punishment prohibited at home in 1997 constitution, but not confirmed in law.
Source: OECD (2010), OECD Family Database, SF3.4.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932394471
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Box 7.3. International comparison of child protection systems
and relevant indicators

The international material comparing child protection is hampered by the lack of country-specific data;
the lack of systematic depth in data collection of child maltreatment outcomes; and the way that
information on systems to minimise maltreatment is collected.

There are inter-country comparisons of child protection systems, few in number, somewhat dated and
with relatively limited country coverage. One major effort, now somewhat outdated, is Daro et al. (1992).
This study included 16 developed countries, as well as 14 developing regions. Data was obtained by
questionnaires to professionals and community leaders involved in child maltreatment prevention and
treatment. Data collected focused on four main areas: the scope of child maltreatment in the country; the
intervention system; public awareness efforts; and methods of policy. The study found a major consensus
regarding the minimal definition of maltreatment. However, the standards determining the point of
government intervention were far from universal. Further, the study identified two paths in regard to
reporting of child maltreatment. Some countries followed the mandatory reporting model, but others,
especially in Western Europe, adopted a voluntary reporting system. In all of the developed countries and
in most of the developing countries, the most common response to child maltreatment reports is the
provision of case management services and, if necessary, foster care. In all, countries the representatives
admitted that treatment and prevention services were underserved and unevenly distributed, leaving
many areas and many communities unserved.

Bromfield and Higgins (2005) compared the child protection systems in the eight states and territories of
Australia. The study included a detailed comparison of policy documents, procedure manuals and
telephone interviews with relevant child protection personnel. While the study did find variation between
the states, it also demonstrated a general common direction for child protection systems in Australia with
a focus on mandatory reporting but a “softer” one than in the United States, for example.

A series of qualitative studies since the early 1990s by Katz and Hetherington (2006) tried to create a
typology regarding cross-national child protection systems. These studies were all based on a “core”
research method that involved developing a vignette, which provides the basic details of a case to which
various audiences were asked to respond. For example, in one of the studies, social workers from eight
systems of child welfare were asked to respond to a case vignette trying to identify the elements of
structuring and functioning of child protection services in each country (Hetherington, 1998).

Indicators

One of the basic technical and data issues in any comparative analysis of child protection services is the
number of cases the systems deals with. Notification rate is one of the main measures used to evaluate
CPS work and compare between them. While it is an important indicator of the CPS work, it is not known
why the notification rate varies significantly between countries and within countries (Cameron and
Freymond, 2006).

Another frequently used measure is the rate of children in state care (i.e. children in foster care or boarding
houses). In 2004/05, it was similar at 5.3 children per 1 000 in Australia and 5.0 children per 1 000 in England
(O’Donnell et. al., 2008) even though the same study found far more significant differences in the
notification rate. Other measures include: rate of substantiated cases out of notifications; rate of children in “out

of homecare”; number of placement for each child in “out of homecare” (Freymond and Cameron, 2006). Yet, when
any of these measures are used to compare across cities, regions or countries, different patterns are
discovered and no coherent picture is obtained.

There is no comparable national evidence across the OECD on the amount of funding annually set aside
for child protection purposes, the number of staff in the child protection sector, their training, the ratio of
investigating officers to other staff, etc.
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One programme that has been rigorously evaluated and shown to substantially reduce

maltreatment is the much studied early years home-visiting Nurse Family Partnership

(NFP) (see Olds et al., 1986 and 1997 for more detail). The NFP provides intensive in-home

support and services, delivered by trained nurses, to first-time young mothers, with the

goal of reducing the risk of maltreatment. A random assignment evaluation in the initial

site (Elmira, New York) found that the programme reduced subsequent maltreatment by

50%, as measured by objective indicators such as emergency room visits and referrals to

child protective services. Additionally, parents who received the home visits were less

likely than parents in the control group to report punishing or physically restraining their

children. The programme is now being rolled out nationally in the United States,12 as well

as in several locations in other countries including Australia, Canada, the Netherlands, and

the United Kingdom.

Currie and Tekin (2006) have compared the cost of the NFP with the benefits that

would be obtained in terms of reduced adult crime or improved adult earnings. Based on

data from the Elmira, New York programme, these estimates assume that NFP costs about

USD 4 000 per year per child and reduces the risk of maltreatment by 50%. Currie and Tekin

(2006) also found that maltreatment doubled the risk of adult crime. Because the costs of

crime are so high, these costs alone would justify investing in a preventive programme

such as the NFP. Currie and Widom (2010) found that those who had been maltreated in

childhood earn, on average, about USD 5 000 per year less in mid-life than comparable

individuals who had not been maltreated. These losses add up considerably over the

course of a working life. Again, these costs alone would justify investing in a programme

such as NFP. And, these costs are only a subset of the total costs of maltreatment, making

the case for intervention even stronger.

The real challenge is to identify programmes that pass a rigorous benefit-cost test.

Looking across different types of preventive programmes, one recent review identified only

two proven programmes – the NFP home visiting programme, which has the strongest

evidence base, and the Early Start home-visiting programme, which reduced some

indicators of maltreatment (but not others) in an experimental trial (MacMillan et al., 2009).

Howard and Brooks-Gunn (2009) review the evidence on nine home visiting programmes.

Although they find some positive results for selected programmes, the evidence is mixed,

and the NFP programme is the only one where the evidence, from multiple sites, is

consistently positive. They therefore conclude that “overall, researchers have found little

evidence that home-visiting programs directly prevent child abuse and neglect”.

Understanding why the NFP programme has been more consistently effective in

preventing maltreatment than other home visiting programmes remains an important

challenge. But it is likely that the intensive and long-term nature of the programme, its

strict adherence to a defined programme model, and its reliance on nurses for service

delivery, all play an important role in its success.13

In the United States and many other countries, parent education programmes are the

most commonly provided type of prevention service. Yet a review of the evidence on parent

education programmes prepared for the US Department of Health and Human Services

concluded “taken as a whole, little is known about the impact of these programs on child

maltreatment in the long term” (Thomas et al., 2003). Moreover, only one programme (the

University of Maryland’s Family Connections programme for at-risk families with children

age 5-11) met the standards to be judged as a demonstrated effective programme, having
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been evaluated using a random assignment design and having demonstrated significant

effects on protective and risk factors for child abuse and neglect. An additional two

programmes were reported as effective but lacked a random assignment evaluation. The

programmes reviewed, in addition to Nurse-Family Partnership for which they found the

strongest evidence, included five other programmes in the United States (Hawaii Healthy

Start, Healthy Families America, the Comprehensive Child Development Programme, Early

Head Start, and the Infant Health and Development Programme); the Early Start

Programme in New Zealand; a demonstration programme in Queensland Australia; and a

programme for depressed new mothers in the Netherlands.

The originally Australian Triple P Positive Parenting Programme has been trialled in many

OECD countries including: Belgium, Canada, Germany, Ireland, New Zealand, Japan, the

Netherlands, Sweden, Switzerland, the United Kingdom and the United States. A recent

geographically randomised trial targeted at community level rather than at-risk groups, as the

services considered above typically do, delivered lower rates of substantiated abuse cases,

child out-of-home placements, and reductions in hospitalisations and emergency room visits

for child injuries in nine South Carolina counties where the programme was implemented over

a two-year time window. In an area containing 10 000 children under age 8, the programme

meant 33 fewer cases of substantiated child maltreatment (22% reduction in numbers), seven

fewer out-of-home placements (16% reduction), and three fewer child with injuries requiring

hospitalisation or emergency room treatment (17% reduction) (Prinz et al., 2009).

Identifying additional effective programmes through better evaluation should be a high

priority. More evidence is needed on programmes in settings other than the United States.

Conclusion
Child maltreatment is a significant and neglected family issue in terms of equity and

in terms of the high social costs. It poses thorny policy questions regarding trade-offs

between rights and responsibilities and privacy. There is much that is not known about

how different countries address the issue, how much resources they commit to it, how they

allocate these resources and design their incentives and institutions, and how successful

their policies are.

A large number of studies has been conducted on the determinants of maltreatment.

Results point to economic resources playing an important role in influencing risk for child

abuse and (particularly) child neglect. However, conclusive causal evidence has been

elusive. But the evidence that maltreatment imposes large long-term costs both to the

children involved and to society is clear.

This chapter has highlighted several important gaps and weaknesses in current

knowledge:

● For developing a stronger information base on what does and does not work utilising

international variation, it would be helpful to establish a consistent set of research

definitions of abuse and neglect across countries. Equally, a cross-national database

containing information on the full range of maltreatment-related policies of member

countries with regard to definitions and indicators of abuse and neglect, as well as

(mandatory) reporting, investigation, and indicators on child protection systems

(including case findings, types and intensity of interventions, and out-of-home

placement) would be of value. This is essential for the development and exchange of

information about effective practices.
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● Further research should be undertaken to identify whether associations between low

income and child maltreatment are causal in nature, and how this relationship may vary

across family and income groups and (groups of) countries. This is crucial to designing

effective public policies for preventing child maltreatment.

Thus far, most empirical research regarding the economic causes and consequences of

maltreatment has been conducted in Anglophone countries, especially the United States.

The extension of these lines of inquiry to a wider range of countries would seem a high

priority.

Given the limited evidence on which interventions are most effective in preventing

(particular types of) child maltreatment, it is crucial that future prevention programmes be

rigorously evaluated. These evaluations should include detailed cost-benefit analyses.

Notes

1. Some countries do not record this type of data centrally. For example, in Germany child
maltreatment reports received by local child and youth authorities at a local level are not collated
at a State (Länder) or Federal level (Kindler, 2007).

2. Euser et al. (2010) uses 2003 data for Canada, while Gilbert et al. (2009) draw on 1998 data. There was
a significant increase in maltreatment between the two dates.

3. In this chapter, the statistical data for Israel are supplied by and under the responsibility of the
relevant Israeli authorities. The use of such data by the OECD is without prejudice to the status of
the Golan Heights, East Jerusalem and Israeli settlements in the West Bank under the terms of
international law.

4. The complex process by which a death is classified as “intentional” varies greatly between
countries and over time (UNICEF, 2003).

5. A major issue with using intentional child death data as an iceberg indicator of overall abuse
across countries is the very low numbers of children involved in some countries (extreme cases
being Luxembourg or Iceland, where the total population is more or less one-third of a million
people). In these countries, child mortality rates can be unstable on a year-by-year basis, as a few
extra or fewer deaths will make a big difference to the observed rate. 

6. The United Kingdom result is consistent with the recent conclusions of Pritchard and Williams
(2010).

7. This section draws heavily from Waldfogel and Berger (2011, forthcoming).

8. The evidence base ranges from small-scale studies of select populations to larger-scale studies of
more representative populations; some studies use prospective methods and others rely on
retrospective data (see Gilbert et al., 2009 for a useful discussion of the strengths and limitations of
existing research designs in this area). For the most part, studies are observational. Although all of
the studies control for other differences between maltreated and non-maltreated children, they
can only control for a limited set of characteristics that are captured in their data.

9. There are also two studies focusing specifically on the long-run effects of sexual abuse on
employment and earnings. Hyman (2000) finds that sexual abuse is linked to lower earnings in a
United States sample, while Mullen et al. (1994) find it is linked to a higher likelihood of engaging
in unskilled work in a New Zealand sample at age 41. The latter study found that, consistent with
the results at age 29, those who had been maltreated as children were less likely to be employed
and, if employed, less likely to be in skilled or professional occupations. In addition, those who had
been maltreated had lower earnings and fewer assets (they were less likely to own stock, a car, or
a home). These results were not confined to those who had been physically or sexually abused but
were also present when the sample was restricted to those who had been neglected.

10. The effects of different types of maltreatment or the developmental timing of effects within
childhood are not considered here. Such factors are important for a more nuanced understanding
of linkages between maltreatment and later outcomes (Cicchetti and Carlson, 1989).

11. In many OECD countries including the United Kingdom, social ministries have the primary policy
advice function. However, this is not the case in some other countries, as, for example, Germany.
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12. A random assignment trial in Memphis, Tennessee, found that children in the treatment group
had fewer injuries and accidents requiring medical treatment, and lower mortality rates, than the
controls. A third random assignment trial, in Denver, Colorado, did not collect data on these
outcomes but did find beneficial effects of the programme on intermediate outcomes such as the
sensitivity of mothers’ parenting (Howard and Brooks-Gunn, 2009).

13. Reynolds et al. (2009) review 14 programmes for children under age 5. They estimate that the
average effect of programme participation was to reduce maltreatment by 31%. However, only five
of the 14 programmes showed significant reductions and 3 of 5 these showed strong evidence.
Only Child-Parent Centres and Nurse-Family partnerships had long-term preventive effects. The
vast majority of the interventions reviewed were implemented in the United States.
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ANNEX 7.A1 

Mortality Data and the Internnational Classification 
of Diseases (ICD)

Classification of cause of death
Different countries used different WHO coding systems (ICD8, ICD9 and ICD10) at

different times. Classification of causes of death under the ICD8 and ICD9 systems are

broadly similar and comparable in most countries. However, classification of causes of

death under ICD9 and ICD10 are not comparable and causes a break in series. Statistics

Canada (2005) provides a country specific study of the effects of changing from ICD9 to

ICD10 on mortality rates. Data on suicides is not included.

The data here are thus drawn from three different databases depending on country

and year and Tables 7.A1.1 and 7.A1.2 present the categories of data that have been used.

Table 7.A1.1. Deaths due to maltreatment, accidental injury

ICD8 ICD9 ICD10

A138 (motor vehicle accidents) B47 (transport accident) 1096 (transport accident)

A139 (other transport accidents) B48 (accidental poisoning) 1097 (falls)

A140 (accidental poisoning) B49 (misadventures during medical care, 
abnormal reactions, late complications)

W20-W49 (exposure to inanimate mechanical forces)

A141 (accidental falls) B50 (accidental falls) W50-W64 (exposure to animate mechanical forces)

A142 (accidents caused by fires) B51 (accidents caused by fire and flames) 1098 (accidental drowning and submersion)

A143 (accidental drowning
and submersion)

B52 (other accidents, including late effects) W75-W84 (other accidental threats to breathing)

A144 (accidents caused
by firearm missiles)

B53 (drugs, medicaments causing adverse 
effects in therapeutic use)

W85-W99 (exposure to electrical current, radiation
and extreme ambient temperature and pressure)

A145 (accidents mainly
of industrial type)

1099 (exposure to smoke, fire and flames)

A146 (all other accidents) X10-X19 (contact with heat and hot substances)

X20-X29 (contact with venomous animals and plants)

X30-X39 (exposure to forces of nature)

1100 (accidental poisoning by and exposure
to noxious substances)

X50-X57 (overexertion, travel and privation)

X58-X59 (accidental exposure to other and unspecified 
factors)

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932394490



7. CHILD MALTREATMENT

DOING BETTER FOR FAMILIES © OECD 2011 271

Country specific issues

All countries

Most countries either use less detailed or more detailed classification system but not

both. This is especially true for ICD10. To overcome this problem calculations were done

based on both more detailed and less detailed classifications and the larger number is used

for this analysis.

Mexico

Population data for 2002-08 are not available from WHO Mortality database. Thus

for 2002-08 population data was derived from the 2010 OECD Education Database.

Switzerland

The disaggregation of deaths by undetermined intent, other assault, and other

accidents is not available; numbers are aggregated under “other external causes” in ICD10.

Deaths due to “other external causes” are included in figures for accidental deaths but

excluded from figures for maltreatment deaths, as this produces figures more in line with

historic figures in ICD9. Thus, deaths due to maltreatment are a slight undercount, while

deaths to accident are a slight overcount.

Turkey

No data on child mortality classified under causes of death.

Table 7.A1.2. Deaths due to maltreatment, intentional injury

ICD8 ICD9 ICD10

A148 (homicide and legal interventions) B55 (homicide) X85-Y09 (assault including homicide)

A149 (undetermined intent – see 
discussion under ICD10)

B560 (undetermined intent –
see discussion under ICD10)

Y10-Y34 (undetermined intent – undetermined causes
of death are treated as maltreatment for statistical 
purposes to better align WHO figures with national surveys 
(UNICEF, 2003).

A150 (operations of war) B561 (legal interventions and 
operations of war)

Y35-Y36 (legal interventions and operations of war)

B569 (other assault) Y87, Y89 (other assault)

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932394509
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Figure 7.A1.1. Intentional and accidental child mortality rates, 1970 to latest year available
Number of deaths among children of specified age
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Figure 7.A1.1. Intentional and accidental child mortality rates, 1970 to latest year available (cont.)
Number of deaths among children of specified age
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Figure 7.A1.1. Intentional and accidental child mortality rates, 1970 to latest year available (cont.)
Number of deaths among children of specified age
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Figure 7.A1.1. Intentional and accidental child mortality rates, 1970 to latest year available (cont.)
Number of deaths among children of specified age

ICD: International Classification of Disease.
1. The classification of causes of death under ICD9 and ICD10 are not fully comparable and causes a break in series. A dotted line is

used to denote this break in the series from one classification system. Although ICD coding changes may cause a break in the series,
there does not appear to be an evident data discontinuity in most data when the ICD changes. There are a couple of possible
exceptions, the most evident being declines in Mexico when shifting from ICD8 to ICD9 for intentional injury and rises for Portugal for
the same shift.

Source: WHO (2010), WHO Mortality Database.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932393920
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