Abstract
Supporting Working Parents in France: Is Family Policy at a Turning Point?

Since the Family Law of 1994, many changes have occurred in French family policy,
particularly concerning public involvement in child-care and support to working parents. The
amount of the child-care allowance provided to working parents has been increased and
public day-care provision has been further extended. The right of fathers to make a
commitment to family life has also made its mark on the social and political debate, as we can
see from the recent introduction of two weeks' statutory paternity leave; a measure which has
strong symbolic impact. However, there is an enduring asymmetry between the sexes in
family involvement: women still assume the main burden of household tasks, and family-
friendly arrangements (parental leave, for instance) tend to be used to a disproportionate
extent by women, which leads to discrimination against them. In reality, caught between two
socio-political currents representing different interest-groups (family associations and
women'’s groups), French family policy is still fluctuating between different objectives.

At the same time, the 35-hour-week employment law, which was intended to facilitate the
daily life of working parents, has been progressively put into practice. I will investigate the
rationales underlying the changes introduced since 1994 and their impact on the employment
behaviour of mothers. In the context of an increase in flexible working schedules, some
results of research among working parents having a child aged under six will also be
presented, showing the various effects of the reduction of working hours on family life and
child-care policies. 1 will then explore the possible relationships between these changes and

the upward turn in the fertility level since 1997.
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PROBLEMATICS

This contract relates to the comparative analysis of fertility and its determinants, and
in particular that of family policy, in three European countries (Belgium, France and
Luxembourg). This analysis specifically places its emphasis on the problems of
reconciling family and professional life. It is a matter of reviewing studies made until
now in order to endeavour to explain fertility and its evolution over the end of the 20"
century.

What normally dictates the carrying out of studies concerning fertility in the industrial
countries is, beyond the care for pure knowledge, a certain anxiety on the part of the
authorities in the face of consistently falling or considerably declining rates of fertility.
In fact, the national consequences of a low fertility rate may be significant, in the
long or not so long term, for two reasons. On the one hand, successive generations not
being of the same size, the question will be posed as to the financing of retirement’' for
each of them by the following. On the other hand, the population diminishing®, an
over-sizing might be observed of the equipment necessary, for instance, for the care of
children, from their very early age (in créches, for example) until the end of their
schooling.

But the study of fertility is not made easier if one limits oneself to a single country, if
one wishes to identify the impact of family policy, since within the same country this
is identical at a given time for all those individuals with the same characteristics. One
might wish to skirt around the problem by comparing situations at different moments
in time, but the numerous factors evolving between the two dates make it difficult to
isolate the effect of family policy. These two aspects lead to an underlining of the
interest of an international comparison.

In this particular instance, the comparison of the Belgian, French and Luxembourg
situations is particularly interesting, on two grounds. On the one hand because these
three countries have in common (compared with other European countries) the
existence of a family policy, and a rate of fertility which has evolved in a comparable
manner until the middle of the 1980"s (Eurostat, 2001). On the other hand because
they have been distinguished in two aspects since that same period: some parts of the
family policy in each of these countries have developed differently’, and fertility has

' One is situated here in a context where the financing of retirement is by distribution and not only by
capitalisation.

? One argues here by supposing that the migratory balance is nil, and does not therefore balance out the
low fertility rate.

3 For example, France is distinguished by the putting in place of measures aimed at facilitating access
to employment for mothers, by partially taking on responsibility (both financial and pratical, by the
creation of créches and other care structures) for looking after their children and, more generally, by
attempting to enable them to reconcile family and professional life.
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recovered in France and Luxembourg® while it seems to be stagnating in Belgium.
The chart below traces the evolution of fertility in each of these three countries, over
the last 40 years:

Evolution of the economic indicator of pregnancy
1960-2001

jﬁ—o—Belgique —&— France —&— Luxembourg [

Sources: Eurostat, 2001 (for the years 1960 to 2000) and INED (for the year 2001)

Would this different evolution of fertility be associated with a differing economic
evolution according to the three countries considered? Or is it necessary to search for
other explanations, in particular from the point of view of public policies implemented
in each of the three countries, policies of which the different evolution would make an
explanation possible, at least in part, of this change in demographic evolution?

In order to place the possible impact of family policy’ on fertility, among all the
determinants of it, a diagram is used, on which are placed the principal determinants
of fertility.

* Despite a slight fall in 2001, according to INED figures, which are nonetheless still provisional.
* Family policy covers both the monetary benefits which are granted to parents, and the services which
are offered to them, in particular with regard to chiid care.

—349—



| uaIpyd
”ao._opE:Z

(-013 “age *L)Anoe Jo 101098 Ay 10] el Juswisojduaun [0 “N10M JO
159181UI ‘uollEDIyI[Enb JO [2a9]) JIom JO IJJO A} JO SIUBUILLINGD JAUIQ

syuaredpueid
s]dnoo g usamlaq 30 AMjIqeieas
$)$8) JO uonngLasicq pug A)uIrxoid

\ N ?
sanmumuoddo

(012 ‘swuated jo sSunqis jjo Jaquinu ‘K[lwey 931e] v
10§ 2ouI1ay21d ‘uonEINP? JO [943]) ANII] JO SIUBUILLILP IO

tuoMm ared priys Ajnueq
0} Y104 J0 PO 4/
i
_ . 1waye aaised ()
(?)
193]J2 aanedaN
< sonmuunpoddo
(<) 109)]0 2anedau 21ed PIIYD
alyj Jo uornenually
a
JANEB3U "2AISENSSIP 129J)9 SU0OU]
ANMa

. (2j1] jeuotssajord
v 102432 3ap1s0d “PIIYD [PUONIPPE 31 TT— pue AJItue] Jo UoTIR[IDU0I]
03 anp a1 Jo L)fenb oty ui (e} 3 ywt] oU) 10 $2INSEAL PIE
n 10 suoneI0|[e) siijataq AJueq
............................... - .

A11[rIe] Jo syueuuLIajep pasoddns sy,

JOUB}SISSE
3120 PIIYd O7[qng

—350—



This diagram illustrates the way in which one may suppose the various determinants of
fertility (A) act; those are commented upon which are the object of interest in this analysis
(the other determinants are indicated in the boxes shown with hatched lines I and II6, with the
objective of not hiding them, but they are not commented upon’).

Let us first of all consider the two direct effects on fertility. The first of them, which is of
particular interest to us, is that of family benefits (B, arrow 1). These benefits constitute a
financial contribution, justified by the fact that the child creates a monetary cost for its family:
they therefore limit the fall in the standard of life due to the presence of an additional child,
and cannot thus be any disincentive to the arrival of that child.

The second direct effect on fertility is that if the offer of work to women ® (C): its effect is
represented by arrow 2. In other terms, on average, a high offer of work to women would be
incompatible with high fertility.

Nevertheless, the role of family benefits could not be limited to that which we are going to
describe: that element might occur again on two bases in the analysis of fertility, via the offer
of work.

On the one hand, these family benefits might have an effect on the offer of work: consisting
of financial aid, they might create an income effect and their increase might lead therefore to a
reduction in the offer of work (amrow 3): they would therefore be disincentives to work. In this
sense, reducing the offer of work, they could indirectly lead to an increase of fertility,
since the offer of work would itself have a negative effect on fertility.

On the other hand, because they constitute an assumption of financial responsibility for the
cost of child care, family benefits (monetary benefits) would form a part of the ensemble of
determinants of opportunities of care which parents have (D), in the same way as public aid
in favour of looking after young children (E), and the opportunities for child care offered by
the family (F). As regards the latter, which arise from the private sphere, they would
themselves depend for instance on the geographic proximity of the grandparents, as well as
their availability (G), and the distribution of tasks among them® (H). All these elements, and
therefore particularly family benefits, thus having an effect on the opportunities for child care,
might have two indirect effects on fertility.

The first of these two effects would be the following: family benefits, determinant in part of
the opportunities of care, would have a positive influence on the offer of work (arrow 4):
now it has been seen that the offer of work might itself have a negative impact on fertility
(arrow 2). As a result, the opportunities of care - and therefore family benefits in particular -
would have an indirect influence on fertility. The underlying hypothesis is then that the
choice which mothers make as regards the offer of work and fertility depends on the one and
the other, the choice of activity being a condition on the choice of fertility.

% Also depicted in the diagram are the expected determinants of the offer of work (in the box with hatched lines
IIT}, since the hypothesis is put forward that it is through that offer of work that certain factors have an indirect
effect on fertility.

7 Let us nonetheless point out that the list of those factors is not exhaustive. In particular, not all those have been
indicated which are relative to the view that young parents have of the family.

® Theoretically, fertility might also depend on the offer of work to fathers. But this is more often considered as
exogenous, and the role of fathers is then analysed essentially within the context of the distribution of tasks
between the couple.

® This distribution of tasks may certainly only be realised if the parents of the child are a couple.
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The second indirect effect of family benefits on fertility would consist of an attenuation of
the negative effect of the offer of work on fertility (arrow 5). The following hypothesis is
put forward: the offer of work to the mother is a given fact, which means to say it is not likely
to vary (because it corresponds to a choice by the mother, who wishes to work). So that this
offer of work does not have a negative effect on fertility, it is necessary that the additional
child does not constitute an obstacle to that activity. In fact, if the mother wishes to work, she
may decide not to have an additional child if that would prevent her from working. Now it is
because the child requires a presence, and therefore because it costs time that it can really
prevent the mother from working. To offer child care opportunities, therefore, is to enable the
mother at least in part to avoid the costs in time. Thus being able to continue working, since
she is relieved of this cost in time, she is no longer disinclined to have an additional child. In
other words, this second indirect effect might consist of making it possible to reconcile the
offer of work and fertility.

Finally, one might first of all think there is a paradox here. In fact, the elements of family
policy relating to child care have a positive effect on the offer of work to women, and the
association between the offer of work and fertility is negative. A priori, one might therefore
be led to conclude of these two relations that the public measures relating to child care have
an indirect negative influence on fertility. But, in the second place, this highlighting of the
other indirect effect of the public measures regarding the care of young children on fertility
allows that paradox to be removed.

Hightighting these indirect relations between family policy and fertility might suggest the
type of public measures to be taken in order to encourage fertility, if that is the target
aimed at by the authorities. Two situations must be envisaged, according to whether the
authorities wish or not to implement a family policy facilitating child care.

In the first case, if the authorities do not wish to implement a policy facilitating child care, the
offer of work might have a negative impact on fertility. Taking this relationship into account,
the role of the State would then consist, for instance, of creating conditions favourable to part
time professional activity, enabling parents, and in particular mothers, to have more time to
spend with their child(ren), without having for all that to cease all professional activity.

In the second case, by way of contrast, if the authorities defined such a child care policy, it
would attenuate the negative effect of the offer of work on fertility, or even render that effect
nil or even positive. The role of the State could then consist of putting mechanisms in place
which might facilitate the care of young children who would not be looked after on a private
basis, mechanisms consisting on the one hand of care structures and on the other hand taking
at least partial financial responsibility for the costs incurred in looking after children.

Finally, family policy measures having an influence on fertility have as their objective the
assumption of two different child costs. On the one hand they assumed responsibility for the
cost in money: this is the case with family benefits, which might also have a direct influence
on fertility. On the other hand they take into account the cost in time, which the child
engenders: this is the role assigned to public measures which offer child care opportunities
having an indirect effect on fertility (via the offer of work). Because they cover the two types
of costs, which families bear, and particularly mothers, these family policy measures can
affect fertility, and thus enable the State to avoid so many fluctuations of it.
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Following the logic developed here, the plan adopted in the report will be arranged in two
parts: we will investigate the reasons why fertility fell, and then recovered fairly recently in
some countries. We will first of all seek to know whether the measures contributing to an
assumption of the financial cost of a child have an effective influence on fertility. Then we
will attempt, in the second part, to see whether fertility can be explained, directly or indirectly,
by measures, which take into consideration the fact that a child costs time.

This account of the literature concerning the case in Belgium, France and Luxembourg will be

preceded by a section describing the demographic and economic situation in each of the three
countries.
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