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The purpose of this study is to describe how eight countries developed their policies for families 
and children, and in particular the factors that led to the development of divergent strategies. The 
countries studied were Canada, France, Germany, the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, the United 
Kingdom, and the United States. Although much of the family policy literature tends to focus on 
the role of specific actors and institutions in the development of family policy, this paper considers 
the importance of values and ideas in explaining the emergence of very different family policies in 
these eight countries. 

The literature on comparative family policy has not tended to focus on the nature of the policy 
discourse that led to the development of specific policies. Therefore, in addition to a literature 
review, this study reflects interviews held with a number of government officials, academics, and 
advocates in the eight countries, which sought their perspectives on how family policy had been 
developed in their country. This material is supplemented by data from the 1991 World Values 
Survey and other values studies that examined values in these countries with respect to gender roles 
and the consequences for their children of mothers working. 

The study's perspective differs from much of the comparative family policy literature in several 
ways. Rather than categorizing different countries' family policies as being more or less strategic or 
coherent, we argue that each country in fact has a "story" that explains the development of specific 
policies or sometimes the lack of policies. We do not label concern about the impact of dual-earner 
families on children as "traditional" or "conservative" but, rather, note that "liberal" values on 
gender roles are often combined with concerns about the implications for children. While 
recognizing that many factors contribute to the development of specific family policies, we explore 
whether values, and in particular ambivalence in values with respect to balancing work and family 
responsibilities and the level of acceptance of the state's role in the family, are important 
explanatory variables that have not been explored in the comparative family policy literature to the 
same extent as other factors. 



The paper begins with a very brief overview of each country's family policy "story," which is 
intended to help readers unfamiliar with comparative family policyto understand the different 
policy in each country. The next two sections of the paper explore the values in each country with 
respect to gender roles and the implications for children, and the influence of values, ideas, actors, 
and institutions in the development of family policy. Each section provides an overview of the issue 
and then describes the specific situation in each country. The final section identifies areas of 
convergence and divergence in the eight countries and explores potential directions for the 
development of family policy in Canada. 

We find a surprisingly high degree of convergence in values in these countries with respect to 
gender roles and the impact of dual-earner families on children but divergence in behaviour and 
public policies, as well as in the level of support for the role of the state in the family. Citizens in 
all of these countries (but to somewhat different degrees) reflect ambivalence, in the sense of 
holding conflicting feelings or attitudes, in their open-minded attitudes towards mothers working 
combined with concern about the consequences for children of mothers working. Even countries 
such as Sweden, Norway, and France, which have high levels of labour force participation by 
mothers, large numbers of dual-earner families, and significant policies and programs to help 
families balance work and family, express ambivalence about the impact on their children, 
particularly young children, of mothers working. Unlike some of the other countries examined in 
this study, where ambivalence seems to have resulted in inaction, in these countries, a high level of 
support for the state's role in the family appears to have enabled them to implement family policies 
despite their ambivalence. 

In exploring the influence that values, ideas, actors, and institutions have on the development of 
family policy, we note that actors and institutions can be constrained by the presence or absence of 
specific values or ideas, and that their influence is particularly restricted in the presence of strong 
ambivalence in values. Actors who promote policies and programs based on values that do not 
resonate with the public's values will be rejected, and, in the face of strong ambivalence, 
institutions may lack either the confidence or legitimacy to act. In particular, actors espousing the 
development of family policies in countries whose values support a limited role for the state in 
family matters are often stymied. 

While there appears to be convergence in the inventory of policies and programs that these eight 
countries use to implement their family policy strategies, they diverge significantly in the range of 
measures they use and the specific strategies they pursue. For example,  

• France's strategy is a neutral policy, which attempts to support choice for parents in their 
decisions about balancing work and family;  

• the stated policy in the Netherlands is to help parents balance work and family;  
• Germany's strategy is to support a stay-at-home parent;  
• the strategy in Norway and Sweden is to seek gender equality at home and in the workplace, 

but with a child centred focus; and  
• the strategy in Canada, the United Kingdom, and the United States is to leave to parents 

both the choice of how to balance work and family and the difficulties resulting from their 
choice.  

In considering the key factors of ambivalence in public policy about balancing work and family, 
and support for the state's role in the family, Canada (and also the United States) combine high 
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ambivalence about balancing work and family in their public policies and a low level of support for 
the state's role in the family. The other countries have different combinations of levels of 
ambivalence about balancing work and family, and support for the state's role in the family. Thus, 
depending on how Canadian values about these issues shift over time, these countries provide 
possible models for the development of family policy in Canada. But perhaps the most important 
lesson for Canada to draw from these countries' experience is that ambivalence did not lead to 
inaction but rather diversity in policy measures, based on a societal consensus on the need for the 
state to actively support families and the choices they make. 
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