
The Family Has Changed

Many of  Canada’s social policies grew out of  the
post-war period of  the 1940s and ‘50s. The typical
family then had one (most often male) bread winner
and could expect to live decently off  the income from
one job, frequently held for life. The retirement years
were shorter and child care and elder care took place
in the home.

Much has changed since then.

• Birth rates have fallen by more than half.
• The proportion of  women in the labour force

has tripled (60% of  women over 15).
• The incidence of  lone-parent families has almost

tripled (25% of  families with children).
• Divorces have increased by a factor of  6.
• The share of  the population over age 65 has

increased by 60% (27% of  them live alone).

The Canadian family is not what it used to be. And
the world around it has also changed. Global
competition and an ever-changing knowledge-based
economy make for a turbulent job market.

- it takes two wage-earners to support a family, and
even that may not be enough

- you can expect to work at several jobs in a lifetime
- benefits that go with the job aren’t what they once

were
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- both governments and employers have
dumped more responsibilities on families

- families are under more stress from work/life
conflict than ever before

- family caregiving entails significant economic
and social sacrifices.

Families Need Support

We know how important it is to give children the
strongest start we can. We also know the value of
having elder care as close to the home as possible.
So, our expectations of  the family and the
community are as high as ever, in spite of  the
changes in their capacity to respond. How can we
ensure that families can meet their responsibilities
in today’s economic environment? What kinds of
supports do they need, and what should employers,
communities and governments contribute?

Strengthening Families

CPRN’s research suggests measures are needed in
four areas:

• Income and Services – governments should
strengthen supplements for low-wage workers,
in combination with an increase in the
minimum wage, and invest in services for low
and middle income Canadians.

• Care Gaps – governments should work with
communities to fill gaps in care for children
and the elderly.
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This diagram shows the inter-relationship between the four sources of  well-being:

• The Market – the primary source of  well-
being, providing employment, wages and
frequently some benefits.

• The State – provides certain benefits, like
pensions, and services, like education and
health care, and ensures minimum standards.

• The Community – provides a variety of
social supports and services, from recreation
to counseling to culture.

• The Family – provides immediate caring and
sharing, support and socialization

A cut-back in any one actor’s contribution shifts responsibility to other actors. Balancing responsibilities
among the various actors is the key social policy challenge.
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The Well-being Diamond

*State includes governments (federal, provincial, territorial and municipal) and
core public services such as education and health care.

• Living Wage – rebalance responsibility between
employers and families by encouraging more
employers to take responsibility for the well-
being of  their workers.

• Autonomy – Ensure Aboriginal communities and
families can be autonomous by strengthening
community capacity and family resiliency, in
addition to resources from governments.

Bringing our policies for families up to date is
essential. Failure to support families adequately
imposes significant costs on the economy. Investing

in families, enabling them to contribute to their
potential makes good economic sense. Good social
policy is a productive factor, and key to a country’s
success in the global economy.

Further Reading

Visit the Family Network pages on the CPRN Web
site at www.cprn.org. See especially publications
under the heading, The Best Policy Mix for
Canadians.

Interested in discussing this work or collaborating 
in research in this or a related area?

Contact David Hay
Research Director

dhay@cprn.org
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