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Contemporary debates on the welfare state highlight the importance of “new social risks,” including those associated with women’s rising labour force participation rates, the increase in the number of lone parent families, and the demographic challenges posed by falling fertility/ageing of OECD societies. Yet as Fraser (1989) rightly argued, needs do not speak for themselves. Rather it is the politics of needs – and the power relations reflected therein - that frame the way new social risks are identified and appropriate course of action selected. In the past, the politics of need was played out largely within national contexts and reflected the existing balance of power therein. This is less true today, however, as international organisations (IOs), like the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), have come to play an increasingly important role in coordinating policy responses. While much of its advice may have contributed to the construction of a neoliberal world order, neoliberal solutions are not the only ones on offer. Since the mid-1990s, the discourses of some international organisations, including the OECD, have come to include elements of what might be called “inclusive liberalism” (Craig and Porter, 2004). Nor has neoliberalism managed to eliminate alternative, more egalitarian conceptions. 

This chapter focuses on the OECD’s identification of a new family policy designed to meet the cluster of needs associated with the emergence of the dual earner – or working lone parent - family. It argues that, at present, two distinct ways of framing these needs can be discerned, one (Babies and Bosses) that draws primarily on “inclusive liberalism”, the other (Starting Strong) inspired by an egalitarian, rights based perspective. Consciousness of the need for a family policy that no longer assumes the male breadwinner/female domestic caregiver family is not, however, entirely new. In fact, the OECD had begun to articulate the outlines of such family policy in the 1970s, one that had a lot in common with the vision later to inform Starting Strong. All three will be examined below. The chapter begins, however, with a brief note on the OECD and its role as producer of policy ideas.
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