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Thank you for this invitation, and first of all congratulations for the report.My short intervention will be on gender-sensitive policies, more precisely addressing the paragraph of the Chair’s summary which talks about the importance of gender-sensitive policies in the context of low fertility. 



Gender-sensitive family policies
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The term itself of gender-sensitive family policies refers to various measures, benefits, or legislation targeted at families and helping them in their caring responsibilities. They support families throughout their lifecourse starting from pre-natal care all the way to the later stage of the life course when people find themselves having to provide care for a frail spouse, parent or relative. What is important to point our here is that by providing these types of support, governments pursue various goals including:protecting the health of parents and childrensupporting a better quality and standards of lifehelping parents combine work and family responsibilitiesand promoting gender equality. Such policies if well designed and well coordinated within a broader system of support may also help individuals fulfill their desires when it comes to having children. However, and as I will point out there are several key points to keep in mind. 



Governmental support for families

Social protection family benefits: trends in the EU-28
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But to start with, let me say that overall for the past years, we have seen in most countries an increase in governmental support for families. The indicator here captures the total expenditures from government to families, mainly in the form of cash benefits, maternity and parental leave, and childcare provision. Such data is unfortunately available only for EU countries, but it reveals the growing importance attached to governments to such form of social expenditures. This is the good news. However, and as I will explain, the reality is that these policies are not always designed to support equally men and women. 



1. When choice is forgotten

“Choice to combine 
(or not) work and 

family responsibilities”
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The first issue to stress is that of choice. Ultimately, governmental support for families should be designed to provide choices to families, specifically in deciding when, if and how many children to have, but also in deciding whether to stay home to take care full-time of children, or to instead join the labour force and rely on other sources of childcare provision. Specifically, some policies do forget this dimension, and for example provide strong incentives for mothers to stay at home for long periods of time when children are young, or do not provide any choice since there is no affordable childcare provision available to take care of very young children. Instead, policies should be designed to provide a real choice, for women who would like to stay home, but also for women who would prefer to return to the labour market. 



2. When more is not better

“Long maternity and 
parental leave have 

negative impact”
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The second issue that I would stress here is the fact that more is not always better. What I mean here is that in several countries very long periods of maternity and parental leave are available to parents.  This means that mothers may find themselves absent from the labour market for 2 or 3 years for each child. Deep down the objective of such polices is good in that they want to support mothers. However what we know is that this has negative consequences on women’s career. After such long periods of absence, women often have difficulty returning to the labour market. Their skills may be out of date, or they may feel disconnected from the labour market…. This has a real negative impact on their long-term earnings.



3. When it is not easy

“It takes time 
to change 

gender norms”
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The third point to stress is that when supporting parents, and especially when wanting to promote gender equality, governments seem to often assume that by having in place a parental leave scheme, fathers will automatically share the leave with the mother. In reality, what we know is the take-up rate of parental leave among fathers continues to be very low.  There are several reasons to explain this: employers may for example not be supportive of it, friends of family may find it strange, or the financial consequence is too large. The experience of various countries shows that parental leave have to be carefully designed to encourage fathers to take part, but also that all stakeholders in the society, including employers, have to be convinced that fathers talking a leave of absence to take care of their children is a normal thing and a very good one for families.  And ultimately, governments have to remember that it takes time to change gender norms and that they should not expect an immediate impact. 



4. When it is not visible

“Work discrimination
because of 
pregnancy”
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The final point to consider is the unintended consequence of policies. Specifically, what I have in mind here are work discrimination that women continue to face on the labour market because employers think that in a few years they may want to have children By law, this is not allowed. However, it continues to happen. Women who do not have yet children end up not being hired because their employer is concerned that they will soon become pregnant, pregnant women who do not see their contract being renewed, and women returning from parental leave are being assigned to different and less well paid responsibilities. We often do not know about these cases because women are afraid of reporting them and afraid of bringing them to court. 



Gender-sensitive family policies
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In short, the message here is that well designed gender sensitive family policies can have a genuine effect on people’s quality of life, and may even help them have the number of children they hope. But to do so policies across the spectrum have to keep in mind the context of families. They have to:give them the choice to combine work and family responsibilities if they so desireThey have to prevent un-intended consequences, such as hurting women’s career trajectoriesAnd they have to be designed in such a way to actively encourage fathers to also be part of raising a family



Thank you! 
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