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Childbearing, Women’s Employment and Work-Life Balance Policies in Contemporary
Europe, edited by Livia Sz. Oláh and Ewa Fratczak. Palgrave Macmillan,
Basingstoke, 2013, 240 pp., ISBN: 978 0 230 32088 8, $105.00, hardback.

Work and Care under Pressure: Care Arrangements across Europe, edited by Blanche
Le Bihan, Claude Martin and Trudie Knijn. Amsterdam University Press,
Amsterdam, 2014, 200 pp., ISBN: 978 9 089 64542 5, $37.50, hardback.

Unfinished Business: Paid Family Leave in California and the Future of US Work-
Family Policy, by Ruth Milkman and Eileen Appelbaum. ILR Press, Ithaca, NY,
2013, 168 pp., ISBN: 978 0 8014 5238 3, $69.95, hardback.

Here are three books dealing with the topic du jour — work and care. Of concern to
all three are policies of the state and their impact on personal decisions. These books
do not claim to be about industrial relations or workplace relations specifically, but
they are dealing with matters that have become critical to understanding and evalu-
ating the relationship between work and care, and its impact on female and male
labour force participation.

In each of the books, the rationale for focusing on work and care policies is
explained through the changing demographics of the workforce, increasing female
participation rates and ageing populations. Clearly, there are labour market implica-
tions as well as social effects of these changes. That so much attention in these books
is paid to state policy is also interesting. The lack of questioning about trade union
roles or more detailed analyses of labour market regulation in the first two edited
collections is surprising to an industrial relations reviewer, but to be fair, they do not
claim to be about the employment relationship per se, but about the individual work
and care decisions of women (primarily) and men, and the institutional and policy
contexts in which they make these decisions.

The first book is an edited collection by Oláh and Fratczak, both demographers,
who focus on the issue of fertility rates and women’s childbearing intentions. Five
European country case studies are provided: two ‘high fertility’ societies (Sweden, by
Fahlen and Loah; and France, by Pailhe and Solaz) and three ‘low fertility’ societies
(Germany, by Lutz, Boehnke, Huinink and Tophoven; Poland, by Fratczak and
Ptak-Chmielewska; and Hungary, by Takacs). (The marker for high and low fertility
rates is the replacement rate, which is 2.05 children per woman.)

Two concepts guide the editors, and for the most part the contributing authors, and
they provide a useful link between the chapters. These concepts are ‘uncertainty and
risk’, relating to employment and economic security; and ‘incoherence’, relating to the
disjuncture between attitudes to gender equity in education and at work, and gender
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equity in the home. Four of the chapters use large datasets to analyse the relationships
among childbearing, work and welfare. The exception is Hungary, where the analysis
is drawn from a qualitative dataset of 100 working parents. It should be noted that the
data for Sweden, France and Poland were collected prior to 2008, and for Hungary and
Germany in 2008/2009, and thus economic uncertainty and job insecurity may now
prove of even greater importance to fertility aspirations and decisions of women in all
countries.

The editors conclude that the case studies show that there is no clear-cut association
between fertility levels and the welfare regime of the country. The more important
factor is employment models, and from an industrial relations perspective the distin-
guishing features of these countries are working hour norms and security of employ-
ment for women. In the high fertility countries of Sweden and France, women work
part-time, and a small proportion of women have marginal attachment, whereas in
the low fertility countries of Poland and Hungary, working hours are full-time for the
majority of women, and in Germany where part-time work is used, 20 per cent of
women have insecure jobs. Maternal employment in all these countries is also affected
by the age of the youngest child, and the availability of childcare and normative
support for working mothers, with less ‘incoherence’ experienced by Swedish women
and men than the other countries. Interestingly, it does not seem to be the length of
paid maternity, paternity or parental leaves that makes the difference to female
employment and fertility rates, but job security, working hours norms for mothers
and childcare availability for children less than three years of age. Thus, the concept
of ‘uncertainty and risk’, followed by gender equity ‘coherence’, provide explanations
for the variations in fertility patterns and maternal employment between the
countries.

In the second book, edited by Le Bihan, Martin and Knijn, attention turns to work
and care more broadly, including to care of elders as well as of children, in six
European countries: France, Germany, Italy, The Netherlands, Portugal and Sweden.
There is an explicit focus on the post-industrial labour market, with its attendant
insecurities (reflecting a theme of the previous book) and which influence the man-
agement of work-care tensions, understood to be primarily undertaken by women.
The attention to elder care and how it is differentiated from childcare by the different
‘planning’ involved, the ‘perspective’ (or expectation) of when the care will be needed
and recognition of the intergeneration hierarchies (p. 10) is welcome.

In the main, the chapter authors are sociologists with expertise in the role of the
state and gender relations. Of interest in this book, and in contrast to the former
edited collection, the favoured methodological approach is qualitative. For each
country, a small group of caregivers was interviewed (ranging from 35 in the Neth-
erlands to 53 in Italy), making 254 interviews in total. The editors argue this allows the
researchers to ‘dive into real life’ (p. 23), and allows the carers themselves to talk
about how they reconcile the demands of their children and elderly parents with their
jobs and employers. This approach also throws up findings that are not entirely
expected.

For the Netherlands, Knijn and Da Roit provide an interesting insight into Dutch
work attachment, saying that caregivers are detached from their particular job, but
attached to being in employment. The chapter on Sweden, by Bjork, Bjornberg and
Ekbrand, suggests that gender equity is not as strong as often believed, with women
doing most of the child and elder care, and compromising their approach to work and
feelings of being a good mother in the process. Furthermore, the state has retreated
from delivering public care, putting more pressure on gender relations. In Germany,
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traditional gender role expectations and lack of employer support thwart women’s
access to more equal shared care. Kekc, Klenner, Neukirch and Saraceno also argue
that in Germany the opportunity costs of foregoing hours or jobs are lower for
low-paid workers, and thus class inequalities grow as higher paid workers are less
likely to resign from their jobs in order to provide care.

Subjective perceptions of pressure and satisfaction with care providers are high-
lighted in the chapter on France. These form constraints that influence working
caregivers and need to be considered as much as the impact of working conditions
according to Le Bihan, Martin and Campeon. Another stereotype is challenged by
Wall, Samitca and Correia. These authors argue that Poland is not as family-based as
often portrayed, with defamilialization approaches being more pronounced in care
for children, although not so widespread for elder care. In the last country chapter, on
Italy, more attention is paid to familialization of care and the intergenerational
distribution of resources in the absence of effective state policies. Despite these
pressures, according to Naldini, Donati and Da Roit, Italian women insist on main-
taining their paid jobs for reasons of personal identity as well as economic security.
The final chapter brings the book’s project together, and Naldini and colleagues argue
that the country cases demonstrate a mix of care across all the countries and not
necessarily directly related to the welfare-type regime. In this way, the book’s con-
clusion tends to echo that of the previous book. As above, the data were collected in
2007 and 2008, and the authors recognize that work and care tensions may have risen
since.

In the final book, Ruth Milkman and Eileen Appelbaum provide a detailed account
of the passing of California’s paid family leave legislation in 2002 and its operation
since 2004. This is a fascinating examination of state-level policy in the USA, which
provides a stark contrast to the two previous texts set in the European context of
mature paid family leave policies. Milkman and Appelbaum conducted a series of
employee and employer surveys and interviews immediately prior to and then several
years after the passing of the legislation, providing a rich source of information.
Combined with their extensive knowledge of the USA and familiarity of the gender
and work literature, they offer an extremely engaging and discerning analysis.

The history of the struggle in California to achieve a modest paid family pro-
gramme of six weeks pay (at partial wage replacement level), funded entirely by a 1
per cent levy on employees, is a lesson in the challenges of developing policy in a
neoliberal environment amidst the determined and ideological resistance of employ-
ers. The lesson learnt from the coalition building between the Californian labour
movement and women’s groups is also a compelling reminder of the need for alliances
if such policies are to be introduced in difficult policy environments. However, atten-
tion to union involvement largely stops with the history of the scheme, and this leaves
the reader wondering what unions have done since the scheme’s inception. What role
have they played, for example, in raising awareness among workers or expanding on
the scheme at the bargaining table? These are areas that are being explored elsewhere
under the rubric of equality bargaining (see Williamson and Baird 2014) and call out
for further research.

The second lesson Milkman and Appelbaum convincingly detail is that policy alone
is not enough to equalize outcomes for workers. Under the Californian scheme, paid
family leave benefits are available to men and women who become new parents or
who have an eligible family member with a serious medical condition. As the data
presented in the book (pp. 49–51) show, the majority of claims are for baby-bonding
rather than family care. Of interest is that men have been requesting bonding leave at
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an increasing rate, so that the difference between men and women taking baby-
bonding leave is narrowing. However, while there has been some equalizing between
genders, overall take-up is low, and as Milkman and Appelbaum lament, there is a
significant class gap in use. Low-wage workers, young workers, members of disad-
vantaged racial and ethnic groups, and immigrants — arguably those most in need of
assistance because they typically receive no employer paid leave benefits — have
accessed the scheme in very limited numbers. Explanations offered by the authors
include low levels of awareness, less than income replacement level of payment and
lack of job protection.

On the positive side, there have been social, health and economic benefits for those
who have used the scheme, and there have been business case benefits in relation to
employee productivity, performance, turnover and morale. Employers have not
found the scheme disruptive, nor has fraudulent use by employees occurred in the way
some employers claimed it would. In addition, as noted above, the scheme has
provided political lessons in dealing with ideological opposition to state intervention.

Taken together, these three books provide an abundance of research on topics of
growing importance — women’s work, public policies and care regimes. The evidence
suggests that the female/male shared work-shared care model has not emerged in
Europe, despite the expansion of paid parental and family leaves. Economic and job
insecurity together with rising expectations about work and performance counter the
achievement of this by placing additional pressures on women and men, which in turn
influence their intentions to have children and their ability to participate in the care of
children and elders in a more equitable distribution of time and emotion.

In the USA, where state provided paid family leave policies are the exception rather
than the norm, equity is also on the agenda. Perhaps surprisingly, the Californian
example of the introduction of a very modest (compared with European standards)
paid family leave policy has over time led to more men taking leave for baby-bonding,
thereby potentially increasing gender equity. However, as also convincingly shown by
Milkman and Appelbaum, class inequities have not been reduced. If anything, the
disparities between classes of workers in relation to access to paid family leave has
increased in California, with lack of awareness and insecurity in the labour market
being two of the major causes.

The three books provide considerable material for reflection and raise many other
research questions, not least about the role of unions and employers, as well as the
impact of state policies and domestic gender relations. In all, job security and class
emerge as ongoing and very significant influences on patterns of work and care. These
effects are probably even more apparent in the post-2008 ‘global financial crisis’ world.

MARIAN BAIRD
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