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Impact of social and economic transition on family policies 
 
Speaking of the transition in this context, I will focus on its negative economic 
consequences.  
 
In most ex-socialist countries, transition processes began in 1989; however, by 2001 only 
six countries had surpassed their 1989 levels of GDP: Poland, Hungary, the Czech 
Republic, Slovak Republic, Slovenia and Albania. In some countries, a decrease in GDP 
per capita was dramatic: by the whole of 62-63 per cent in Moldova and Ukraine, by 52% 
in Lithuania and by 42% in Russia, all in the period 1989-1999. 
 
Almost all countries experienced a year or more of hyperinflation, which means  annual 
inflation rates over 100%). 
 
Disturbances in the countries' economies resulted in decreasing employment rates, be it 
because of dismissals or (mainly involuntary) early retirement. 
 
The uncertainty about previously near life-long guaranteed jobs emerged together with a 
quickly increasing unemployment, which had been almost unknown before. 
Unemployment has affected some population groups disproportionately, for instance  
young people (aged 15-24 years).  
 
Wages decreased in real terms and the share of working poor increased. Employees also 
faced the problems of irregular payment of wages and unpaid wages. Consequently, not 
only those who lost their jobs but also many of those who remained in employment 
earning low wages experienced a decrease in living standards and even poverty. Formerly 
state-controlled prices increased sharply; free or highly subsidised social services and 
benefits that used to enable people making ends meet in spite of low wages were not 
granted anymore, were cut considerably or were left to deteriorate in real terms; the 
employers could no longer provide high work-related benefits while fiscal constraints 
prevented the state to substitute them; getting an appropriate social housing was not a 
common sense any more. 
 
Family policy measures developed and implemented 
 
Obviously, the transition created a generally unfavourable environment for families. New 
priorities arose for the governments, which immediately demanded considerable  
resources in order to prevent an even greater decline in the economic growth. Cuts in 
social expenditure have thus been implemented to limit budget deficits. The state 
protection and assistance through partly compensating for the costs that families have 
with raising children was weakened. This occurred in the time period when the 
importance of family policy measures would normally have increased due to aggravated 
economic position of families with children and disturbances in the former reproduction 
patterns in many countries in transition.  
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One of the ways in which governments responded was the introduction of benefit 
targeting that replaced former universal family benefits. The other, “invisible”, way of 
reducing funds for social benefits was omitting of their indexation for inflation which 
was particularly high in the first years of transition. The third way was to lower 
entitlements. Very few countries were able to keep or even upgrade their family policies. 
 
The size and duration of a negative change varied across countries. In some cases, 
reductions in entitlement and benefit levels were only temporary, while others have 
remained in force till today.  
 
 
As far as time permits me, I will give an overview of changes in three major family 
policy measures in former socialist European countries since the transition started. 
 
Insurance based maternity/parental leave and benefit 
 
In the former socialist countries, female employment rates were high and it traditionally 
was a full-time employment. As a conseque nce, measures aimed at the reconciliation of 
professional and family duties made an important part of family policy. Generous 
maternity and parental leave (the latter is often referred to as childcare leave) was a well-
known constitutive part of the social policy. The total leave lasted up to the child’s age of  
one, two, three or even four. 
 
In the pre-transition years, the entitlement to maternity leave and benefit was mostly 
limited to employed persons and was – in the late 1980s and in the 1990s - gradually 
extended to cover large agricultural population, the self -employed and the unemployed. 
Different from this  general practice, the conditions for entitlement were severed in Latvia 
in 1996. 
 
The duration of maternity leave was extended in five countries while in Poland it was 
shortened as compared to the pre-transition period.  
 
Prior to transition, the wage compensation rate mostly was 100%. The benefit level was 
decreased in three countries with the current minimum rate being some 70% of the 
previous wage. 
 
Parental leave (childcare leave) has undergone changes, too. Albania is the only one 
among the transition countries that can no longer afford parental leave, particularly not a 
paid one. On the other hand, eligibility to parental leave was widened in Slovenia and 
Hungary. For instance, since 2002 in Slovenia parental leave may also be taken by 
grandmother or grandfather if they are covered by social insurance and if the mother is a 
student below age of 18.  
 
The duration of parental leave has changed in both directions. In Bulgaria, it was 
shortened by one year in 1999 but still may last until the child turns two. In most cases, 
though, parental leave was extended (in the former Soviet Union, Lithuania , Croatia, 
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Romania, and in Poland if  both parents remain unemployed). Quite often, this was aimed 
at offsetting cutbacks in childcare provision, but also at solving the problem of excess 
labour supply.  
 
However, long parental leave does not mean that parents really use it fully; in practice, it 
is often shortened.  For instance, a threat to lose a job during parental leave resulted in a 
marked drop in the percentage of Polish mothers on that leave in the beginning of the 
1990s. By the end of the decade , Polish women in low-paid but permanent jobs tended to 
take parental leave more than four times less frequently than in the mid-1980s.  
 
As the standard of living is declining for many families, also parents in Bulgaria tend to 
shorten their parental leave and use it only until the child turns one.  
 
In the end of 2001, the amount of parental benefit was decreased by approximately one -
third in Croatia. The new level is quite low, so that many women opt for the return to 
their jobs after the expiry of maternity leave. The additional reason is a danger of 
becoming unemployed.  
 
The value of the parental benefit is rather low in most countries, particularly where it is 
flat rate. Slovenia is at the top with an unchanged 100% wage compensation rate during 
37 weeks. Improvements in the benefit level in the transition period include its increase 
in the Soviet Union in 1990, in Lithuania, and for agricultural workers in Romania. 
 
A wage related childcare benefit (GYED) was abolished in Hungary in the mid-1996 as 
part of the package of economic austerity measures. It was reported that many pregnant 
women requested an early childbirth in the days prior to 15 April in order to enjoy the 
right to this benefit. However, its abolishment did not mean the total loss of a benefit 
during childcare leave; just the benefit up to the child’s age of two was no more wage-
related but flat rate. Wage-related childcare benefit was reintroduced in January 2000.  
 
More flexible modes of use of parental leave and parental benefit have begun to be 
offered in the transition countries recently. Since 2002, parents in Slovenia are allowed to 
use part of childcare leave (up to 75 days) until the child is below eight years of age. In 
case of unused childcare leave, there is a possibility to obtain the non-received amount of 
wage compensation (up to five monthly amounts) through payment for childcare services, 
payment of the housing rent or for a housing purchase.  
 
Parental leave provisions have been improved for large families in Hungary, Croatia and 
Slovenia.  
 
Paid paternity leave was introduced in Slovenia , Estonia and Latvia (where its 
introduction was postponed).  
 
Maternity/parental benefits for non-insured persons (citizen/resident benefits) 
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Prior to transition, benefits for non-insured parents were not as widespread and developed 
as those for insured parents. In spite of financial constraints during the intensive 
transition processes, such benefits were implemented in a number of countries (in 
Estonia, Lithuania, Latvia, Russia and Croatia); where they had already existed (in the 
Czech Republic, Slovak Republic, Slovenia, Hungary and Bulgaria) their coverage was 
extended and their level and duration improved. All this may be explained by 
demographic concerns. 
 
Child benefit 
 
In some socialist countries, child benefits used to be a significant income source which 
prevented poverty in families with children under the conditions characterised by fairly 
flat earnings.  
 
In many countries, the dependence of eligibility to child benefit on employment or social 
insurance record led to erosion in coverage when unemployment started increasing. Due 
to that, employment as a condition for entitlement was removed in Hungary, Lithuania, 
Croatia, Poland and Bulgaria. Coverage was extended in Hungary, and it became 
universal in Estonia. FYR Macedonia still provides only insurance based child benefits.  
 
During the initial phase of transition, former price subsidies for goods consumed by 
children and families as well as various benefits in kind were abolished. In order to 
protect the poorest families, the governments either introduced new income tested and 
income dependent benefits or selectively increased child benefits for low-income and/or 
large families (in Hungary, the Czech and Slovak Republics, Russia and Bulgaria).  
 
By the mid-1990s, the pressure on government expenditures and increased poverty 
among families with (more) children had led many countries move from universal child 
benefits towards more targeted ones (Hungary; Poland, the Czech Republic, the Slovak 
Republic). This reflected the policy decision to change the role of family policy in order 
to stress concern about poverty. Different from this, Lithuania abandoned income test in 
1994 and Latvia in 1996. 
 
By the end of the 1990s, steady economic growth allowed for more generous child 
benefits in a number of transition countries. In 1998, the new Hungarian government 
made child benefit universal again. Since 2002 child benefits have been granted to all 
families with children also in the Slovak Republic and Albania, independent of their 
income, while income testing was introduced in Russia and Bulgaria.  
 
In most of the transition countries, cash social benefits were not indexed for inflation 
regularly (or even not at all), thus causing a steep decline in their purchasing power (like 
in Poland, Hungary, Bulgaria, Romania, Latvia and Russia). This enabled the 
governments of some countries to stick to universality and thus escape politically 
sensitive decisions to be made, while at the same time lowering the burden of child 
benefits for the state budget. Also nowadays  there is no automatic adjustment of child 
benefit in the majority of the transition countries. 
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Even in the most successful and developed transition countries, average child benefit per 
child was equal to a (considerably) lower percentage of national average wage in 1999 as 
compared to 1991. Obviously, the typical pattern has been in favour of high coverage 
while benefit rates have declined sharply relative to wages. The situation is somewhat 
different for poor families, for which child benefits still remain an important source of 
income. In a number of countries, single parents are entitled to higher child benefits and, 
as a rule, benefits are higher for disabled children. 
 
Large family supplement 
 
Large family supplements as a universal family policy measure were mostly introduced 
in recent years and not earlier than the second half of the 1990s. Except for Romania, 
they were introduced in the countries that were rather successful in their transformation 
processes , like Slovenia, the Slovak Republic, Lithuania and Estonia.  
 
Childcare 
 
In the former socialist countries, public pre-school childcare was both widespread and 
highly subsidised from central and local government budgets (even free of charge). 
Single mothers’ children usually had a prior ity at admission. Parent fees were reduced for 
families with more children. All this facilitated the employment of mothers, meaning that 
they did not have to give it up when they had small children because of unavailability of 
childcare or its cost. It was also a relatively long parental (childcare) leave that made the 
mothers’ decision to continue their professional careers – mostly full-time – easier than it 
would have been if the child aged only several months had to be placed in a nursery.  
 
The transition to a market economy has mostly led to a disinvestment in state-run and 
state-financed pre-school childcare. Responsibility transfer to local communities, NGOs 
and the private sector, like in Poland, had adverse consequences. Poor local communities 
were not in a position to subsidise nurseries and kindergartens, which has generally 
resulted in a shortage of places, deterioration in the quality of services and a dramatic 
increase in parent fees. The general result in most transition countries was that, on one 
hand, poor families could no more afford paying for low-quality childcare while, on the 
other hand, the rich families could obtain high quality services on market principles. 
Consequently, the number of children attending childcare programmes decreased 
substantially in some countries. This seriously limited the possibility of women, 
particularly those earning low wages, for participation in the labour market. The extent of 
negative change was different across transition countries.  There were very few 
exemptions to this practice, like Slovenia.  
 
There are countries that moved away from childcare provision and encourage mothers to 
stay home and care for their pre-school children themselves (the Czech and Slovak 
Republics, Poland, Lithuania). There even were benefits for mothers whose children were 
not enrolled in pre-school childcare institutions in Hungary and Lithuania. The condition 
of non-enrolment is usually implicitly present also in the countries that pay benefits to 
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non-employed mothers or mothers on childcare leave. Explicit benefits were introduced 
at an early stage of transition, but were suppressed fairly quickly, except in the Slovak 
and Czech Republics, because of being too expensive. Mothers generally did not opt for 
taking up employment because of unavailable or/and unaffordable childcare and not 
because of benefits received.  
 
Pre-primary enrolment rates varied considerably in many countries during the transition 
years, with bottom points being distributed throughout the decade. In the beginning of the 
transition, the greatest falls in the enrolment of children aged 3-6 occurred in Lithuania, 
Latvia, the Slovak Republic, Ukraine and Albania. Nevertheless, according to UNICEF, 
very few countries had lower enrolment rates in 2000 than in 1989: Albania, Lithuania, 
Slovak Republic, Ukraine and Russia.  
 
Family policies in the context of international population conferences 
 
The Recommendations of the 1993 European Population Conference, which were also 
incorporated into the Programme of Action of the Cairo Conference, speak about the 
promotion of a more child-friendly and family-friendly environment. Some of the goals – 
for instance as regards child care provision, relatively long parental leave and the share of 
governments in covering child costs – had already, to a great extent, been achieved in the 
former socialist countries. 
 
On the other hand, transition caused: 

- in many countries, a substantial decrease in governments’ financial support to 
covering child costs, 

- mostly temporary disturbances in pre-school child care provision and a decrease 
in public subsidy to childcare, 

- negative trends in the possibility for young couples and families to obtain 
appropriate housing, etc. 

Government measures had to become more targeted in order to alleviate pove rty among 
those who suffered most from the transition, but unfortunately this had to be done at the 
cost of universal schemes. 
 
Employers offer a relatively small number of part-time jobs, so it is not possible to check 
if parents would opt for them if they were more available. People argue that two full 
salaries are still needed to guarantee a decent level of living for families with children, 
thus part-time employment would only be chosen by the more affluent. Flexible work 
schedules have developed, but are not widespread and are limited to jobs that permit 
them. 
 
Generally, I would say that policies and practice in the former socialist countries have 
traditionally developed in line with the population conferences recommendations. I 
believe that the negative sign of some changes introduced during the hardest transition 
years will be reversed as soon as possible, if this has not happened yet. 
 
Comparison with Western Europe  
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Let me just briefly and generally compare family policies in the former socialist countries 
and in the western European countries. While child benefits (paid as social benefits or 
indirectly through child tax allowances) are quite generous in many western countries, 
the duration of parental leave and particularly childcare provision for children up to three 
years of age lag considerably as compared to former socialist countries (of course, there 
are exemptions, like the Scandinavian countries, France and Austria). This difference 
may be explained by rather low female labour force participa tion rate and widespread 
part-time employment of women in western countries, up to the 1980s in particular. Or 
was it that the employment frequency and pattern were consequences of a non-existent or 
short parental leave and the lack of childcare facilities, particularly the subsidized ones? 
What was (and is) the reason and what the consequence? I will leave this dilemma for 
discussion, although it very much resembles the one “what was fist: an egg or a hen”, and 
has quite similar probability to be solved.              
 
Conclusion 
 
It is undoubtedly interesting to see how different - even opposite – were the changes in 
the family policy measures during the transition. This proves that it would be an over-
simplification to speak generally of both the state of family policies in the transition 
countries and their trends. Currently, the Central and East European countries aim at 
introducing coherent and integrated family policies; however, most of them are still far 
from realising this objective. The list of implemented family policy measures may 
namely be misleading; one has to take the level of benefits into account in order to 
correctly evaluate the impact of individual measures on the budgets of families raising 
children, the incentive they may represent for having (more) children, their contribution 
to facilitating the reconciliation of professional and family duties, etc. Such an analysis 
may well identify the seemingly comprehensive family policy to be under-funded. 
 


