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Abstract

The economic crisis has significantly challenged national welfare states and has often led to
retrenchment. The question arises how countries have reacted to the crisis in the area of family policy
– not directly connected to rising unemployment and also not as demanding for state spending as for
example the pension system. This article analyzes family policy reforms during the crisis in three small
European welfare states – Austria, the Czech Republic and Slovenia. Focusing on the ‘rationale’
behind the reforms, it aims to explore how family policy was affected by the crisis and whether the crisis
gave rise to new policy pathways and ideas in the area. The exploratory case studies of reforms
conducted in the three countries between 2009 and 2013 show that everywhere the pre-crisis policy
pathways were also continued in the period of crisis. The reforms were framed by diverse paradigms
related to national-specific contexts along with newly emerged austerity arguments. The Czech
Republic shows a continued focus on a neo-liberal paradigm, utilizing the crisis to introduce further
residual measures, i.e. mostly negative re-familializing reforms, mixed with de-familializing policies
based on the workfare paradigm. Strong crisis-related discourse in Slovenia was accompanied by
diverse austerity measures, which strengthened the social dimension of family policy and weakened a
de-familialistic effect of the pre-crisis reforms. Austria, much less affected by the crisis, continues to
combine social investment and ‘freedom of choice’ paradigms, introducing an ambivalent amalgam of
positive familialistic and de-familialistic family policy reforms.
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Introduction

Since 2008, the global financial crisis has created serious challenges for Euro-
pean welfare states. While the effects of the crisis on economic performance
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and labour markets have been described in the literature (see e.g. Walby 2009;
Vaughan-Whitehead 2012), welfare state reforms during the crises have
received less attention (see e.g. Starke et al. 2011; Vis et al. 2011). Until now
only few attempts have been made to explain in more detail what has hap-
pened in the area of family policy (exceptions are Gauthier 2010; Richardson
2010).

This article analyzes family policy reforms during the crisis in three small
European welfare states – Austria, the Czech Republic and Slovenia. Focus-
ing on the ‘rationale’ behind the reforms, we aim to explore how family policy
was affected by the crisis and whether the crisis gave rise to new policy
pathways and ideas in the area of family policy. Namely, with the increasing
importance of a social investment agenda in the last decades, it might have
been easy to argue for new investments in family policy during the period of
economic growth. However, external ‘shocks’ like the recent crisis may
bring about completely new logics into policy-making, for example an oppo-
site demand for retrenchment. Under these circumstances the crisis-related
policy responses may increasingly depend on the country-specific exposure to
the negative socio-economic trends caused by the crisis (see Starke et al.
2011; Farnsworth and Irving 2012). Hence, it is of particular interest to
further explore how the crisis affected the family policy area in different
countries.

The compared countries implemented very different reforms before the
crises, leading to a ‘hybridization’ of their welfare states. Austria represented
a typical conservative welfare state until the 1990s, but lately has been moving
to an ambivalent amalgam of traditional conservative and new social-
democratic family policy measures (Blum 2012). The Czech Republic and
Slovenia as formerly state-socialist welfare systems have taken different
paths since the 1990s. The Czech welfare state has moved more to a liberal
residual type (Saxonberg and Sirovátka 2009), while Slovenia seems to main-
tain a combination of predominantly generous ‘Nordic-style’ family policies,
including also some corporatist elements (Černigoj-Sadar and Kanjuo-Mrčela
2010).

The article starts with a short literature review setting up a theoretical
framework for comparison of family policy reforms during the crisis period.
Following this, family policy reforms between 2009 and 2013 are analyzed by
putting an additional focus on the arguments behind the reforms. The con-
clusions briefly summarize the main findings and discuss newly emerging,
crisis-related trends and discourses in family policy.

The Severity of the Crisis

The level of exposure to negative socio-economic trends caused by the crisis
differs among the European countries, resulting in different policy responses
(see Starke et al. 2011; Farnsworth and Irving 2012). As Farnsworth and Irving
(2012: 136) argue, ‘“austerity” has a distinct character depending on the
particular national combination of economics and politics, and not necessarily
a combination that fits the traditional families of nations or worlds of welfare
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capitalism’. Thus, in order to better understand and assess the family policy
reforms in the compared countries, it is important to describe briefly the
severity of the crisis.

When we look at the economic impact of the crises, the real gross domestic
product (GDP) growth declined in 2009 in all three countries. However,
Slovenia has faced the most pronounced difficulties. After a short economic
recovery, Slovenia and, to lesser extent, the Czech Republic experienced a
new economic downturn in 2012 (figure 1). With the onset of the crisis, Slo-
venia also experienced the highest growth of public debt and public deficit.
These trends were of more moderate character in Austria and the Czech
Republic (see Eurostat 2013). The economic downturn was followed by a
reduction of available workplaces and growing unemployment rates. The
pattern was similar to that of the GDP growth, with Slovenia showing the
most visible difficulties (figure 2).

Welfare States and Family Policies in Times of Crisis

There are competing hypotheses and empirical findings on welfare state
reactions to the crisis. At the theoretical level, the literature predicts radical
reforms during times of crisis (see Starke 2008; Vis et al. 2011). However, there
is much less agreement at the empirical level about the type of welfare reforms
which can be or are actually implemented (Starke et al. 2011). This ambiguity
applies to at least two dimensions of welfare state development. First, it applies
to whether and to what extent welfare states react with retrenchment, expan-

Figure 1
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sion or neither of these. Second, it applies to whether the welfare state
reactions will be similar or different, for example predetermined by a coun-
try’s ‘regime path’. Starke et al. (2011) found that the crisis responses of differ-
ent countries were surprisingly diverse and ranged from retrenchment to
non-reaction to welfare state expansion.

In the first overviews of the impacts of the economic crisis on family
policy, addressing EU27 countries, Gauthier (2010) and Richardson (2010)
found that reforms varied widely between the countries and in different time
periods. In the early stage of the economic crisis both retrenchment and
expansion (often stimulus measures) could be found. Later stages were domi-
nated by austerity measures which involved postponements of planned
expansions, cuts in family benefits and reductions in parental leave. Crisis-
related family policy reforms differed among the particular policy instru-
ments; expansionary measures were more frequently reported in work-family
reconciliation (parental leave, childcare), and cutbacks in cash benefits
(Gauthier 2010).

Comparing Finland, Germany and the UK, Nygård (2012) found a misfit
between the discourses and implementation level in family policy-making
during the crisis. While the reforms were predominantly framed under the
social-investment paradigm, the implemented policies incorporated elements
of different paradigms (including workfare and familialism) according to spe-
cific national context and policy-making institutions. As it would be of par-
ticular interest to see whether a similar ‘misfit’ between implemented policies
and the reasoning behind can be found also in other countries, we focus on
both aspects in our case studies. In the following, an appropriate analytical
framework for this is developed.

Figure 2
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Analytical Framework

Traditional theoretical approaches such as institutionalism or power resources
have been found not to offer satisfying explanations for family policy reforms
(see Blum 2012). Family policies are driven by different forces than other social
policy areas (Gauthier 1999), particularly political actors’ beliefs. Hence, ide-
ational approaches are often employed to explain family policy developments
(e.g. Häusermann and Kübler 2010; Mätzke and Ostner 2010). This is not
striking since family policy has always been a rather normative field, marked
by debates on gender roles and on various aspects related to care work. In the
analysis of family policy reforms during the crisis period in the countries being
compared, attention is paid to the arguments behind the reforms and to the
question of whether these arguments are consistent with policy outputs. To
combine both dimensions, i.e. the ‘policy outputs’ and the ideas drawn on to
legitimize them, the following analytical framework (see figure 3) is employed.

First, applying the concept of familialization/de-familialization (Leitner
2003; Ostner 2003), family policy reforms between 2007 and 2013 are
assessed, focusing on the pathways between expansion/stimulus and retrench-
ment/austerity measures. Depending on their character and whether they
supported family care or public care, the reforms can be located between
(re-)familialization and de-familialization. Also, introduced measures can be
either positive or negative, based on whether they open up or delimit new
opportunities for parents through public policies (see Ostner 2003).2

Second, the ways the reforms were argued for by policymakers are ana-
lyzed. In the recent family policy literature, several dominant ideas can be

Figure 3

Family policy change and ideas
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distinguished – social investment, freedom of choice, workfare and austerity.
The social investment paradigm that started to enter the family policy area
more frequently in the 2000s corresponds with positive de-familialistic family
policy measures aimed at work–family reconciliation, such as high-quality
childcare (Morgan 2012). Workfare shares with the social investment para-
digm the focus on activation and re-commodification, but stresses the negative
elements of de-familialization/re-commodification (Dingeldey 2007), for
example by abolishing benefits that enabled mothers of small children not to
work. Positive re-familialistic family policy measures, on the other hand,
correspond to a traditional freedom of choice paradigm, as the measures
should enable parents (mainly mothers) to stay out of employment when
children are small (Ostner 2010). An ‘austerity’ paradigm has been brought in
through the crises and it might take on different forms between negative
re-familialization and negative de-familialization.

Our analysis relies on data on family policy reforms from national legisla-
tion, official government programmes, policy statements and parliamentary
protocols in the 2007–13 period. The choice of the time period allows for
comparison of the pre-crisis period with the post-crisis developments. A quali-
tative content analyses is conducted (Mayring 2000; Gläser and Laudel 2009),
where a deductive approach of categorization is used, based on the analytical
framework developed above. This approach allows the tracking of changes in
the area of family policy during the crisis, as well as an understanding of the
shifts the countries have taken by identifying the argumentative logic or
ideology behind the reforms. Furthermore, the analytical framework helps
illuminate whether the policy outputs correspond to the ideas policymakers
draw on or whether ‘misfits’ exist between the two, as found by Nygård (2012).

Analysis of the Country Cases

Austria: shifting family policy on an ambiguous path

Family policy in Austria has traditionally been described as familialistic,
characterized by a focus on cash benefits and underdeveloped childcare
services, especially for children under three (U3) (Leitner 2003). Interestingly,
the family policy reforms of the early 2000s continued and even enhanced this
traditional familialistic path (Obinger 2008). Politically, this enhancement can
be traced back to a governing coalition of the conservative ÖVP and the
right-wing FPÖ which held office from 1999 to 2006. In 2002, this ÖVP-FPÖ
coalition introduced a re-familialising ‘childcare benefit’ for parental leave
(see figure 4).3 During this time, the focus on cash support for families con-
tinued and no initiatives were taken to expand the comparatively under-
developed U3 childcare services (8.7 per cent in 2002; Statistik Austria various
years).

After the national elections of October 2006, the social-democratic SPÖ
and the conservative ÖVP coalition changed the direction of this family
policy path. In 2008, a reform of the childcare benefit was enacted. Parents
could now choose between three different payment options of the childcare
benefit, corresponding to shorter or longer parental leave (see figure 4). The
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social democrats were the main advocates of this reform, emphasizing a
quicker return of mothers into paid employment. However, the reform also fit
traditional conservative paradigms, as it only introduced the shorter variants
in addition to the long leave option and was therefore advocated by the ÖVP
as increasing ‘freedom of choice’ (Blum 2012). In 2007, the government and
the nine federal states – the latter being responsible for childcare – agreed to
invest €105 million overall until 2010 in expanding U3 childcare facilities. Both
reforms started before the economic crisis and remained relatively unaffected
by its impacts.

In late 2008, in a direct response to the crisis, Austria implemented eco-
nomic stimulus packages. The implementation of an already-planned tax
reform was brought forward (Der Standard 2008a). Along with stimulus
measures for enterprises, investments in infrastructure were undertaken (e.g.
childcare) and measures to increase the disposable income for private house-
holds and enhance public consumption, for example via wage taxes, were also
put into place. These measures amounted to 3.5 per cent of the GDP in 2008,4
making Austria one of the countries with the strongest stimulus packages in
the EU (Breuss et al. 2009). The family policy aspects of these measures are
described in more detail below.

Following the national elections of September 2008, the grand coalition of
SPÖ and ÖVP agreed to introduce, from 2010, another additional variant of
the childcare benefit. This newest ‘12+2 variant’ is income-dependent5 and
lasting only one year, plus two additional ‘partner months’ which – at least –
need to be taken by the other parent and which expire otherwise (figure 4).
This reform constituted a policy transfer from Germany, where such a regu-
lation had just been introduced and clearly showed a focus on social invest-
ment and re-commodification of women (Blum 2012). The new childcare
benefit was directed at well-earning, highly-educated women. While this fit
the interests of the SPÖ, this measure was advocated during the election
campaign mainly by the ÖVP in order to win the female and urban electorate
for the conservatives (Blum 2012). In 2009, the government and the federal
states agreed to make the last pre-school year compulsory and free of charge
for all children. This measure, comprising an investment of €140 million, was
part of the economic stimulus package. It showed a social-investment focus, as
the main arguments were the need for early enhancement of children’s lan-
guage skills, particularly in the context of integration policy (Der Standard
2008b). Both of these expansionary measures – the income-dependent child-
care benefit and the pre-school year – were not causatively linked to the crisis
in the political debates.

The crisis, however, was argumentatively used by policymakers in the field
of cash benefits for families. Already in late 2008, the tax reform had been
introduced, earlier than originally planned. It included tax relief of €2.7
billion, €500 million of which directly aimed at families. In particular, child-
care costs were made tax-deductible up to €2,300 per year and child, plus the
general tax credits for children were raised to €58.40 monthly per child
(Federal Law Gazette6 No. 26/2009). This was argued for both as a necessary
relief for families and as an economic stimulus. For example, the state secre-
tary from the Ministry of Finance stated in Parliament: ‘To lower taxes, to
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disburden low and medium incomes, families, as well as small and medium-
sized companies – all this stimulates consumption and gives security’
(Nationalrat 2009: 83).7

Soon thereafter, however, the economic stimulus measures were replaced
by a stronger focus on saving packages. A higher budget was still foreseen for
the family ministry in 2009/10 than in 2008, due to the compulsory final
pre-school year and the increased family allowance (Der Standard 2009).
However, in the budget for 2011 a decisive part of the overall saving measures
was foreseen in the field of family policy. The recently introduced 13th family
allowance, additional to the 12 regular allowances per year, was abolished
(Federal Law Gazette No. 111/2010). Instead, a ‘school start’ lump sum of €100
was introduced, but paid only for school-age children from six to 15. Further-
more, eligibility criteria were tightened, such as the age of the child (see
figure 4). In the political debates, the crisis and austerity needs were taken as
an argument for these cutbacks. For example, delegates of the conservative
ÖVP stated they were ‘without any alternative’ (Nationalrat 2010a: 37), espe-
cially in view of public debts and future generations (Nationalrat 2010a: 152).
As family minister Mitterlehner (ÖVP) put it before Parliament, these cut-
backs in the area of family cash benefits were a (partial) redraw of the
economic stimulus measures. His statement also points to ‘workfare’ ideas:

It’s the best family policy, when there are jobs in the economy [. . .],
when men and women are able to work and the companies are success-
ful. [. . .] In the years 2009 and 2010, we spent €940 million more for
families, due to the economic crisis and because it was necessary. Now,
in the budget for the next year, we are removing €234 million of these
€940 million. (Nationalrat 2010b: 361)

Furthermore, the family minister argued that these measures were part of
a shift from cash to in-kind benefits in family policy: ‘The costs of our system
bear no relation to the results. Our family policy, which is primarily focused
on cash benefits, has brought us a very low fertility rate’ (Die Presse 2010).

While the Conservative ÖVP did not give up its traditional focus on cash
support for families, this statement shows that a more balanced distribution of
cash and in-kind benefits was used as an argument for the cutbacks. Concur-
rently, the federal government and the federal states agreed to continue with
their investments in childcare expansion in 2011. At this time, the negative
impacts of the crisis had been largely overcome and Austria’s situation was
quite favourable, for example regarding employment data. Both the federal
government and the federal states agreed to invest additional amounts in
childcare facilities from 2011 to 2014 (figure 4). In 2007, U3 childcare services
were provided for 11.8 per cent of children. In 2011, after the first investment
programme, this quota had risen to 19.7 per cent (Statistik Austria various
years).

Overall, the expansionary measures that were introduced (i.e. family tax
reliefs, childcare expansion), would probably have been introduced without
the crisis as well, but they were promoted in the context of the economic
stimulus packages. The government rather preferred cutting cash benefits for
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families than reducing investments into childcare. Therefore, the social-
investment perspective has not been given up in Austria due to the crises. On
the other hand, Austrian family policy is not dominated by the social-
investment approach; rather, it still shows elements of familialism and
‘freedom of choice’. To give an example, the SPÖ principally favours abol-
ishment of the longest childcare benefit, while the ÖVP rejects this, pointing
to the wish of many parents and particularly mothers to care for their children
at home during the first years (APA-OTS 2011).

Summing up, the shifts in Austrian family policy take an ambivalent course
and, in the investigated period, show an amalgam of ‘social investment’ and
‘austerity’ ideas, while the actual policy outputs have also contained elements
of the rather familialistic ‘freedom of choice’. In general, this ambivalence can
be explained by political compromises in the grand coalition, with the social-
democratic SPÖ advocating re-commodification, and the ÖVP arguing for
positive re-familialistic measures, for example in leave policy/childcare
benefit reforms or in its stronger focus on cash benefits. However, there are
exceptions. Notably, it was the ÖVP which stood up for the shortest income-
dependent childcare benefit variant in the election campaign. Furthermore,
both parties have developed and have continued a focus on the importance of
expanding U3 childcare in the context of work–family reconciliation and
social investment. In all this, the crisis and austerity impacts on these pathways
of Austrian family policy must be described as rather limited.

The Czech Republic: the shift towards severe austerity measures

The Czech welfare state has shifted to include residual welfare reforms since
the 1990s (Saxonberg and Sirovátka 2009). In the area of family policy, the
re-familialistic shift was typified by cutting childcare services and prolonging
paid allowance (Saxonberg and Sirovátka 2006; Tomešová-Bartáková 2009;
Formánková and Dobrotić 2011). Thus, the period of the crisis was utilized by
the central-right (ODS, KDU-ČSL and SZ)8 and right-wing (ODS, TOP 09
and VV/LIDEM)9 governments to introduce significant cuts in the sphere of
public spending. Further austerity measures were introduced throughout the
system of social protection and consequently in the area of family policy.
Although this trend started before the crisis, the crisis provided further justi-
fication, not only for retrenchment, but for completing neo-liberal reform of
the social security system.

Retrenchment measures (see figure 5) came into force in January 2008 as
part of the Act on stabilization of public budgets (Act No. 261/2007 Coll.). The
main argument supporting the cuts was the need to manage the state budget
deficit. It was explained as a necessary step to fulfill the commitment given to
the EU to reduce the annual deficit to under 3 per cent of GDP (Malý 2007).10

The reform targeted public spending cuts and increased revenues to public
budgets through higher direct and indirect taxation. Families with small
children were especially influenced by the system of lump-sum tax reductions
for people with dependent children and spouses without income. It brought
up negative familialism as the system made it economically preferable for
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mothers of small children with low income to stay on leave longer (Dudová
2008).

The three-track system of parental allowance (Act No. 261/2007 Coll.)
came into force in 2008. The amount of the childcare allowance was con-
nected to the length of the draw-down period. The longer the period covered,
the lower the monthly allowance (see figure 5). Although the reform was
framed as introducing ‘freedom of choice’, the unavailability of U3 childcare
made it impossible for the majority of parents to return to the labour market
before their children turned three. Moreover, the ‘fast’ option was available
only to parents with a certain income. At the same time, the least economi-
cally rewarding ‘slow’ option, was the compulsory ‘choice’ for parents of low
income and those who were unemployed prior to their leave. So, despite the
attempt, the reform had rather negative familialistic output, leaving low-
income and unemployed parents without real ‘freedom of choice’ and out of
the labour market for four years (Dudová 2008).

In November 2008, a Pro-family package (MPSV 2008a) was adopted to
support families with children through de-familialistic policies such as
increases in childcare provision and support of flexible working arrangements.
The reform, however, was never put into practice.

From January 2009, as part of the health insurance reform, fathers became
eligible for maternity benefit under the same conditions as mothers from the
seventh week after a child’s birth (figure 5). At the same time, the benefit of
longer maternity leave for single mothers was abolished (Act No. 187/2006
Coll.). Combined with lowering of the child allowance, the reforms had the
greatest impact on the group of the most economically vulnerable families –
single mothers. The reform aimed to counteract the increasing trend of birth
out of wedlock and indicated the pressure on conservative family values (Malý
2007).

In March 2009, the opposition11 succeeded in leading the lower house of
the Czech Parliament to a non-confidence vote. The new caretaker govern-
ment abolished the Pro-family package.

From August 2010, to moderate the impact of the crisis, the new right-wing
government enacted further cuts, also in the area of family policy (Act No.
347/2010 Coll.). The planned reduction in spending was around 1.3 billion
CZK (€52 million). In order to approve the amendments quickly and without
major parliamentary debates, the government utilized the crisis to announce
a situation of ‘legislative emergency’.12

The austerity reforms came to force from 2011. First, the right to social
allowance – financial transfer to children from low income families – was
restricted. Second, the formerly universal birth allowance became means-
tested and eligible only at birth of the first child (see figure 5). As a result, the
funding distributed to the birth allowance decreased by 80 per cent (CSO
2012). Third, the childcare allowance was reduced for parents taking the ‘slow’
track option (see figure 5). However, prioritizing shorter draw-down of child-
care allowance, the reform was not fully de-familializing as the earlier return
to the labour market was blocked by the lack of U3 childcare. On the
contrary, the changes brought further negative familialization of low income
parents, being eligible only to the ‘slow’ track option (Sirovátka et al. 2011).
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In 2012, the Czech government enacted further reform in the area of family
policy as part of the Act on social reform (Act No. 366/2011 Coll.). As part of
the retrenchment, the social allowance was completely abolished and replaced
by social assistance schemes. On the other hand, the flexibility in drawing the
parental allowance was further increased (see figure 5), which had a positive
re-familialization impact. Most importantly, previous limits on combining the
allowance with formal childcare have been abolished for children above the
age of two. Children under two can spend 46 hours in public childcare per
month without their parents losing the right to parental allowance. The
government also reduced the technical and legal demands for setting up
company-based kindergartens. This step was to solve the shortage of U3
childcare, which represents the main barrier to a faster return of mothers to
employment (Act No. 364/2011 Coll.).

In June 2013, the prime minister abdicated after a series of scandals. As a
result, the planned childcare reform, building on the social investments para-
digm, was not enacted.

If we look into the way governments framed these reforms, it can be seen
that austerity arguments prevailed. The strategic document from 2008 –
National Concept for Support to Families with Children – prepared the ground for
the austerity measures introduced before and during the crisis (MPSV
2008a). Stressing ‘individual responsibility’, the Ministry of Social Affairs
argued in favour of the ‘independence of families’ to strengthen family
cohesion and mitigate the ‘persistent inclination of the Czech population to
the dependence on the state’ (MPSV 2008b: 17). In 2008, the reform of
childcare allowance was framed as supporting a ‘freedom of choice’. The
Minister of Work and Social Affairs from the right-wing ODS argued
that the changes were ‘widening the flexibility (. . .) and bringing more
freedom for young families’ (PCR 2007a, 2007b). Supporters of the reform
argued that it would enhance the possibilities for parents to return to the
labour market earlier while maintaining generous support for in-home
caregivers.

In 2009, the caretaker government, in the crisis discourse, abolished the
Pro-family Package arguing that ‘it would be an extensive burden to the state
budget’ (IDNES 2009).

With the change of the government in 2010, the official argumentation
shifted from stressing individual responsibility to stigmatizing social welfare
beneficiaries. In the area of family policy, the focus was still on lowering the
dependence of families on the state. The reforms enacted in 2010/11 were
framed as necessary changes of the far too generous and costly welfare system,
‘It is not acceptable that the state takes over the breadwinning responsibility
from families. This way we favor unmarried couples to married ones as most
of the beneficiaries in cases of social allowance were sole mothers’ (PCR 2010).
The reliance on the generous state support was framed as irresponsible,
leaving debts to future generations. The framing again indicated the pressure
on conservative family values that had been already set by previous govern-
ments. Families economically dependent on the state were newly framed as
socially excluded and, therefore, better suited for the social assistance scheme
(PCR 2011).
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In 2011, the Act on social reform was framed as ‘targeting the effectiveness
of the cash allowance distribution’ and ‘increasing efficiency’ (PCR 2011). The
argumentation around childcare benefits shifted to support higher participa-
tion of parents in the labour market before giving birth and their return to the
labour market (PCR 2011). The ‘workfare’ argumentation connected with the
reforms was to some extent misfit to the idea of ‘freedom of choice’, which
framed the changes in childcare allowance and support of U3 services.

To summarize, in the Czech Republic, it has been mostly austerity mea-
sures that have been introduced in the area of family policy, which were in line
with the legacies of the liberal conservative parties that have led the country
since 2010. The common framing of the policy reforms was:

1. the need to reduce the public depth; and
2. a desire to decrease the reliance of the Czech people on the welfare state,

a reliance which had developed during the period of state socialism.

The government utilized the crisis to introduce further residual measures.
Therefore, the current Czech family policy is a hybrid mix of negative
familialization and de-familializing measures.

Slovenia: a few steps towards (temporary) retrenchment

In comparison to other European countries, Slovenian family policy provides
a quite solid basis for a work–family balance (Černigoj-Sadar and
Kanjuo-Mrčela 2010).13 In spite of re-familialistic intentions in the 1990s,
Slovenia continued along the de-familialistic policy path of generous (but not
too long) childcare leave and widespread childcare services. Moreover, new
elements were added to the existing policy design such as incentives for equal
distribution of care and (in)direct cash benefits primarily targeted at larger
families (Dobrotić 2012), bringing in new elements of de-familialization, but
also of positive familialization.14 Hence, the family policy instruments widened
scope and, with the onset of the crisis, Slovenian family policy was marked by
generous childcare leave, a variety of family benefits, and a relatively wide-
spread network of childcare facilities (Korintus and Stropnik 2009; see
figure 6).

Family policy remains an important aspect of the public agenda, advocated
by different policy actors who all favour initiatives related to the widening of
its scope. However, their arguments differ and studies (Korintus and Stropnik
2009; Dobrotić 2012) show how on the one hand centre-right political actors
are more inclined towards familialistic measures justified by demographic
arguments. On the other hand, other actors (e.g. social democrats, experts,
some social partners) predominantly advocate the need to contribute to
gender equality, active fathering and stem more frequently from the social-
investment perspective.

As late as 2008, reforms which widened state support in the family policy
area were still present. Namely, to enhance early childhood education and
care (ECEC) affordability, the right-wing government enacted lower fees for
parents with two or more children simultaneously attending the ECEC,
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thereby additionally strengthening a de-familialistic policy path. The main
arguments behind this reform were related to EU childcare recommendations
and the need to stimulate positive socio-demographic trends (MSS 2007; DZ
2008). That can be additionally seen from an interview with a representative
of the then governing right-wing party:15

‘We wanted to stimulate higher participation in kindergartens . . . and we wanted to
motivate parents to have more children because we think that is very important, also in
the long-term, for the pension system, the population is ageing and if you do not have
people on the revenue side, who are employed and pay contributions, that will be a
problem in the long run.’

It is interesting to note that the right-wing political parties’ discourse shifted
from a 1990s conservative stance which favoured re-familialization to a ‘new
pronatalism’ (see Mätzke and Ostner 2010) which favours the labour market
activation of all adult family members (Dobrotić 2012). This reform brought a
higher demand for childcare (Černigoj-Sadar and Kanjuo-Mrčela 2010) and
the coverage rate rose from 67.2 per cent in 2007/08 to 76.7 per cent in
2012/13.16 The growth in childcare coverage amounted to about 7 per cent
per year, until 2012/13 when it slowed to 2.3 per cent (SURS 2013).

With the onset of the crisis Slovenia faced also a political crisis.17 Different
reforms became primarily directed towards the stability and sustainability of
public finances. The first set of austerity measures in late 2008 and early
2009 aimed at the mitigation of the crisis (e.g. measures aimed at the banking
sector and the liquidity of companies, stimulation of the economy, decreased
public spending, maintenance of workplaces), while in the second phase,
larger structural reforms were foreseen. The Slovenian exit strategy 2010–
2013 (VRS 2010) combined measures in the area of economic policy (e.g.
consolidation of public finances), structural changes (e.g. adjustments of pen-
sions and the healthcare system, labour market reforms) and institutional
adjustments.

Crisis-related reforms in family policy were predominantly part of savings
measures directed towards the stabilization of public finances. Reforms tar-
geted predominantly family benefits and became more comprehensive as the
crisis worsened. The first two sets of reforms introduced by the left-wing
government brought restrictions in family benefits indexation mechanisms
and postponement of more generous subsidies for childcare, as well as stricter
eligibility criteria for child allowance and childcare subsidies (see figure 6).
With the right-wing government in 2012, a wide range of austerity measures
was introduced, affecting all aspects of family policy. The Act on balance of
public finances (Act No. 40/2012) changed around 40 different acts to limit
and reduce public expenditure. The first proposal envisaged bigger cuts in
family policy; however, that was strongly opposed by trade unions, opposition
parties and the public. Among others, it was proposed to permanently lower
the compensation rate for parental and paternity leave (to 90 per cent of the
previous earnings for the first six months and then to 80 per cent, with an
upper ceiling of 1.5 of the average salary), put an end to reduced childcare fees
for parents with several children in childcare and lower quality standards in
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childcare (Dnevnik 2012; ZSSS 2012). After negative public reaction and
through negotiations with trade unions (Dnevnik 2012; ZSSS 2012), these cuts
were mitigated and were enacted as measures of a temporary character to be
withdrawn following economic growth (see figure 6). Crisis-related reforms
did not change the family policy path, however, they may weaken the
de-familialistic effects of previous reforms and were reflected in the lower
number of family benefits recipients18 and in the reduced level of family
benefits for many families.

If we look into the way these reforms were framed by the government, it
can be seen that austerity arguments prevailed. At the beginning, reforms
introduced under the left-wing government were dominantly argued for by
the need ‘to contribute to the sustainability of public finances’ in which it was
important to maintain the existing rights (‘it is important not to cut existing
rights, but only to limit their future growth’) and establish ‘a fairer and in the
long run a sustainable welfare state’ (DZ 2009, 2010a, 2010b). Afterwards, new
arguments related to the Maastricht criteria entered the public agenda, ‘to
limit public expenditure . . . and consolidate public finances and to reach the
goal, introduced in the parliament, i.e., to lower budget deficits’ (DZ 2011).
The right-wing opposition parties disputed these reforms stressing that it ‘is
not appropriate to save on young families and those most vulnerable’ and that
savings could contribute anew to negative socio-demographic trends (DZ
2009). However, when the right-wing came into power, they continued with
savings in family policy with the 2012 reform stressing that this was the only
possible way to stabilize and consolidate public finances, to lower budget
deficits in order to comply with EU demands and to contribute to economic
growth and creditworthiness. It was stressed that the intervention in family
policy could not be avoided, ‘if there was an easier way, it would be definitely
chosen – there is no other way’ because the crisis burden should not be
transmitted to future generations (DZ 2012).

In 2013, the new centre-left government set an upper ceiling on maternity
leave allowance (see figure 6), arguing that this was a necessary step given the
condition of the public finances and that solidarity became even more impor-
tant during the crisis (DZ 2013). To harmonize with the EU parental leave
directive, a new leave system was proposed (one month of non-transferable
parental leave), applying gender equality and child well-being related argu-
ments. However, as this meant fathers could transfer one month less of leave
to mothers, the proposal was strongly opposed, under the freedom of choice
argument, by the public, right-wing political parties, some civil society orga-
nizations and social partners (MDDSZEM 2013).

To sum up, at the beginning of the crisis, family policy in Slovenia was still
the subject of increased investments, especially in the ECEC which strength-
ened a de-familialistic path. Reform was advocated under a social-investment
discourse, but also a ‘new pronatalism’ which was especially stressed by
governing right-wing political parties. However, the reform which enabled
more affordable childcare was also a part of pre-election populism as its
sustainability was questionable due to obligations related to Economic and
Monetary Union (EMU) (see Dobrotić 2012). Although as the crisis worsened,
different segments of family policy were affected, Slovenia continued along
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the old family policy path. Still, under the austerity arguments, the reform
intentions strengthened the social dimension of family policy and weakened a
de-familialistic effect of previous reforms (e.g. ECEC subsidies were reduced,
the expansion of new childcare places was slowed down, some family benefits
became means-tested). Arguments behind the reforms were dominantly eco-
nomic ones and crisis-related, mainly directed towards the need to have
sustainable public finances and a lower budget deficit. Recent legal pro-
posals aimed at fathers’ quotas for parental leave indicate how support for
gender equality goals remains declarative among most of the policy actors in
Slovenia.

Conclusion

This article presents exploratory research on the crisis impact on the family
policies in three small welfare states. Focus has been on policymakers’ official
rhetoric explaining and justifying the reforms. The three countries continued
their pre-crisis policy pathways in the period of crisis. Their policy responses
were not exclusively determined by the crisis and were also influenced by
other country-specific factors (e.g. existing institutional arrangements, politi-
cal ideology). Austrian family policy has remained characterized by an
ambivalent amalgam of positive familialistic and de-familialistic family policy
reforms. In the Czech Republic, policymakers took advantage of the crisis
which served as an additional legitimizing force for already-envisaged mostly
negative re-familializing reforms aimed at reducing public spending and
increasing individual and the market responsibility. Although Slovenia has
maintained the main features of a predominantly de-familialistic family policy
path, the de-familialistic effects of previous reforms were weakened with the
implementation of austerity measures.

The intensity of the crisis played an important role in recent family policy
reforms, providing a base for justifying the policy changes. The crisis argu-
ments were strongly pronounced in Slovenia which was most severely hit by
the crisis, but were a less important driver of reforms in Austria, which
experienced the fewest crisis-related difficulties in the economy and the labour
market. In the Czech Republic, placed in the middle when it comes to the
intensity of the crisis, the crisis served as an additional justification for right-
wing governments to introduce further cuts. However, these cuts were in
line with residualist reforms from the pre-crisis period, while the crisis
created opportunities to introduce even stricter austerity measures. Despite
the diversity of the policy paths in the three countries, we see numerous
similarities in the reforms introduced since 2008. Namely, although different
in intensity, the austerity measures in all three countries were directed mainly
towards lowering the generosity of various family benefits.

Regarding the paradigms behind the family policy reforms during the
crisis, the findings are in line with Nygård’s (2012) thesis that the policy reforms
were framed by diverse paradigms related to national-specific contexts and
policy-making institutions. Hence, the countries kept certain continuity with
the pre-crisis period along with newly emerged austerity arguments. Austria
continues to combine elements of both the social-investment and the
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familialistic paradigms, while the Czech Republic combines familialistic
and neo-liberal framing supported by austerity arguments. An obvious
‘austerity-shift’ is evident in Slovenia, where economic and crisis-related argu-
ments prevailed in the public discussions.

However, other than in Nygård’s (2012) case studies, a misfit between the
discourse and implementation level in family policy is not evident in all three
cases. A misfit is evident solely in the Czech Republic, as the workfare
paradigm failed to be realized in concrete family policy instruments (e.g.
shorter leave periods vs. absence of places in nurseries) leading to negative
familialization. In line with theoretical expectations (Ostner 2010; Morgan
2012), the freedom of choice arguments in Austria have continued with posi-
tive familialization (e.g. cash-for-care) and the social investment paradigm to
introduce new measures of positive de-familialization, i.e. additional invest-
ment in childcare.

Regarding the newly emerged austerity arguments, some similarities and
differences can be noticed between the countries. When framing reforms
(mainly the cuts to and stricter eligibility criteria for various family benefits), all
three countries claimed the need to reduce the budget deficit (an argument
often connected with the EMU criteria), to achieve sustainability of public
finances and to show ‘concern for future generations’. In the Czech Republic,
the austerity arguments were additionally applied to justify reforms aimed at
increasing individual responsibility, i.e. at restraining the dependency of indi-
viduals on the welfare state.

To conclude, the analysis reveals how the crisis brought about a new
framing of family policy reforms, which helped to implement certain
austerity measures. This has been particularly the case since the so-called
second stage of the crisis when austerity measures become more pronounced
and it became harder to put measures expanding family policy on the political
agenda. Also, as expected, the austerity paradigm went hand in hand with a
different type of reform, depending on national-specific contexts and existing
policies.

Notes
1. All authors contributed equally in writing this article. The order of the authors

reflects the way the idea to write the article has developed.
2. Through measures such as the absence or abolition of childcare services, a nega-

tive (re-)familialization enforces care work provided within the family and hinders
female employment. Positive re-familialization encourages the same goals, but
through public policies such as cash-for-care benefits. By de-familializing mea-
sures, female employment and external care work is either negatively enforced
(e.g. through abolishment of derived rights) or positively encouraged (e.g. through
the creation of childcare services).

3. This benefit replaced the former parental leave benefit that was available only to
employed parents.

4. Or even 4.1 per cent of the GDP, including the accompanying measures by the
federal states (Breuss et al. 2009).

5. It is also available in a flat-rate form (see figure 3).
6. Austrian laws are usually cited as they have been published in the Federal Law

Gazette (Bundesgesetzblatt).
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7. All quotes from parliamentary protocols are authors’ translations from national
languages.

8. The Civic Democratic Party (ODS), the Christian Democrats (KDU-ČSL) and
the Green Party (Strana zelených).

9. ODS, the conservative party TOP 09 and the conservative-liberal party Public
Affairs (Věci veřejné) replaced in May 2012 by the Liberal Democrats (LIDEM).

10. The milestones of the reform, which changed 46 different Acts, included changes
in taxation, additional cuts to welfare provisions and new direct payments in the
healthcare system.

11. The Czech Social Democrats (ČSSD) and the Communist Party (KSČM).
12. The legislation enacted during the state of legislative emergency was abolished by

Constitutional Court in May 2011. However, even stricter reform was enacted in
November 2011 as Act No. 364/2011 Coll.

13. The prevailing strategy for reconciliation is based on one year’s paid leave,
followed by the mother’s return to full employment. Although fathers are increas-
ingly using paternity leave, the gendered division of care remains widespread
(MDDSZEM 2013).

14. Several reforms brought paternity leave and different measures intended to larger
families (e.g. progressive system of child allowances dependant on number of
children, supplement for large families, greater possibilities to work part-time for
larger families).

15. Interview conducted by I. Dobrotić in May 2011 in Ljubljana.
16. In the U3 group the coverage rate increased from 43.7 per cent to 55.7 per cent,

and in the oldest group (from three years up to the compulsory school age) from
82.1 per cent to 89.9 per cent (SURS 2013).

17. Different referendums (e.g. on labour market and pension reforms, family law)
and demonstrations brought to frequent government changes. Left-oriented coali-
tion government (21 November 2008 to 10 February 2012) was changed at snap
elections with right-wing coalition government (10 February 2012 to 20 March
2013), due to voted non-confidence. Again, in the context of massive demonstra-
tions against financial and political elites, the non-confidence was voted again.
Centre-left government came into force (20 March 2013).

18. This is most visible in the data indicating the fall in the number of child allowance
recipients – from 367,525 in 2011 to 282,220 in 2012 (MDDSZEM 2013).
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Černigoj-Sadar, N. and Kanjuo-Mrčela, A. (2010), V iskanju ravnotežja med
plačanim delom in skrbstvenim delom v družini, Teorija in praksa, 47, 1: 123–38.

Czech Statistical Office (CSO) (2012), Statistical data on social protection, http://
www.czso.cz/csu/redakce.nsf/i/cr_od_roku_1989#13 (accessed 2 April 2012).

Der Standard (2008a), Einstandsgeschenk in Milliardenhöhe, 6 November, http://
derstandard.at/1225359175057 (accessed 28 May 2013).

SOCIAL POLICY & ADMINISTRATION, VOL. 48, NO. 4, AUGUST 2014

© 2014 John Wiley & Sons Ltd 487

http://www.ots.at/presseaussendung/OTS_20111214_OTS0241/marekdurchschlag-im-sinne-der-wahlfreiheit-ist-auch-langzeitvariante-des-kinderbetreuungsgeldes-wichtig
http://www.ots.at/presseaussendung/OTS_20111214_OTS0241/marekdurchschlag-im-sinne-der-wahlfreiheit-ist-auch-langzeitvariante-des-kinderbetreuungsgeldes-wichtig
http://www.ots.at/presseaussendung/OTS_20111214_OTS0241/marekdurchschlag-im-sinne-der-wahlfreiheit-ist-auch-langzeitvariante-des-kinderbetreuungsgeldes-wichtig
http://www.czso.cz/csu/redakce.nsf/i/cr_od_roku_1989#13
http://www.czso.cz/csu/redakce.nsf/i/cr_od_roku_1989#13
http://derstandard.at/1225359175057
http://derstandard.at/1225359175057


Der Standard (2008b), SPÖ will kostenloses vorschulisches Bildungsjahr, 9 August, http://
derstandard.at/1216918914780 (accessed 20 December 2013).

Der Standard (2009), Fast alle Ressorts müssen sparen, 21 April, http://derstandard.at/
1240297767386/Budget-im-Detail-Fast-alle-Ressorts-muessen-sparen (accessed 28
May 2013).

Die Presse (2010), ÖVP kündigt ‘Kehrtwende’ in der Familienpolitik an, 6 November, http://
diepresse.com/home/bildung/erziehung/608096/OeVP-kuendigt-Kehrtwende-
in-der-Familienpolitik-an (accessed 28 May 2013).

Dingeldey, I. (2007), Between workfare and enablement – The different paths to
transformation of the welfare state: A comparative analysis of activating labour
market policies, European Journal of Political Research, 46, 6: 823–51.

Dnevnik (2012), Vlada nekoliko popustila: vrtec bo za drugega otroka 70 odstotkov cenejši, http://
www.dnevnik.si/clanek/1042525431 (accessed 25 April 2012).
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Parlament České Republiky (PCR) (2010), 8th meeting, 2 November (accessed 11
November 2013).

SOCIAL POLICY & ADMINISTRATION, VOL. 48, NO. 4, AUGUST 2014

© 2014 John Wiley & Sons Ltd 489

http://zpravy.idnes.cz/vlada-odmitla-necasuv-prorodinny-balicek-zatizil-by-rozpocet-p6d-/domaci.aspx?c=A090629_174702_domaci_ban
http://zpravy.idnes.cz/vlada-odmitla-necasuv-prorodinny-balicek-zatizil-by-rozpocet-p6d-/domaci.aspx?c=A090629_174702_domaci_ban
http://zpravy.idnes.cz/vlada-odmitla-necasuv-prorodinny-balicek-zatizil-by-rozpocet-p6d-/domaci.aspx?c=A090629_174702_domaci_ban
http://nbn-resolving.de/urn:nbn:de:0114-fqs0002204
http://www.mddsz.gov.si/
http://www.mss.gov.si/si/zakonodaja_in_dokumenti/predlogi_predpisov/predsolska_vzgoja/
http://www.mss.gov.si/si/zakonodaja_in_dokumenti/predlogi_predpisov/predsolska_vzgoja/
http://www.mpsv.cz/files/clanky/5898/komplet_balik.pdf
http://www.mpsv.cz/files/clanky/5898/komplet_balik.pdf
http://www.mpsv.cz/files/clanky/7958/Narodni_koncepce_podpory_rodin_s_detmi.pdf
http://www.mpsv.cz/files/clanky/7958/Narodni_koncepce_podpory_rodin_s_detmi.pdf
http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2006ps/stenprot/015schuz/15-1.html
http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2006ps/stenprot/015schuz/15-1.html
http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2006ps/stenprot/015schuz/15-1.html
http://www.psp.cz/eknih/2006ps/stenprot/015schuz/15-1.html
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