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Change in work-family reconciliation policy in France and the UK since 2008: the influence of 

economic crisis and austerity 

 

Work-family reconciliation policy - understood here to include the provision or subsidy of childcare 

services, parental leaves and the right to request flexibility at work for care responsibilities ʹ has 

been undergoing a process of convergence across Europe in the last twenty years with latecomer 

countries which had hitherto had little provision in this area, such as Germany, the UK and the 

NĞƚŚĞƌůĂŶĚƐ͕ ͞ĐĂƚĐŚŝŶŐ ƵƉ͟ ǁŝƚŚ ĞĂƌůǇ ďŝƌĚ ĐŽƵŶƚƌŝĞƐ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ FƌĂŶĐĞ ĂŶĚ  “ĐĂŶĚŝŶĂǀŝĂ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞŝƌ 
extensive provisions ĨŽƌ ĐŚŝůĚĐĂƌĞ ĂŶĚ ƉĂƌĞŶƚĂů ůĞĂǀĞ ;ƐĞĞ ĨŽƌ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ BŽŶŽůŝ͕ ϮϬϭϯ͖ O͛BƌŝĞŶ͕ ϮϬϭϯ͖ 
Morgan, 2013). That said, significant divergences remain between countries due to their historical 

pathway legacies which establish how the state, market, culture and family interact (Kvist, 2013; 

O͛BƌŝĞŶ͕ ϮϬϭϯ͖ PĨĂƵ-EĨĨŝŶŐĞƌ͕ ϮϬϬϰͿ͘ IŶ ϮϬϬϴ͕ ƚŚŝƐ ĐŽŶǀĞƌŐĞŶĐĞ ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ ĐŽŶĨƌŽŶƚĞĚ Ă ͞ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů 
ũƵŶĐƚƵƌĞ͟ ;PŝĞƌƐŽŶ͕ ϮϬϬϰͿ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĨŽƌŵ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƐŽǀĞƌĞŝŐŶ ĚĞďƚ ĐƌŝƐŝƐ͕ ĐŽŶƐĞƋƵĞŶƚ ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐ ƐůŽǁĚŽǁŶ 
and ensuing austerity measures witnessed across Europe (Ollier-Malaterre, Valcour, Den Dulk & 

Kossek, 2013) which exacerbated pre-existing pressures on social policies, limiting their expansion 

and threatening their maintenance (Ferragina and Seeleib-Kaiser, 2014). However, it appears that 

work-family reconciliation policy has emerged relatively unscathed from this process (Baird & 

O͛BƌŝĞŶ͕ ϮϬϭϱ͖ GŽƌŶŝĐŬ͕ ϮϬϭϱ͖ MŽƐƐ Θ DĞǀĞŶ͕ ϮϬϭϱͿ͕ ƚŚŝƐ ƌĞƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ ƚŽ ĂƵƐƚĞƌŝƚǇ ďĞŝŶŐ ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚĞĚ ĨŽƌ 
by the fact that expenditure in this area is limited (in contrast with spending on health, pensions and 

social security benefits) in relation to the electoral benefit it can bring to parties in office (Bonoli, 

2013). Furthermore, work-family reconciliation policy and the early-ǇĞĂƌƐ͛ ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ 
it have been considered firmly as a social investment rather than a cost (Kvist, 2013). Indeed, 

ƉƌŽŵŽƚŝŶŐ ŵŽƚŚĞƌƐ͛ ĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ ŵĂǇ ďĞ ƐĞĞŶ ĂƐ ĞǀĞŶ ŵŽƌĞ ŶĞĐĞƐƐĂƌǇ ŝŶ ŚĂƌĚ ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐ ƚŝŵĞƐ ĂƐ Ă 
protection against poverty and benefit dependency if the male breadwinner were to become 

unemployed. 

All that said, even if post-2008 economic problems have not put a halt to the development of 

reconciliation policy or caused a reversal of the convergence trend, it is likely that these 

circumstances will have interacted with other policy drivers to influence the nature of change during 

this period in path-dependent ways. In order to evaluate such a supposition, this article will 

systematically review and compare changes in work-family reconciliation policy since 2008 in two 

contrasting case-ƐƚƵĚǇ ĐŽƵŶƚƌŝĞƐ͕ ŶĂŵĞůǇ ƚŚĞ ͞ĞĂƌůǇ ďŝƌĚ͟ ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ FƌĂŶĐĞ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ͞ůĂƚĞĐŽŵĞƌ͟ 
country, the UK.

1
  These two countries have traditionally had very different policy histories and 

normative assumptions about the respective work-care responsibilities of citizens and the state but  

had undergone a significant convergence up until 2008 (Milner, 2010).
2
  Traditionally in all relevant 

typologies, France and the UK are placed in different categories: France has been labelled a 

conservative welfare regime (Esping-Anderson, 1999), a modified male-breadwinner state (Lewis, 

1992) and an optional familialist state (Leitner, 2003). France developed measures in the 1970s to 

enable women to combine employment and motherhood, a policy framed by the need to increase 

                                                           
1
 These figures are derived from an analysis of data from EU Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-

SILC) by Bradshaw et al, 2015. 
2
 France has been visited on a number of occasions in the last few years by UK childcare ministers looking for 

best practice. For example, in September 2015 Sam Gyimah, on the occasion of one such visit to Paris 

ĂŶŶŽƵŶĐĞĚ ͘͘͘͞ ŝŶ FƌĂŶĐĞ ŚŝŐŚ-quality childcare is central to efforts to support families to balance their work 

ĂŶĚ ŚŽŵĞ ůŝĨĞ͘ TŚĂƚ͛Ɛ ǁŚǇ I͛ŵ ŬĞĞŶ ƚŽ ĨŝŶĚ ŽƵƚ ǁŚĂƚ ǁŽƌŬƐ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞŵ͙͘͟ DĞƉĂƌƚŵĞŶƚ ĨŽƌ EĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ “Ăŵ 
GǇŝŵĂŚ MP ;ϮϬϭϱͿ ͞“Ăŵ GǇŝŵĂŚ ǀŝƐŝƚƐ PĂƌŝƐ ƚŽ ƐŚĂƌĞ ďĞƐƚ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞ ŝŶ ĐŚŝůĚĐĂƌĞ͕͟ 
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/sam-gyimah-visits-paris-to-share-best-practice-in-childcare.,the UK 

Childcare Minister, 



both the labour force and birth rate and embedded in a tradition of the state having a broad 

legitimacy for intervention in the family (Haut Conseil de la Famille, 2011). Meanwhile, the UK has 

been labelled a liberal welfare regime (Esping-Andersen, 1999), traditionally a male breadwinner 

state (Lewis, 1992) and an implicit defamilialising regime (Leitner, 2003). During the 1970s and 1980s 

ƚŚĞ ƐƚĂƚĞ ĚŝĚ ŶŽƚ ŝŶƚĞƌǀĞŶĞ ĞŝƚŚĞƌ ƚŽ ĞŶĐŽƵƌĂŐĞ Žƌ ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌĂŐĞ ŵŽƚŚĞƌƐ͛ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŝŽŶ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ůĂďŽƵƌ 
market. It was not until 1997 that reconciliation policy began to develop in the country as part of the 

social-democratic project of New Labour, informed by gender equality considerations, but also firmly 

rooted in a third-way social investment and activation policy model. In terms of childcare coverage, 

significant differences remain between the two countries: in 2013 in full-time equivalent terms, 

childcare coverage for 3-5 year olds was only 50 per cent in the UK (headcount: 73 per cent) but 88 

per cent in France (head count: 100 per cent). The FTE coverage rate for 0-2 years olds was only 15 

per cent in the UK (headcount: 30 per cent) whereas it was 47 per cent in France (headcount: 52 per 

cent).
3
   TŚĞƐĞ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ƉŽůŝĐǇ ůĂŶĚƐĐĂƉĞƐ ŚĂǀĞ ŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞĚ ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ ůĂďŽƵƌ ŵĂƌŬĞƚ ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ ŝŶ ƚŚe 

two countries: the gender employment gap is lower in France (7 points) than in the UK (9.5 points) 

within a lower overall employment rate (65 per cent in France and 74 per cent in the UK). The overall 

gender earnings gap is also lower in France at 32.9 per cent compared with 47.6 per cent in the UK,
4
  

explained in great part by the higher incidence of part-time work amongst women in the UK (41 per 

cent) than in France (30 per cent).
5
  

Furthermore, the two countries have had opposing political trajectories since 2008: in France, the 

right-wing administration of Nicolas Sarkozy was in government in the first post-crisis years but lost 

power in 2012 to the Socialist administration of François Hollande. Conversely, the Labour Party was 

in power in the UK until 2010 when the Conservative-led Coalition government took office. The 

Conservatives have been governing alone since 2015. The two countries differ also in terms of the 

impact of the crisis and their response to it as concerns public spending. According to the World 

Bank
6
  in 2007 France and the UK had similar growth rates at 2.4 and 2.6 per cent of GDP 

respectively. However, although France fared better than the UK in terms of growth during the 

2008-2011 period, between 2012 and 2014, UK GPD rose by between 1.2 and 2.9 per cent per 

annum whereas in France the increase in all three years was below 0.7 per cent. Austerity cuts to 

public spending have been more severe in the UK than in France. In 2008, France devoted 52.7 per 

cent of its GDP to public spending against 47.3 per cent in the UK. By 2014, this initial difference had 

grown significantly with France devoting 57.2 per cent of GDP to public spending against 44.4 per 

cent in the UK (INSEE, 2014; INSEE 2016). Up until 2014 the French government relied mostly on tax 

increases to control their budget deficit whereas the stated aim of the UK Coalition was to cut public 

expenditure rapidly and redefine the contours of the welfare state, this being portrayed as an 

͞ƵƌŐĞŶƚ ƚƌƵƚŚ͟ ĂŶĚ ũƵƐƚŝĨŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ ĨŽƌ Ă ƌĞƐŝĚƵĂů welfare-state model (Farnsworth & Irving, 2011). 

However, in a change of tack in 2014 the French government announced the objective of reducing 

public spending by 50 billion euros by 2017. 

Analytical frameworks 

In order to undertake this analysis, the article will first describe the changes which have taken place 

in work-ĨĂŵŝůǇ ƌĞĐŽŶĐŝůŝĂƚŝŽŶ ƉŽůŝĐǇ ŝŶ FƌĂŶĐĞ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ UK ƐŝŶĐĞ ϮϬϬϴ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ĂŝĚ ŽĨ HĂůů͛Ɛ ;ϭϵϵϯͿ 
framework which defines three levels of policy change:  adjustments to the settings of policy 

                                                           
3
 These figures are derived from an analysis of data from EU Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-

SILC) by Bradshaw et al, 2015 
4
 Figures for 2015 (European Union, 2016). 

5
 Figures for 2015 (European Commission, 2016) 

6
 http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.KD.ZG, 

http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.KD.ZG


instruments which represent first order change
7
 ; changes to or the introduction of new techniques 

or policy instruments which represents second-order change;
8
   and lastly, the recasting of the 

overarching goals that guide policy which represents third-order change, also referred to as 

paradigmatic change.
9
  Second, the article will assess the extent to and the ways in which the 

economic crisis and austerity in combination with other drivers have influenced work-family 

reconciliation policy in each national context since 2008. In order to do this, the article will refer to a 

range of socio-economic, political, institutional and cultural explanations organised within Mätzke 

ĂŶĚ OƐƚŶĞƌ͛Ɛ ;ϮϬϭϬĂ͖ ϮϬϭϬďͿ ĨƌĂŵĞǁŽƌŬ ĨŽƌ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐ ĐŚĂŶŐĞ ŝŶ ĨĂŵŝůǇ ƉŽůŝĐǇ͘ TŚŝƐ Ĩƌamework 

applies a twofold distinction, the first aspect of which differentiates between material as opposed to 

ideational explanations of policy change whilst the second distinguishes between the role of societal 

as opposed to political actors. This produces four categories of explanation. In the material / societal 

category, socio-ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐ ĐŚĂŶŐĞƐ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ŶĞǁ ƐŽĐŝĂů ĐŚĂůůĞŶŐĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ƉƌŽĚƵĐĞ ;ŵŽƚŚĞƌƐ͛ 
employment; the ageing population; child poverty) often lie at the root of policy change. However, 

given that similar problems are addressed in different ways and at different times in particular 

countries, alone they cannot account for such change. Indeed, even the identification of a certain 

situation as problematic is not a neutral process. Important also in explaining policy change is the 

ability of particular social groups and organized interests (feminist groups; family associations; 

business lobby) to gain access to political influence to promote particular types of policy action. In 

the material / political category, policy change may be explained by a change of actors responsible 

for decision-making (political parties; bureaucratic elites) or by shifts in the composition and/or 

ideologies of political parties in power or opposition. Material factors alone, however, cannot 

explain policy change and it is necessary also to consider ideational explanations. In the ideational / 

ƐŽĐŝĞƚĂů ĐĂƚĞŐŽƌǇ͕ ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐ͛ ĐŚĂŶŐŝŶŐ ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞƐ ĂŶĚ ŝĚĞĂůƐ ĂďŽƵƚ ƉĂƌĞŶƚŚŽŽĚ ĂŶĚ ĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ ĂƌĞ 
of course very important in determining what kind of change the public will tolerate or indeed 

militate for. However, these in turn are subject to influence by organized interests and politicians, 

and indeed the practical and symbolic effects of existing policy itself. In the ideational / political 

ĐĂƚĞŐŽƌǇ ŝƐ ƚŽ ďĞ ĨŽƵŶĚ ƚŚĞ ŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ ͞ƌŚĞƚŽƌŝĐ ĂĐƚŝŽŶ͕͟ Ă ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ ǁŚĞƌĞďǇ ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů ĂĐƚŽƌƐ ĞƐƉŽƵƐĞ 
and promote ideas which appeal to the moral intuition of societal actors to convince them that 

ĐĞƌƚĂŝŶ ƉŽůŝĐǇ ĐŚĂŶŐĞƐ ĂƌĞ ŶĞĐĞƐƐĂƌǇ ;ƚŚĞ ͞ƵƌŐĞŶƚ ƚƌƵƚŚ͟ ŽĨ ĂƵƐƚĞƌŝƚǇ͖ ͞ĨƌĞĞ ĐŚŽŝĐĞ͟ ŽĨ ĐŚŝůĚĐĂƌĞ 
options). Furthermore, epistemic communities, transnational networks of professionals with a 

justified claim to policy knowledge (academics, policy experts) have an important ideational role to 

play in defining the problematic nature of a social phenomenon and advising on policy responses to 

it. In sum, therefore, we need to understand how this range of material and ideational factors and 

societal and political actors interact to allow new social challenges to be defined, policy proposals to 

address these challenges to be elaborated and such proposals to be enacted.  

Work-family reconciliation policy in France and the UK prior to 2008 

In order to understand how historical pathway legacies might have affected policy change since 

2008, the development of work-family reconciliation policy in each country prior to 2008 will be 

discussed. Until the late 1990s there was a gulf separating France and the UK on this issue (Lewis, 

                                                           
7
 For example, benefit levels, eligibility rules 

8
 Work-family reconciliation policy is constituted of a number of different types of policy instruments the 

principal ones of which are: provision of childcare places, subsidies for purchasing childcare, parental-leave 

rights and parental-leave benefits and rights to flexibility at work (Ferragina and Seeleib-Kaiser (2014) 
9
 For example, Mazur (2002) identifies three possible goals for work-family reconciliation policy: (i) to make 

stay-at-home mothers financially independent from ƚŚĞŝƌ ŚƵƐďĂŶĚƐ͛ ƐĂůĂƌŝĞƐ͖ ;ŝŝͿ ƚŽ ĞŶƐƵƌĞ ƚŚĂƚ ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ 
primary parenting role does not prevent them participating in employment; (iii) to redefine gender roles, 

ĨŽĐƵƐŝŶŐ ƉŽůŝĐǇ ŽŶ ŵĞŶ͛Ɛ ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĨĂŵŝůǇ ĂƐ ǁĞůů ĂƐ ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŝŽŶ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ůĂďŽur market. 



2013). On the one hand, the French state had enjoyed wide legitimacy to intervene in family life 

since the beginning of the welfare state (Fagnani & Math, 2011). From its inception, the social 

security system had organised a transfer of resources from the childless to families with children 

ǁŚŝĐŚ ŐĂǀĞ Ă ďƌŽĂĚ ůĞŐŝƚŝŵĂĐǇ ƚŽ ƐƚĂƚĞ ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ ĨŽƌ ŵŽƚŚĞƌƐ͛ ĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ͘ IŶ ϭϵϳϮ ƚŚĞ ͞ĂůůŽĐĂƚŝŽŶ 
ƉŽƵƌ ĨƌĂŝƐ ĚĞ ŐĂƌĚĞ͟10

  was introduced whilst local authorities ran means-tested and subsidised 

crèches for the under threes and children from three to school agĞ ĐŽƵůĚ ĂƚƚĞŶĚ ƚŚĞ ͞ĠĐŽůĞ 
ŵĂƚĞƌŶĞůůĞ͟11

   for free. Such assistance was justified within a natalist framework which secured 

support for work-family reconciliation measures from across the political spectrum:  the perceived 

demographic weakness of the country meant that the state needed to ensure that women both 

remained in the workforce and brought up children (Jenson, 1986). Gender equality as a frame of 

reference played a subordinate role only in this process and work-family reconciliation remained 

anchored in a notion of maternalism (Bonoli, 2013; Mazur, 2002; White, 2004). This longevity of 

state support for working mothers explains to a great extent the social acceptability of placing a 

child of under three in full-time childcare in France (Fagnani & Math, 2011). In similarity to France, 

the notion of maternalism has strongly influenced the UK welfare state but in contrast, the British 

liberal tradition has led to a reluctance to intervene in the family lives of citizens, whether to 

discourage or encouragĞ ŵŽƚŚĞƌƐ͛ ĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ ;FůĞĐŬĞŶƐƚĞŝŶ Θ “ĞĞůĞŝď-Kaiser, 2011; Haux, 2011).  

In the UK work-family reconciliation policy did not develop until the late 1990s despite the fact that 

ŵŽƚŚĞƌƐ͛ ĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ ŚĂĚ ŐƌŽǁŶ ƐƚƌŽŶŐůǇ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ϭϵϴϬƐ ǁŝƚŚ ŽǀĞƌ ŚĂůĨ ŽĨ Ăůů ŵŽƚŚĞrs with children 

under five being economically active by the early 1990s (Sly, 1994). The Conservative administration 

in the 1980s had considered the family to be an exclusively private matter with policy intervention 

restricted to targeting support for chŝůĚƌĞŶ ŝŶ ŶĞĞĚ͘  TŚĞ ƚƌĂĚŝƚŝŽŶĂů ĨĂŵŝůǇ ͞ŵĂůĞ ďƌĞĂĚǁŝŶŶĞƌ͟ 
ŵŽĚĞů ǁĂƐ ŶŽƚ ĂĐƚŝǀĞůǇ ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚĞĚ͕ ďƵƚ ŶĞŝƚŚĞƌ ǁĂƐ ƚŚĞƌĞ ĂŶǇ ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚ ƚŽ ƵŶĚĞƌŵŝŶĞ ŝƚ͘ MŽƚŚĞƌƐ͛ 
employment had to be managed within the resources of the household, often with recourse to part-

time work and informal networks of family, friends and neighbours, the voluntary provision of pre-

school education and private market childcare. Local authorities provided some part-time nursery 

education for pre-school children and through the decade the number of four-year olds in primary 

school reception classes grew (Lewis, 2013).  

Both countries saw considerable change to the reconciliation landscape through the 1990s which 

started the process of convergence between them. In France new reconciliation policy instruments 

were developed from the late 1980s as new policy goals were grafted on to existing ones. In the 

context of the unemployment crisis of the time and without a strong gender-egalitarian frame to 

protect it, reconciliation policy began to be dictated by employment policy which sought to de-

activate certain sectors of the workforce, including mothers of young children in pursuit of the goal 

ŽĨ ͞ǁŽƌŬ-ƐŚĂƌŝŶŐ͟ ;BŽŶŽůŝ͕ ϮϬϭϯ͖ FĂŐŶĂŶŝ Θ MĂƚŚ͕ ϮϬϬϵ͖ MĂƌƚŝŶ͕ ϮϬϭϬͿ͘ TŚĞ ƉƌŝŶĐŝƉĂů ĐŚĂŶŐĞ ǁĂƐ ƚŚĞ 
introduction of a parental leave benefit - ƚŚĞ AůůŽĐĂƚŝŽŶ Ě͛EĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ PĂƌĞŶƚĂůĞ ;APEͿ 12

 - by the 

Socialists in 1985 to complement the right to parental leave. The benefit allowed for a long leave up 

the third birthday of the child paid at a low flat rate, replacing less than 15 per cent of average 

earnings (OECD, 2014a). Initially the APE was only available for the third child. It was denounced by 

ĨĞŵŝŶŝƐƚ ŐƌŽƵƉƐ ĂƐ Ă ͞ŵŽƚŚĞƌƐ͛ ǁĂŐĞ͟ ŝŶ ĚŝƐŐƵŝƐĞ ďƵƚ ǁĞůĐŽŵĞĚ ďǇ CĂƚŚŽůŝĐ-influenced family 

associations such as the Union Nationale des Associations Familiales (UNAF)
13

  (Fagnani, 2000). Once 

in power, the right-wing government developed around the APE what was to become the 

justificatory frame of reconciliation policy goals for the ensuing thirty years: the provision of 
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 Nursery school which had existed since the late nineteenth century 
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13

 Since 1945, the UNAF had been an institutional partner advising on all areas of family policy. 



freedom of choice for families in terms of how to combine employment and child rearing (Martin, 

2010).  In terms of policy instruments, this meant that the state supported equally mothers who 

wanted to stay at home with their young children 
14

  and those who wanted to remain in the 

workforce. The APE was extended to the second child in 1994 and offered on a part-time basis. In 

2004 under a right-wing government, paid parental leave was extended to parents of one child, but 

only for one year and the reconciliation policy package as a whole was reconfigured and renamed to 

render explicit this notion of choice for families. For example, the APE become the Complement de 

LŝďƌĞ CŚŽŝǆ Ě͛AĐƚŝǀŝƚĠ ;CLCAͿ͘15
   LĂƐƚůǇ͕ ŝŶ ϮϬϬϮ ƚǁŽ ǁĞĞŬƐ͛ ƉĂƚĞƌŶŝƚǇ ůĞĂǀĞ ǁĂƐ ŝŶƚƌŽĚƵĐĞĚ͘ AŵŽŶŐƐƚ 

OECD countries, France has had the highest degree of diversification of work-family reconciliation 

ƉŽůŝĐǇ ŝŶƐƚƌƵŵĞŶƚƐ ǁŝƚŚ ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ ďĞŶĞĨŝƚŝŶŐ ĨƌŽŵ Ă ͞ĚŽƵďůĞ ĨƌĞĞ ĐŚŽŝĐĞ͗͟ ŶŽƚ ŽŶůǇ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ƉĂƌĞŶƚĂů 
leave and childcare for the under threes, but also between a wide range of individualised or 

collective childcare options (Thévenon, 2011a). Alongside the introduction of the parental leave 

benefit and the continuing provision of nursery schools and local-authority run crèches, through the 

1980s and 1990s France sought to increase the number of childcare places by supporting the use of 

individual and flexible forms of childcare -  particularly childminding - through universal benefits for 

dual-earner parents and single-parent families and tax breaks rather than increasing investment in 

ĐƌğĐŚĞ ƉƌŽǀŝƐŝŽŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ ǁĂƐ ŵŽƌĞ ĐŽƐƚůǇ͘ IŶ ϭϵϴϲ ƚŚĞ AůůŽĐĂƚŝŽŶ ĚĞ ŐĂƌĚĞ Ě͛ƵŶ ĞŶĨĂŶƚ ă ĚŽŵŝĐŝůĞ 
(AGED) 

16
 ǁĂƐ ŝŶƚƌŽĚƵĐĞĚ ĨŽůůŽǁĞĚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ AŝĚĞ ă ůĂ ĨĂŵŝůůĞ ƉŽƵƌ ů͛ĞŵƉůŽŝ Ě͛ƵŶĞ ĂƐƐŝƐƚĂŶƚĞ ŵĂƚĞƌŶĞůůĞ 

agréée  (AFAEMA)
17

 in 1990. These benefits were combined to become the Complément de Libre 

Choix de Mode de Garde (CLCMG) 
18

 in 2004. Indeed, childminding has become the most used type 

of care for the under threes (Observatoire national de la petite enfance, 2016). All that said, from 

the early 2000s more cash was injected into nursery schools and crèches following increased 

demand for collective childcare with available places rising 2.9 per cent per year between 2003 and 

2007 (Fagnani & Math, 2011). 

In the UK, the New Labour government, elected in 1997, began the process of convergence with 

early-bird states such as France as the most radical changes to parental rights since the second 

world-war were enacted (Morgan, 2013), bringing about a paradigmatic change in the goals of policy 

and giving the state responsibility for work-family matters (Lewis & Campbell, 2007). The following 

policy instruments were introduced: Local Education Authorities were obliged to provide a free part-

time place (12.5 hours per week) for 4 year olds extended to 3 year olds in 2004 with hours 

extended to 15 per week in 2008.  The SureStart scheme provided collective childcare in targeted 

disadvantaged areas. Means-tested financial subsidies for childcare were also provided through a 

system of tax credits introduced in 1999 covering up to 70 per cent of childcare costs up to a ceiling 

per child which rose to 80 per cent in 2003. For families not entitled to tax credits, a tax efficient 

childcare voucher system was introduced in 2005 whereby employers could provide tax and National 

Insurance- free vouchers for childcare. Maternity leave was extended incrementally up to nine 

ŵŽŶƚŚƐ͛ ƉĂŝĚ ĂŶĚ ƚŚƌĞĞ ŵŽŶƚŚƐ͛ ƵŶƉĂŝĚ ůĞĂǀĞ ďǇ ϮϬϬϲ ǁŚŝůƐƚ ŝŶ ƐŝŵŝůĂƌŝƚǇ ƚŽ FƌĂŶĐĞ ŝŶ ϮϬϬϮ ƚǁŽ 
ǁĞĞŬ͛Ɛ ƉĂŝĚ ƉĂƚĞƌŶŝƚǇ ůĞĂǀĞ ǁĂƐ ŝŶƚƌŽĚƵĐĞĚ͘ LĂƐƚůǇ͕ ŝŶ ϮϬϬϯ ĂŶ ĞŵƉůŽǇĞĞ ͞ƌŝŐŚƚ ƚŽ ƌĞƋƵĞƐƚ͟ ƌĞĚƵĐĞĚ 
or flexible hours to accommodate childcare and other responsibilities was enacted (Daly, 2010; 

LĞǁŝƐ͕ ϮϬϭϯͿ͘ DĞƐƉŝƚĞ ƚŚĞ ƌĂĚŝĐĂů ŶĂƚƵƌĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞƐĞ ƌĞĨŽƌŵƐ͕ ƚŚĞ ƉĂƚŚ ĚĞƉĞŶĚĞŶĐǇ ŽĨ NĞǁ LĂďŽƵƌ͛Ɛ 
approach  of combining neoliberalism with responses to emerging social needs and relying on the 
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 This is essentially the under-threes since all French children have the right to a place in nursery school from 

the age of three to school age with nearly all families sending their children to the maternelle. 
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market to provide childcare, maintaining cash benefits at a low residual level and targeting help to 

lower income families through means-testing is evident (Daly, 2010). In terms of the justificatory 

frame of these developments, although gender equality was employed to a degree (Milner, 2010), in 

similarity to France, it was never the primary ideational frame. Whereas in France, natalism and the 

goal of work-sharing had helped shape reconciliation policy, increasingly over the course of the New 

Labour governments, policy was influenced by notions of increasing the active workforce as an anti-

poverty strategy and in relation to the responsibilities of social citizenship (Lewis, 2013). By 2008 in 

comparison to France the UK still had far less generous childcare and leave provisions: there was no 

ƉƌŽǀŝƐŝŽŶ ĨŽƌ ƉĂŝĚ ƉĂƌĞŶƚĂů ůĞĂǀĞ ĨŽƌ ĨĂƚŚĞƌƐ ŽƚŚĞƌ ƚŚĂŶ ƚŚĞ ƐƚĂƚƵƚŽƌǇ ƚǁŽ ǁĞĞŬƐ͛ ƉĂƚĞƌŶŝƚǇ ůĞĂǀĞ͖ 
support for childcare for the under threes was limited as was state-funded early-years education, 

this being provided in the private rather than the state-education sector. Indeed, between 2005 and 

2009 the average number of weekly hours spent in formal childcare for children under three was 

28.9 in France but only 13.8 in the UK (Ciccia & Bleijenbergh, 2014). 

Changes to work-family reconciliation policy in France and the UK since 2008  

By 2008, material problems regarding two key areas of work-family reconciliation had been 

identified in France and the UK͘ FŝƌƐƚ͕ ďŽƚŚ ĐŽƵŶƚƌŝĞƐ ŚĂĚ Ă ŚŝŐŚůǇ ͞ŐĞŶĚĞƌĞĚ͟ ƐǇƐƚĞŵ ĨŽƌ ĐŚŝůĚĐĂƌĞ 
leave (Saxonberg, 2013): in France, the CLCA had neither a wage replacement rate high enough to 

ĞŶĐŽƵƌĂŐĞ ĨĂƚŚĞƌƐ ƚŽ ƚĂŬĞ ŝƚ ƵƉ ;MŽƐƐ Θ DĞǀĞŶ͕ ϮϬϭϯͿ͕ ŶŽƌ Ă ͞ĨĂƚŚĞƌ ƋƵŽƚĂ͟ ;ƚŚĞ ƌĞƐĞƌǀĂƚŝŽn of a 

ĐĞƌƚĂŝŶ ƉƌŽƉŽƌƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ůĞĂǀĞ ĨŽƌ ͞ƚŚĞ ŽƚŚĞƌ ƉĂƌĞŶƚ͕͟ Ă ƉŽůŝĐǇ ĞŵĂŶĂƚŝŶŐ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ NŽƌĚŝĐ ĐŽƵŶƚƌŝĞƐ 
in the 1990s) whilst in the UK only mothers had the right to extended leave. Second, both countries 

faced the question of affordability of and access to formal childcare principally for pre-school 

children 
19

, a situation which was constituting a disincentive to labour force participation particularly 

among less educated and unskilled women (Evertsson et al, 2009). In France, geographical 

disparities in childcare coverage for the under threes and differential pricing of individual as opposed 

to collective care were contributing to a social bifurcation of the female labour market whilst in the 

UK the high cost of childcare was a problem for a wide-range of families. The identification of these 

situations as problematic can be seen as part of an ideational change which Orloff (2010) describes 

ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ͟ĨĂƌĞǁĞůů ƚŽ ŵĂƚĞƌŶĂůŝƐŵ͕͟ ƚŚĂƚ ŝƐ͕ ƚŚĞ ƌĞũĞĐƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ Ă ŵŽĚĞů ŽĨ ǁŽƌŬ-family reconciliation which 

focuses on helping mothers alone to combine employment with their caregiving role  in favour of 

ƉƌŽŵŽƚŝŶŐ ĂŶ ͞ĂĚƵůƚ ǁŽƌŬĞƌ͟ ŵŽĚĞů ďĂƐĞĚ ŽŶ ĚĞŐĞŶĚĞƌĞĚ ĂŶĚ ƐŚŽƌƚĞƌ ƉĂƌĞŶƚĂů ůĞĂǀĞƐ ĂŶĚ ĞǆƚĞŶƐŝǀĞ 
and affordable childcare. Such an approach can also be related to the develŽƉŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͞ƉŽƐƚ-

ŝŶĚƵƐƚƌŝĂů ǁĞůĨĂƌĞ ƐƚĂƚĞ͟ ;MĂƚǌŬĞ ĂŶĚ OƐƚŶĞƌ͕ ϮϬϭϬďͿ ŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƚŚĞ ƐƚĂƚĞ ƌĞĐŽŐŶŝǌĞƐ ĂŶĚ ƐƵƉƉŽƌƚƐ ŽŶůǇ 
economically active adults, providing them with help to undertake their care responsibilities where 

necessary, and targets spending on social investments. 

Turning first to the question of parental leave and the case of France, a significant new policy was 

ŝŶƚƌŽĚƵĐĞĚ͗ ƚŚĞ PƌĞƐƚĂƚŝŽŶ ƉĂƌƚĂŐĠĞ Ě͛ĠĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ĚĞ ů͛ĞŶĨĂŶƚ ;PƌĞPĂƌEͿ 20
 which came into effect for 

babies born from 1st January 2015. The PreParE continues to give parents of one child one year of 

full or part-ƚŝŵĞ ƉĂƌĞŶƚĂů ůĞĂǀĞ ƵŶƚŝů ƚŚĞ ĐŚŝůĚ͛Ɛ ĨŝƌƐƚ ďŝƌƚŚĚĂǇ͕ ďƵƚ ƚŚĞ ͞ŽƚŚĞƌ͟ ƉĂƌĞŶƚ ŵƵƐƚ ƚĂŬĞ Ăƚ 
least six months of the leave. For parents of two or more children, their previous entitlement to paid 

ůĞĂǀĞ ƵƉ ƚŽ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĐŚŝůĚ͛Ɛ ƚŚŝƌĚ ďŝƌƚŚĚĂǇ ŚĂƐ ƌĞŵĂŝŶĞĚ ƵŶĐŚĂŶŐĞĚ ďƵƚ ĞĂĐŚ ƉĂƌĞŶƚ ŝƐ ŶŽǁ ŽŶůǇ ĞŶƚŝƚůĞĚ 
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 In the UK statutory school age is five but children start school in reception classes normally in the September 

after their fourth birthday. In France, although the statutory school age is 6, almost all children attend the 

école maternelle from three years of age regardless of whether their parents work or not. Therefore in the UK 

there was a problem regarding both care for the under threes and as regards early-years education whereas in 

France the issue is with care of the under-threes. 
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Shared benefit for raising children  



to a maximum of twenty-four months of leave per child to include postnatal-maternity and paternity 

leave. The benefit is still paid at a low flat rate
21

  meaning that the likelihood of significant father 

take-up is reduced and the maximum leave available to mothers remains long at two years. 

However, despite its limitations, this second-order change of policy instrument may be construed as 

the beginnings of a third-order policy change in that it is the first work-family reconciliation policy 

instrument in France to target directly the behaviour of fathers and begin to move the country away 

from the implicit maternalism that had previously characterised work-family reconciliation policy 

(Mazur, 2002; White, 2004). How and why, therefore, did this policy change come about and what 

effect, if any, did the economic crisis and austerity have on its form and the process of policy 

change? 

By the 2000s, the epistemic community of international academics and French policy experts had 

identified that the CLCA was contributing to two socio-economic problems: the lack of father 

involvement in child rearing and the distancing from the labour market of low-qualified and younger 

mothers (see for example, Afas, 1998; Algava et al, 2005; Fagnani 2000). Although in principle open 

to both parents and despite having a relatively long history, parental leave was highly gendered 

(Saxonberg, 2013). Around 97 per cent of those claiming the APE or later the CLCA were mothers 

(Boyer & Ceroux, 2012). Indeed, in 2013, the percentage of those taking up parental leave who were 

men in France was one of the lowest (15th out of 18) in the OECD (OECD, 2014a). The setting of the 

CLCA offering a low flat-rate payment was an important reason for this low father take-up: given the 

gender pay gap, families lose less money if the mother ceases to work. Furthermore, given that the 

leave has been mostly taken by mothers, and indeed by less qualified mothers, its length at up to 

three years for the second and subsequent children - one of the longest in the EU and OECD - came 

ƚŽ ďĞ ƐĞĞŶ ĂƐ ƉƌŽďůĞŵĂƚŝĐ͘ ‘ĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨŝĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƐƵĐŚ ĂŶ ĂďƐĞŶĐĞ ǁĞĂŬĞŶƐ Ă ǁŽŵĂŶ͛Ɛ ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ ŽŶ 
the labour market for the rest of her career and has a detrimental effect on gender equality in the 

home (Afsas, 1998).  Recognition of these problems gained momentum within the French welfare 

elite during the 2000s with reports published highlighting the need to review the existing parental 

leave policy.
22

    

Arising from these reports was the introduction of a new policy instrument in 2006 which was, 

ŚŽǁĞǀĞƌ ůŝŵŝƚĞĚ ŝŶ ŝƚƐ ƌĞĂĐŚ͗  ƚŚĞ CŽŵƉůĠŵĞŶƚ ŽƉƚŝŽŶŶĞů ĚĞ ůŝďƌĞ ĐŚŽŝǆ Ě͛ĂĐƚŝǀŝƚĠ ;COLCAͿ 23
 ʹ a one-

year better remunerated leave which parents of three or more children could choose instead of the 

CLCA (Milner, 2010). One explanation of why more extensive change did not happen at that time is 

that although there had been partisan consensus in favour of the overarching policy goal of enabling 

mothers of dependent children to remain in the workforce since the 1970s in France, from the 1980s 

until the mid- to late-2000s, there had been a growing division of political opinion concerning the 

length of parental leave. Politicians on the right and centre and the powerful Union Nationale des 

Associations Familiales framed their support for maintaining long parental leaves in terms of 

͞ĐŚŽŝĐĞ͟ ĨŽƌ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ƚŽ ƐƚĂǇ Ăƚ ŚŽŵĞ ƵŶƚŝů ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ŐŽ ƚŽ ŶƵƌƐĞƌǇ ƐĐŚŽŽů͘ TŚŝƐ ĨƌĂŵĞ ǁĂƐ ǀĞƌǇ ƉŽƉƵůĂƌ 
with the ƉƵďůŝĐ͘ PŽůŝƚŝĐŝĂŶƐ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ůĞĨƚ ĂŶĚ ĨĞŵŝŶŝƐƚ ůŽďďǇ ŐƌŽƵƉƐ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ LĂďŽƌĂƚŽŝƌĞ Ě͛EŐĂůŝƚĠ 
were in principle in favour of a shorter, better paid and better shared parental leave for all (White, 

2004) although left-wing governments to date had not made such changes. However, in 2009 a 

partisan convergence first on shortening and then on sharing of parental leave came about (Morgan, 
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In 2016 this was 390 euros per month which is 34 per cent of the net full-time (35 hour) minimum wage of 

1144 euros http://www.wageindicator.org/main/salary/minimum-wage/france  
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   See for example a report by Michel Laroque, the General Inspector of Social Affairs in 2006: Congé parental 

fractionnable indemnisé, rapport no. 2006-97, http://www.ladocumentationfrancaise.fr/var/storage/rapports-

publics/064000687.pdf 
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2013) when President Sarkozy proposed the reduction of parental-leave benefit for all parents to 

one year to be paid as a percentage of former income: he did not mention a father quota at that 

ƚŝŵĞ͘ TŚŝƐ ƌĞĚƵĐƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƉĂƌĞŶƚĂů ůĞĂǀĞ ǁĂƐ ƉĂƌƚ ŽĨ “ĂƌŬŽǌǇ͛Ɛ ƉĂƌĂĚŝŐŵĂƚŝĐ ĐŚĂŶŐĞ ƌĞŐĂƌĚŝŶŐ 
employment policy which renounced the previous strategy of work-sharing to reduce 

unemployment and adopted an active labour market strategy designed to increase the employment 

rate of the working-age population (Windebank, 2012), employment policy having been a strong 

influence on work-family reconciliation policy since the late 1980s. Tasked with making policy 

proposals, in 2011 the Inspection Générale des Affaires Sociales (IGAS) published recommendations 

which endorsed the reduction of the CLCA to one year and suggested a benefit of 60 per cent of 

previous salary. It added that two months of this leavĞ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ďĞ ƌĞƐĞƌǀĞĚ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ ͞ŽƚŚĞƌ͟ ƉĂƌĞŶƚ͘ IŶ 
the interim, the Council of the European Union had issued a directive in 2010 to all member states to 

ƉƵƚ ŝŶƚŽ ƉůĂĐĞ Ăƚ ůĞĂƐƚ ŽŶĞ ŵŽŶƚŚ ŽĨ Ă ͞ĨĂƚŚĞƌ ƋƵŽƚĂ͘͟ TŚŝƐ ĨĂƚŚĞƌ ƋƵŽƚĂ ǁĂƐ ĂĐĐĞƉƚĞĚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ 
government whŝĐŚ ƉƌŽŵŝƐĞĚ Ă ǁŚŝƚĞ ƉĂƉĞƌ ƉƌŽŵŽƚŝŶŐ ͞ĞƋƵĂů ƐŚĂƌŝŶŐ ŽĨ ƉĂƌĞŶƚĂů ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐŝďŝůŝƚŝĞƐ 
ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĐŽƵƉůĞ͟ ďǇ DĞĐĞŵďĞƌ ϮϬϭϭ ;MŝŶŝƐƚğƌĞ ĚĞƐ “ŽůŝĚĂƌŝƚĠƐ Ğƚ ĚĞ ůĂ CŽŚĠƐŝŽŶ “ŽĐŝĂůĞ͕ ϮϬϭϭͿ͘ 
However, before action could be taken, President Sarkozy lost the 2012 presidential elections. It was 

left to the Socialist administration of President Hollande to reform parental leave.  

As has been seen, the eventual policy was not as radical a change as that proposed in the IGAS 

report although the enactment of these proposals remains the longer-term aim of the Socialist 

government. The stated reason for not doing so was the cost of such a change in the light of the 

economic and budgetary situation: in 2011 it was estimated that the cost of implementing the IGAS 

plan and providing childcare places to compensate for this shortening of leave would have increased 

expenditure on the under threes from 0.7 to 1.2 per cent of GDP (Thévenon, 2011b). In contrast, if 

father take-up of the PreParE remains at previous low levels,
24

  this change of policy instrument has 

ƚŚĞ ƉŽƚĞŶƚŝĂů ŽĨ ƐĂǀŝŶŐ ϳϬ ŵŝůůŝŽŶ ĞƵƌŽƐ ďǇ ϮϬϭϳ ďǇ ƌĞĚƵĐŝŶŐ ŵŽƚŚĞƌƐ͛ ĞŶƚŝƚůĞŵĞŶƚ ƚŽ ůĞĂǀĞ͘25
   This 

would be welcome as the Hollande government is looking to save up to 800 million euros from its 

family budget as part of its objective to cut spending by 50 billion euros between 2014 and 2017. 

Furthermore, due to the economic situation, there has been difficulty in developing enough 

childcare places for the under-threes to offset a more radical reduction in parental leave (see 

discussion below). Although these material constraints are very important, the decision not to enact 

a more far-reaching reform of parental leave must also be viewed in the light of the attachment of 

public opinion to the notion of free choice in work-family reconciliation as shown in opinion 

surveys
26

   and reactions to change or proposals for change on social media, opinion reinforced by 

groups such as the UNAF. This has made parties in office hesitant to make radical changes to 

parental level benefits.  

In the UK, parental leave policy in 2008 was still undeveloped in comparison to early-bird states such 

as France and indeed some latecomer countries such as Germany and highly gendered in that there 

ǁĂƐ ŶŽ ĞǆƚĞŶĚĞĚ ƉĂŝĚ ůĞĂǀĞ ŽƉĞŶ ƚŽ ĨĂƚŚĞƌƐ ĂďŽǀĞ ƚŚĞ ƚǁŽ ǁĞĞŬƐ͛ statutory paternity leave. Plans, 

however, were in hand to address this lacuna. The Labour government had outlined the Additional 

                                                           
24

 In the latest figures for December 2014 to December 2015, the first year of operation of the PreParE, there 

was an increase of 1.8 points in terms of fathers taking up parental leave : from 3.3 to 5.1 per cent. La lettre de 

L͛OďƐĞƌǀĂƚŽŝƌĞ ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů ĚĞ ůĂ ƉĞƚŝƚĞ ĞŶĨĂŶĐĞ͕ ŶŽ͘ϭ “ĞƉƚĞŵďĞƌ ϮϬϭϲ͕ Ɖ͘ϰ͘ 
https://www.caf.fr/sites/default/files/cnaf/LettreOnpeN1.pdf 
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Congé parental: les députés PS proposent un compromis, Les Echos, 14 October 2014 
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 Opinion surveys have showed that strong support for long parental leaves for mothers, for example, 

Kesteman (2009). 



Paternity Leave (APL) Regulations and Additional Statutory Paternity Pay (ASPPL) before leaving 

office, and the Coalition implemented these on election in 2010. Fathers and partners were not 

ŐŝǀĞŶ ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂů ĞŶƚŝƚůĞŵĞŶƚƐ ƚŽ ĂĚĚŝƚŝŽŶĂů ƉĂƚĞƌŶŝƚǇ ůĞĂǀĞ ďƵƚ ŝŶƐƚĞĂĚ ĂůůŽǁĞĚ ĂĐĐĞƐƐ ƚŽ ŵŽƚŚĞƌƐ͛ 
ůĞĂǀĞ ĂŶĚ ƉĂǇ ǁŚĞƌĞ ĂƉƉůŝĐĂďůĞ ;ŶŝŶĞ ŵŽŶƚŚƐ͛ ƉĂŝĚ ůĞĂǀĞ ĂŶĚ ƚŚƌĞĞ ŵŽŶƚŚƐ͛ ƵŶƉĂŝĚ ůĞĂǀĞͿ ǁŚĞn 

mothers returned to work during the maternity leave period. No gender-neutral parental leave as 

such was introduced. In 2013-14 only 1.4 per cent of eligible fathers took up this option.  However, 

this policy was further enhanced with the introduction of Shared Parental Leave (SPL) and Statutory 

Shared Parental Pay (SPPL) for children born since April 2015 which allows parents to share the 52 

ǁĞĞŬƐ͛ ůĞĂǀĞ ĂŶĚ ϯϵ ǁĞĞŬƐ ƉĂǇŵĞŶƚƐ ;Ăƚ άϭϯϵ ƉĞƌ ǁĞĞŬ 27
 or 90 per cent of previous income 

whichever is lower this is much more highly remunerated than its French equivalent) however they 

ƐĞĞ Ĩŝƚ͘ MŽƚŚĞƌƐ ŽŶůǇ ŚĂǀĞ ƚŽ ƚĂŬĞ ƚǁŽ ǁĞĞŬƐ͛ ŵĂƚĞƌŶŝƚǇ ůĞĂǀĞ ďĞĨŽƌĞ “PL ĂŶĚ “PPL ĐĂŶ ďĞ ŽďƚĂŝŶĞĚ 
rather than the twenty weeks which was the case under the ALL / ASPPL. However there is an 

incentive for higher-paid mothers to take the first six weeks of leave as this is paid to them at 90 per 

cent of previous income without the £139 ceiling and organisations can of course enhance SPL 

benefits. Although a full review of the policy will not be made until 2018, indications are that father 

take-up remains low: data from HMRC shows that in the first quarter of 2016 only 2 per cent of 

those taking leave for childcare were men which is at the lower end of the government's forecast of 

an uptake of between 2 and 8 per cent (Allen, 2016). Leave cannot be taken on a part-time basis. 

Given that parental leave as such did not exist in the UK before 2010, and although a father quota or 

part-time option has not been introduced, the combined introduction of these two sets of policies 

can be viewed as a the beginnings of a paradigmatic shift away from maternalism and towards an 

adult worker model of work-family reconciliation. But why did this change come long after many of 

the other changes enacted by New Labour? And why was the leave not more radically degendered?  

The answer to these questions cannot be solely that the UK was a latecomer to work-family 

reconciliation: Germany, another latecomer country, has a scheme with both a father quota and a 

benefit paid at a high wage-replacement rate (Fleckenstein and Seeleib-Kaiser, 2011). When the 

policy was announced, the government stressed that the time was not right for more radical change 

ŐŝǀĞŶ ƚŚĞ ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐ ƐŝƚƵĂƚŝŽŶ ;BĂŝƌĚ Θ O͛BƌŝĞŶ͕ ϮϬϭϱͿ͕ ďƵƚ ǁŚŝůƐƚ ŶŽƚ Đommitting to further change as 

the French government has, neither was it ruled out. However, including a father quota would not 

necessarily have had cost implications, as we have seen in the French case. More important to take 

into account in explaining this lack of a father quota is that there was resistance from a range of 

political and societal actors to more radical change. First, such a coercive policy goes against the 

grain of Conservative ideas of freedom of choice for families. Indeed, the SPL was a project 

championed by the Liberal Democrat Nick Clegg. Now governing alone, when asked about the 

possibility of introducing a father quota after the 2018 policy review, the Conservative Secretary of 

State for Education, Nicky Morgan, stated that choice should be privileged over compulsion and that 

ƚŚĞ ƐƚĂƚĞ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ͞ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚ ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂů ͙͘ ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ͛ ĐŚŽŝĐĞƐ ŽŶ ͙͘͘ ƚŚĞ ǁĂǇ ƚŚĞǇ ǁĂŶƚ ƚŽ ƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞ ƚŚĞ 
leave͟.

28
  Second, the business lobby, which has a privileged position vis-à-vis influence on parties in 

office in the UK and on Conservative-party thinking in particular (see for example Fleckenstein and 

Seeleib-Kaiser, 2011), has been in full agreement with state support for paid childcare, but has not 

been favourable to flexible parental leave. The Confederation for British Industry (CBI) strongly 

opposed both the APL and SPL, in both cases invoking the dangers of putting more pressure on 

businesses in the context of economic fragility when the need to protect employment is great. This is 
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a view shared by the Conservatives and an argument that is more easily made in tough economic 

times. Lastly, the fact that the omitting of a father quota in the SPL passed with little to no significant 

public or press response is evidence that there is insufficient pressure from the electorate to bring 

about this sort of change quickly. 

The second set of problems which had come to the fore by the mid-2000s concerned the 

affordability of and access to formal childcare, with these problems taking different forms in France 

and the UK due to their differing policy legacies. Both countries were, however, working within the 

same institutional context of the EU targets on employment rates and childcare coverage. In France, 

academic studies and reports from the Caisse des Allocations Familiales (CAF) were highlighting the 

existence of a social bifurcation of the female labour market (Algava et al, 2005; Boyer & Ceroux, 

2012) whereby more highly qualified mothers tend to work on a full time or long-hours part time 

and continuous basis whereas lower qualified and younger mothers tend to take long parental 

leaves and risk becoming distanced from the labour market leading to future job insecurity and 

increased poverty risk. In 2010 amongst the poorest 20 per cent of families with a child under three 

91 per cent of children were looked after principally by their parents whereas this was the case for 

only 31 per cent of children in the 20 per cent of richest households (Boyer & Ceroux, 2012). The 

policy instruments and settings surrounding formal childcare support and provision contribute 

significantly to this problem: more highly qualified women have more childcare options: if municipal 

crèches are unavailable or unsuitable due to location or lack of flexibility,  they can use their higher 

salaries combined with the subsidies offered by the CLCMG to pay for individualised childcare which 

is more expensive, but more flexible and often in greater supply than crèches. For lower-paid 

women, individualised care is often still too expensive, despite the CLCMG, and crèche places, for 

which fees are means-tested, are either not available as availability varies dramatically across 

France, or do not correspond to their potential working hours.
29

  The identification of these 

problems has led to first order change in the form of investment in collective crèche facilities, 

particularly in more deprived areas. Indeed, investment in collective facilities, after having been 

reduced in favour of subsidising individual care arrangements in the 1990s underwent a resurgence 

in the new millenium (Fagnani, 2012) and from 2009 onwards, the reform of parental leave has been 

dependent on the expansion of formal childcare. Both the Sarkozy and Hollande administrations 

have had ambitious objectives for increasing the overall supply of childcare places, both collective 

and individual, despite the economic crisis. The Plan Petite Enfance 2007-2012 aimed to generate an 

extra 100 000 childcare places by 2012, half collective and half individual, in part by loosening 

regulations regarding child-carer ratios and ensuring full occupancy of crèches but by 2011, only 13 

160 had been created. The Plan Crèches Espoir Banlieues also aimed to create 10 000 childcare 

places in deprived estates with extended opening of over ten hours per day to cater for those 

working a-typical hours (Boyer & Ceroux, 2012). The Hollande administration has had plans to create 

275,000 extra places for the under threes between 2013 and 2017 split equally between individual 

care (100 000), collective care (100 000) and to provide more places for the under threes in nursery 

schools (75 000 places) in order to increase the childcare coverage rate for this age group from 54 

per cent to 65 per cent.  The aim has also been to correct the territorial inequalities in childcare 

coverage which in 2012 ranged from nine to 80 per cent in different departments and to work in 

tandem with urban regeneration policy to improve cover for the most deprived areas (Haut Conseil 

de la Famille, 2014). However, progress has again been slow with only 19 per cent of the hoped-for 

increase having materialised by 2015 (Haut Conseil de la Famille, 2015). Chiefly to blame for these 

shortfalls has been the economic situation. The Haut Conseil de la Famille (HFC) has reported that 
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demand for individual care has fallen due to the recession since more parents and grandparents are 

unemployed and available for childcare within the family limiting the expansion of childminding 

services; reductions in standards of living have meant that families have had to reduce their 

childcare expenditure; and local authorities who are in charge of implementing the improvements in 

collective care have suffered budget cuts (Haut Conseil de la Famille, 2015). 

In addition to the plans to expand the availability of means-tested collective childcare places in order 

to reduce the social bifurcation of the female labour force, both administrations have made 

tentative moves away from the universality of the CLCMG and towards selectivity both by curtailing 

the entitlement of higher earners and increasing support for lower earners: in 2010 the Sarkozy 

administration increased the CLCMG by 10 per cent for those working atypical hours (Haut Conseil 

de la Famille, 2011) and in 2014 the Hollande administration reduced the CLCMG for those earning 

above an income ceiling leading to 6.1 per cent of claimants for childminders and 1.9 per cent of 

claimants for nannies experiencing a reduction in their benefits (Boisnaud & Fichen, 2015). Under 

discussion at the time of writing are plans to reduce the difference in cost to families of using 

childminders as opposed to crèches in order to address the problem of affordability of individual 

care for the lower paid. The HCF is proposing a unified system of financial aid for families without 

increasing the overall cost to the exchequer by making payments for childminders means-tested in 

the same way as are fees for crèches (Boisnaud & Fichen, 2015).  

To the fore of the public agenda in the UK has been the very high cost of childcare which affects the 

vast majority of families, not just the poorest as is the case in France. Indeed, childcare costs have 

risen much faster than wages or inflation in the UK since 2001 (Waldgrave, 2013). In difference to 

France, the vast majority of pre-school nursery provision for three and four year olds is in the private 

sector in the UK and only 15 hours per week of this provision is currently paid by the state. Indeed, 

by 2012, the UK was second only to Switzerland amongst OECD countries as regards the cost of 

childcare as percentage of average earnings (France ranked 18th in this exercise). Fagan & Norman 

(2014) note that according to the 2012 European Quality of Life Survey the cost of childcare was the 

main problem for 59 per cent of parents on average in Europe who would like take up employment 

but cannot, whereas in the UK this was the case for 73 per cent. In a bid to address this issue of 

affordability, a range of changes to policy settings and policy instruments have been enacted since 

2008 with the overall aim of lowering the cost of childcare to families, and particularly low-income 

families, by increasing government subsidy. First, free nursery provision for three and four year olds 

was extended to the poorest 20 per cent of two year olds in 2013 and again in 2014 to the poorest 

40 per cent. Furthermore, the Conservative government is from 2017 onwards adding a further 15 

hours of free childcare for three and four year olds to the universal entitlement of 15 hours to 

families where the parent / both parents work(s) (Department for Education, 2015). Other policy 

instrument changes have also come about but it is far from clear at this stage what the financial 

advantages of these will be for particular types of family. For example, the Childcare Payments Act 

2014 
30

 will replace the employer voucher system with childcare tax subsidies in 2017 for those 

earning up to £150 000 per annum, one of the main stated objectives of which is to reduce childcare 

costs to working parents. There is a limit on payment of £2000 per child but no limit on the number 

of children under 12 who can be claimed for. For those on lower to middle incomes, there has been 

some vacillation in policy settings: in April 2011 there was in fact a reduction in the percentage of 

costs covered by child tax credits from the previous 80 back to the original 70 per cent. However, 

following pressure from societal actors - opinion polls showed that this decision was particularly 

unpopular with low- to middle- income women voters - this was offset by extending access to 
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childcare tax credits to parents working less than 16 hours a week who had not been eligible before. 

Furthermore, from April 2016 the childcare element of Universal Credit which will eventually replace 

child tax credits for the whole population, was raised to cover 85 per cent of costs for families where 

both parents earn enough to reach the tax threshold. However, there has been an area of work-

family reconciliation provision which has suffered cutbacks in the UK since 2008, namely, direct 

provision of nursery and childcare services by local authorities since failure to ring-fence expenditure 

on nurseries, after-school or holiday clubs by local authorities in the context of budget cuts has had a 

deleterious effect on provision. A study released in June 2013 by the 4 Children and Daycare Trust 

shows that cuts to the Sure Start programme had led to a loss of 250 community nurseries whilst a 

ƉĂƌůŝĂŵĞŶƚĂƌǇ ĂŶƐǁĞƌ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞŶ CŚŝůĚĐĂƌĞ MŝŶŝƐƚĞƌ Lŝǌ TƌƵƐƐ ĐŽŶĐĞĚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ŶƵŵďĞƌ ŽĨ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ͛Ɛ 
centres providing full day care fell from 800 in 2010 to 550 in 2011.  

It is clear, therefore, that childcare support in the UK largely survived the stringent austerity 

measures implemented in other areas of social spending by the Coalition and Conservative 

governments despite this area of provision not having the long-standing history that it does in 

France with steps taken to improve affordability particularly of early-years education for three and 

four year olds and some improvements targeted at lower-income families for younger children. That 

said, austerity has also served to reinforce a liberal policy model based on market-provided care.  

The question begs of why childcare provision was not more adversely affected given the severity of 

the austerity cuts in other areas? A number of factors come into play in answer to this question: very 

importantly, the UK had witnessed partisan convergence as regards childcare provision since 2005. 

In contrast to France, the very existence of work-family reconciliation policy had been a politically 

ĚŝǀŝƐŝǀĞ ŝƐƐƵĞ ƵŶƚŝů ƚŚĞ ϮϬϬϱ ŐĞŶĞƌĂů ĞůĞĐƚŝŽŶ ǁŚĞŶ ƚŚĞ CŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƚŝǀĞƐ ďĞĐĂŵĞ ͞ĐŽŶƐĞŶƚĞƌƐ͟ ƚŽ NĞǁ 
LĂďŽƵƌ͛Ɛ ǁŽƌŬ-family policy (Macleavy, 2011). The Conservatives could easily frame investment in 

childcare within their thinking on reducing welfare dependency and poverty through an active 

ůĂďŽƵƌ ŵĂƌŬĞƚ ƐƚƌĂƚĞŐǇ͕ Ă ƉŽŝŶƚ ŝůůƵƐƚƌĂƚĞĚ ŝŶ DĂǀŝĚ CĂŵĞƌŽŶ͛Ɛ ĂŶŶŽƵŶĐĞŵĞŶƚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ŶĞǁ ϭϱ ŚŽƵƌƐ 
ĞǆƚƌĂ ĐŚŝůĚĐĂƌĞ ĨŽƌ ǁŽƌŬŝŶŐ ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ ŽĨ ƚŚƌĞĞ ĂŶĚ ĨŽƵƌ ǇĞĂƌ ŽůĚƐ ĂŝŵĞĚ ƚŽ ͞΀ŚĞůƉ΁ ŚĂƌĚǁŽƌŬŝŶŐ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ 
and giv[e] peoƉůĞ ƚŚĞ ŽƉƉŽƌƚƵŶŝƚǇ ƚŽ ŐĞƚ ŝŶƚŽ ǁŽƌŬ͘͟ 31

   However, a further key reason for this 

change of heart was that work-family reconciliation was one of a number of policy areas that the 

Conservatives in opposition had needed to address to become electable as socio-economic changes 

in the form of growing female labour-force participation and changing social attitudes around 

motherhood and employment had contributed to a reversal of the gender gap in voting and rising 

partisan competition over female voters (Morgan, 2013). Indeed, quite dramatic changes in public 

ŽƉŝŶŝŽŶ ƐƵƌƌŽƵŶĚŝŶŐ ŵŽƚŚĞƌƐ͛ ĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ ŚĂĚ ƚĂŬĞŶ ƉůĂĐĞ ŽǀĞƌ ƚŚĞ ƉĞƌŝŽĚ͗ ǁŚĞƌĞĂƐ ŝŶ ϭϵϴϵ͕ ϲϰ ƉĞƌ 
cent of respondents to the British Household Attitudes Survey thought that women should stay at 

home when a child is under school age only 33 per cent were of this opinion by 2012 (Park et al, 

2012). Lastly, as mentioned earlier, the business lobby has been strongly in favour of childcare 

ŝŶǀĞƐƚŵĞŶƚ ƐŝŶĐĞ ŵŽƚŚĞƌƐ͛ ĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ ŝƐ Ă ŵĞĂŶƐ ŽĨ ĐŽƉŝŶŐ ǁŝƚŚ ĂŶƚŝĐŝƉĂƚĞĚ ůabour shortages 

associated with demographic change and makes a contribution to the competitiveness of UK 

businesses as women constitute a significant pool of labour for low-skill occupations and are more 

prepared to work flexibly than men (Fleckenstein and Seeleib-Kaiser, 2011). In 2015 all major parties 

proposed to increase free childcare for working parents within the overarching legitimating ideas of 

increasing the active labour force to address poverty, particularly child poverty and of improving life 

chances through early education rather than gender equality. These legitimating ideas had in fact 

been given new impetus by the economic crisis and austerity and the ensuing reshaping of the 

welfare state that the Coalition and Conservatives undertook.  
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Conclusions 

In the preceding discussions, it has been shown that work-family reconciliation policy in both France 

and the UK showed resilience in the face of the economic and budgetary problems encountered 

post-2008 confirming results of previous research. There have been significant first-, second- and 

arguably third-order changes in policy over this time period which have begun to degender parental 

leave and improve affordability of and access to childcare services in France and the UK, albeit in 

path-dependent ways. As regards parental leave, the UK introduced the SPL offering extended leave 

to fathers for the first time and France included a father quota into the PreParE, the first family 

policy targeting directly the choices of fathers. Although neither ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ ǇĞƚ ĨƵůĨŝůƐ “ĂǆŽŶďĞƌŐ͛Ɛ 
(2013) criteria for a fully degendered parental leave policy of having a father quota and a benefit 

paid at percentage of previous income, both made progress in this direction and it can be suggested 

that these policy changes represent the beginnings of third-order change in both countries, 

indicative of a move away from a maternalist objective of helping mothers to combine child rearing 

and employment and towards one of promoting father involvement in childcare and more gender-

equal sharing of earning and caring roles (Mazur, 2002). As regards formal childcare provision, 

France continued with ambitious plans to improve childcare coverage for the under threes in the 

country, particularly for deprived areas, and to cater for the low paid by providing more local-

authority run crèche places which are means-tested and therefore more affordable for low-income 

families. However, the economic and budgetary situation has slowed progress in achieving these 

goals. The country already enjoyed 100 per cent child care coverage for the early-years education of 

3-5 year olds. The UK again started from a lower base line of provision but has introduced free hours 

of nursery care for poorer two-year olds and from 2017 will double those available for dual-earner 

or single employed parents of three- and four-year olds whilst a new system for tax relief for 

childcare costs is also coming into force. Provision, however, is now more firmly rooted than before 

in the private sector as local-authority run facilities have experienced cut backs. Applying Matzke 

ĂŶĚ OƐƚŶĞƌ͛Ɛ ;ϮϬϭϬĂ͖ ϮϬϭďͿ ĨƌĂŵĞǁŽƌŬ ƚŽ ĞǆƉůĂŝŶ ƚŚŝƐ ƌĞƐŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ ŽĨ ǁŽƌŬ-family reconciliation policy 

to the economic crisis and austerity, in the case of France we can point to the long history of 

provision in the country which has adapted to changing socio-economic circumstances and been 

embedded in the high degree of legitimacy given to state intervention in the family. Increasing 

formal childcare provision has had a wide support base: there is partisan consensus on this issue and 

support from the bureaucratic family policy-making elite, organised interests such as family 

ĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚŝŽŶƐ ĂŶĚ ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ ŐƌŽƵƉƐ͕ ĂŶĚ ŝŶĚĞĞĚ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ŐĞŶĞƌĂů ƉƵďůŝĐ͘ ‘ĞĨŽƌŵ ŽĨ ƉĂƌĞŶƚĂů ůĞĂǀĞ ŚĂƐ 
been more contested, as will be discussed below. Furthermore, the shift in employment policy under 

Sarkozy from work-sharing to increasing the active labour force have reinforced the need for more 

childcare coverage and parental leave reform. In the UK, despite the relative novelty of work-family 

reconciliation policy, again there is now wide societal and political espousal of a role for the state in 

supporting a secure position for mothers in the labour force and providing early-years education as 

aspects of a social-investment and activation approach to work and welfare. There is partisan 

consensus on this issue, support from the important business community for formal childcare if not 

for parental leave and changed public attitudes backing maternal employment. Very important has 

been the ideological change in the Conservative party which was in turn heavily influenced by the 

ŶĞĞĚ ƚŽ ĂƚƚƌĂĐƚ ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ ǀŽƚĞ ĨŽƌ ǁŚŝĐŚ ǁŽƌŬ-family provisions are key.  

All that said, the economic crisis and recession have affected work-family policy in both countries in 

differing ways and to differing degrees. In the UK, the economic crisis was used by the Coalition 

government as the frame to justify remodelling welfare provision along more liberal lines. The shape 

of work-family reconciliation policy which has emerged from these post-2010 changes reflects this 

more general trend with childcare now based more exclusively on market rather than state 



provision, the extension of nursery vouchers to two-year olds targeted only at the lower paid, all of 

this  justified within a  discourse of business need and activation rather than gender equality. 

Furthermore, the Conservative government is showing a reluctance to intervene in family life in a 

coercive way in the name of gender equality. In France, the economic and budgetary situation has 

had a more direct impact on policy. From 2011 onwards, there has been a wide consensus in France 

across a range of actors in favour of reducing parental leave to one year, remunerating it at a 

percentage of previous income as well as having a father quota, this reduction in entitlement 

compensated for by extra childcare provision for the under threes. This policy proposal enjoyed 

partisan consensus and was supported by the powerful bureaucratic family-policy elite. However, a 

major obstacles to these changes being implemented has been lack of finance.  That said, spending 

choices are not made in a vacuum and also important in constraining policy change in this regard has 

ďĞĞŶ ƉƵďůŝĐ ĂƉƉƌŽǀĂů ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͞ĚŽƵďůĞ ĨƌĞĞ ĐŚŽŝĐĞ͟ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŚĂƐ ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚerised French work-family 

reconciliation policy since the 1990s based on long parental leaves which is reinforced by the 

intervention of powerful interest groups such as the UNAF , meaning that governments run electoral 

risks if they act to curtail this choice, especially when the economic situation itself renders their 

electoral chances fragile. 

In sum, therefore, by looking at these contrasting case studies in detail, it has been possible to see 

how the economic crisis and austerity have combined with a variety of other policy drivers in path-

dependent ways to shape reconciliation policy in each country,  acting as a context influencing the 

definition of policy goals and proposals;  contributing to the degree of influence of particular societal 

and political actors; as well as being direct material constraints on the enactment of policy.  
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