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Babies and Bosses: Gendering the OECD’s Social Policy Discourse

Rianne Mahon


This chapter focuses the Babies and Bosses thematic study, a “meditative activity” designed to explore measures to promote the “reconciliation of work and family life” as part of its broader “active social policy” agenda. Its reconciliation agenda was designed, in part, in response to an actual development in a number of member states – the replacement of the male breadwinner with the adult earner family – that has given rise to a set of new social needs (care for very young children and the frail elderly) previously met by caregiver-housewives. At the same time, reconciliation policies are seen necessary to encourage women’s labour force participation as a solution to other problems such as child poverty, demographic change (falling fertility rates, ageing populations), or even the need to “modernise” social security systems. 

There are, however, different ways of reconciling work and family life (Mahon, 2006). What sort of perspective does the OECD - or, more specifically, the Social Policy Division of the Directorate on Employment, Labour and Social Affairs (DELSA)
 – offer? As Deacon and Kaasch in this volume argue, in the social policy field, the OECD is no longer singing exclusively from the neo-liberal hymn book. This shift is certainly reflected in the analytical grid used in the Babies and Bosses series. Its reconciliation agenda reflects an “inclusive liberal” approach. While the latter shares important features with neo-liberalism, the OECD’s reconciliation agenda incorporates important “flanking mechanisms” designed to address lacunae in the neoliberal model (Graefe, 2006). The “gendering” in the title, however, is intended to capture the dimension of “policy learning” on the part of the DELSA staff which began to push it beyond these limits. While the Babies and Bosses series started with a focus on measures to reconcile the paid and unpaid work of women, by the end it had begun to embrace elements of a more egalitarian model, in which men and women share care work within the family – an indispensable step for achieving economic equality between the sexes. While such “gendering” began when the team was carrying out its research on Japan (volume 2), it was its exposure to Swedish debates that led it to embrace the notion of equal sharing of domestic care work. While it held fast to its inclusive liberal principles, concluding that the “high tax, high spend” Swedish model was not exportable, it did draw the lesson that effective reconciliation requires measures aimed at changing men’s roles as well as women’s. 
The OECD’s “Inclusive Liberalism” Turn
This section focuses on the social policy discourse developed within the Directorate of Employment, Labour and Social Affairs (DELSA). What kind of organisational discourse framed the Babies and Bosses thematic study? In the broadest terms, the frame stems from the OECD’s mandate, which as Porter and Webb (this volume) suggest, centres on the definition of “standards of appropriate behaviour for states which seek to identify themselves as modern, liberal, market-friendly, and efficient”. Yet these standards have undergone some important modifications, even while it has remained within a broadly liberal mould. O’Connor et al (1999: chapter 2) have identified three variants of liberalism – classic, new or social liberalism and neo-liberalism. To these can be added a fourth – inclusive liberalism. All variants of liberalism share an emphasis on the individual and as C. B. Macpherson (1977) so cogently argued, all retain a profound allegiance to a capitalist market economy. In this context, while social policies may mitigate the adverse effects of capitalist development, they need to be consistent with the operation of market incentives or, for those seen as legitimately outside the market, must operate within clear boundaries defined. Nor should social policies go so far as to challenge capitalist social relations: equality of opportunity, perhaps but not equality of condition. These common features should not, however, be allowed to obscure significant differences as among the varieties of liberalism. 
The Keynesian ideas that formed the core of the OECD’s original discourse drew in a particular way on the vein of social liberalism originally opened up by nineteenth century thinkers like John Stuart Mill. In contrast to classical liberalism, which sought to severely limit social assistance in order to extend the sway of capitalist relations, Keynesian liberalism saw a positive social policy role for the state, sustaining full employment across the business cycle by protecting (male breadwinner) workers against income risks such as unemployment, ill health, old age. In the 1960s, this came to include active labour market policy – measures strongly advocated by the OECD – as a means of improving the inflation-unemployment trade-off. 
Since the late 1970s, Keynesian liberalism has been challenged by the spread of neo-liberalism. Neo-liberalism shares with classical liberalism a celebration of market individualism and minimal government. Privatisation, contracting out, and public-private partnerships are all part of the neo-liberal toolkit. The OECD was an early convert to the neo-liberal supply-side paradigm. This became evident in its social policy stance in 1980s, when it organised a high profile conference on the crisis of the welfare state (Deacon et al, 1997). Throughout the 1980s, OECD helped to spread the neo-liberal view of social policy as an obstacle to growth. This persisted in the 1990s in the reviews prepared by the Economic Secretariat (Armingeon and Beyeler, 2004). 
While the Jobs Strategy, discussed elsewhere in this volume, continued on a neo-liberal course, toward the end of the 1990s, DELSA began to admit a positive role for the “right sort” of social policies. This began to appear in A New Orientation for Social Policy (1994) to be elaborated in A Caring World (1999), prepared for the 1998 meeting of the OECD Ministers of Social and Health Policy. The message was subsequently developed in Extending Opportunity: How Active Social Policy Can Benefit Us All, a document prepared for the 2005 Ministerial meeting. In making this shift, DELSA was by no means alone (Deacon et al, 1997; Noel, 2005). Craig and Porter (2004) have drawn attention to important themes - “opportunity” and “empowerment” or the activation of capacities and the legitimation of social investments designed to promote them – that began to appear in the 1990s in the social policies of a number of OECD countries and in the discourses of international organisations, including the OECD’s DELSA. They have labelled this emergent social policy discourse “inclusive liberalism”. Although Craig and Porter ultimately see inclusive liberalism as but another version of neo-liberalism, there is a good case for seeing it as a distinct form of liberalism. 
To be sure, neo- and inclusive liberalism have some important elements in common, but they draw on different elements of the liberal tradition. Just as neo-liberalism would apply element of classic liberalism to a 21st century context, inclusive liberalism draws on social liberalism, albeit in a different way than its Keynesian predecessor. For inclusive liberals, the task is not to roll back the welfare state but rather to redesign it, replacing the consumption-oriented policies of the Keynesian era with measures that support the development and use of human and social capital. Here it finds its inspiration in an earlier social liberalism, which “understood freedom as more than the negative freedom of classical liberalism: it also included the positive freedoms of opportunity and personal development” (O’Connor et al, 1999:50, Emphasis added). Accordingly, inclusive liberalism stresses individual capacity for development, accepts a role for the state in creating conditions for “all” to develop their capabilities and stresses the individual’s responsibility to take advantage of these opportunities. These themes form critical elements of the OECD’s social policy agenda, at least since 1998.
The call for redesign, not dismantling, the welfare state was clear in the “new social policy agenda” announced in the final communiqué to the 1998 meeting of social and health ministers: “A truly ‘caring world’ is one in which social and health policies adapt and respond sensitively to the opportunities and needs of individuals and their families, while remaining sustainable, an empower them to develop their full potential and to contribute fully to society” (OECD, 1999: 144 Emphasis added). These themes also appear in the next official iteration, Extending Opportunities, which called for active social policies because 

They try to change the conditions in which individuals develop, rather than limiting themselves to ameliorating the distress these conditions cause. This shift away from the reactive, compensatory approach of the past gives greater emphasis to investing in people so as to maximise their potential to become self sufficient, autonomous members of society (OECD, 2005b:6 Emphasis added).
In the final communiqué of the 2005 meeting, OECD social policy ministers similarly underlined that “social policies must be proactive, stressing investment in people’s capabilities and the realisation of their potential, not merely insuring against misfortune” (OECD, 2005. Emphasis added).  
Both neo- and inclusive liberalism stress the centrality of employment, while rejecting a public responsibility to create the conditions for full employment via intervention on the demand side (e.g. social policy in the Keynesian era). Instead, emphasis is on the supply side. Thus systems of social support are to be redesigned to remove barriers to work, especially work disincentives arising from tax/benefit systems and, more broadly, promote “employability” (OECD, 1999:144). For inclusive liberals, however, such reforms need to be accompanied by training and other forms of assistance, including support services, designed to develop individual capacities. One of the main thrusts of Extending Opportunities is efforts to overcome barriers to employment through “welfare to work” (workfare) and “welfare in work”.  Tax and benefit systems thus have to be redesigned to make work pay. In addition, governments should develop measures to provide adequate wages while “the reassessment of the OECD Jobs Strategy should identify policies which will help end labour market exclusion”, tailored to individual needs. Moreover, “if government provides the resources to overcome barriers, then individuals have a responsibility to take advantage of this opportunity” (OECD, 2005b). 
Both neo-and inclusive liberalism advocate the “flexibilisation” of labour markets and accept that this means greater inequality (at least in the here and now). In this respect they both differ from that version of post-industrial social liberalism which aims to transform the labour market itself, tackling the source of growing income inequality at its root.
 Inclusive liberals do, however, aim for equality over the life cycle. In fact, there is a clear generational dimension to DELSA’s active social policy agenda. It is thus calls for shifting social expenditure from the current focus on the elderly – on average, pensions account for 8% of GDP in OECD countries, versus 2% on children and families (OECD, 2005a: 3) – to investments in children, youth and prime age adults. Adjustments to pensions and related policies, in turn, are seen as helping to make room for investments in early childhood development to give children “the best possible start,” a theme which appears in both the 1998 and the 2005 final communiqués.  
Of particular importance here is the critical gender dimension to social policy redesign, one which has become increasingly visible in the OECD’s agenda. The OECD/DELSA has embraced the adult worker family. Lone parents thus become employable and thus should be included in workfare programs. Unlike neoliberals, however, DELSA recognises that this also entails public support for child care as part of a broader package of employment supports. As the 1998 final communiqué noted, “Family friendly policies, including improved access to affordable and quality childcare, access to parental leave, greater flexibility in work arrangements and training opportunities can provide the key to better employment opportunities for families with young children, especially lone parents” (1999:145). Yet lone parents are not the only focus of inclusive liberalism’s social investment in the family. Support for the adult worker family norm is considered especially important for a number of reasons. This is nicely captured in one of the background documents to the 2005 meeting of OECD social ministers:

Some view “mom at home with the kids” not only as reducing family income, but also as a gamble on the partnership between the parents not ending in separation and in the continued job security of the father. Staying in the labour forces is one way that mothers can protect themselves and their children against the vicissitudes of relationships and work. At the very least, policy needs to support the option of maternal employment and arguable it needs to go still further, promoting employment by parents as being in their own best interests and that of their children. (OECD, 2005a:4)

In other words, the adult earner family makes it possible to redesign “overly generous” social insurance programs originally built to sustain the male breadwinner in his role, as suggested above, because pensions and unemployment insurance schemes can be fully individualised. More broadly, women’s withdrawal from the labour market is now seen as a waste of human capital, one that can no longer be afforded given population ageing. At the same time, women’s labour force participation cannot be allowed to come at the expense of fertility rates. For DELSA, then, the state thus has an important role to play in the “reconciliation of work and family life” so that women can work. This does not, however, address the question of gender equality in the labour market.

The embrace of the adult earner family need not lead to greater gender equality, as we have suggested. This was not an issue for the OECD (until 2005) but has been an issue in the European Union where, as Morgan notes, “one dilemma facing decision-makers is how to adopt policies that recognize the social realities  that produce gendered employment patterns without reinforcing these realities” (forthcoming, 13). In general, while inclusive liberals see a positive role for the state to play in helping the adult worker family reconcile work and family life, the measures envisaged usually focus on making it possible for women to combine workforce participation with unpaid care work in the home, without changing men’s roles. 
As we shall see, in the first three volumes of Babies and Bosses, the DELSA team noted, but did not challenge, the inequitable division of care labour as between men and women. By the time the fourth volume was released, however, while it continued to recommend part time work in order to facilitate mothers’ re-entry, the team had come around to the view that shared parental leave offered the best possibility for maintaining women’s human capital and labour force attachment while giving children “the best possible start.” This shift was reflected in the background documents it prepared for the 2005 meetings, which clearly suggested that fathers increase their share of parental leave (OECD, 2005a: 5). It was reiterated, albeit in a more muted fashion, in the final ministerial communiqué, which noted “the importance of both mothers and fathers to the long term development of their children should be recognised, and both should be encouraged to play a full and active role in family life.” In the next section, we shall argue that this shift reflected, in part, the team’s own “learning” processes, especially as they were exposed to then-current debates in Sweden.
Developing the Reconciliation Agenda: Babies and Bosses
Policy documents like A Caring World can be important in shaping a directorate’s organisational discourse as well as in setting a new agenda for member states, especially when they are associated with ministerial meetings. On their own, however, they are insufficient because the OECD lacks the capacity to issue directives, obliging member states to follow through. The production and dissemination of the results of research on what the member states are actually doing thus constitutes a critical part of the OECD’s tool-kit. Prior to the launch of Babies and Bosses, DELSA had commissioned little research on the reconciliation of work and family responsibilities.
 Reporting through the Working Party on Social Policy of the Employment, Labour and Social Affairs Committee, Babies and Bosses marked DELSA’s first major knowledge production exercise in this area.
 
Babies and Bosses combined elements of “meditation” (exploring a “new” area) and “inquisition” (Jacobsson, 2006), with the emphasis on the former. The four volumes examine reconciliation policies and practices in 13 member country case studies. Five of the countries would be considered :”liberal” – Australia, Canada, Ireland, new Zealand and the United Kingdom; three Nordic social democracies (Denmark, Finland and Sweden) while Austria represents the clearest example of a continental corporatist regime. The Netherlands and perhaps Switzerland also share certain core features with this model (Esping-Andersen, 1999). Portugal has many of the core traits of the Southern European variant (Ferrera, 1998), while Japan is considered a hybrid (Esping-Andersen, 1996). The studies examined the socio-economic environment (“families and work”), availability and affordability of childcare; tax/benefit systems (including leave policies) and workplace supports (or lack thereof. The research design suggests that this was not a case of “fast policy transfer,” where agreed upon indicators could be used to draw up league tables, comparing the “laggards” to those coming closest to “best practice”. The team, headed by Willem Adema,
 felt that “reconciliation” was a relatively new and complex policy field. As adequate indicators had yet to be identified, it would be inappropriate to attempt a quantitative comparison of all member countries. Instead, they chose to develop sets of limited – 3 or 4 country – comparisons. This allowed for a greater attentiveness to country-specific concerns and institutional patterns, especially those governing labour markets and welfare regimes. In turn, this seems to have allowed for some “policy learning” on the part of the team, especially in the area of gender equity. 
Nevertheless, its empirical research clearly built on, and contributed to, the development of the inclusive liberalism that had come to form the core of DELSA’s organisational discourse. The analytical grid employed clearly reflected DELSA’s inclusive liberal turn, charted above. In line with the new social policy agenda, Babies and Bosses clearly presented women’s increased labour market participation as a solution to a range of common problems - poverty, low fertility/ageing and, more broadly, the modernisation of social policy. It recognized that adoption of policies to reconcile work and family life involves the “potential escalation of public intervention”, but accepts that “this may not be a bad thing”, (OECD, 2002: 22), especially if “properly” done. 
One key message was that member states should eliminate incentives for mothers to stay at home. Here Australia, Austria, Ireland, Japan, the Netherlands and the UK were particularly subject to criticism. In some countries, the solution was seen to involve the elimination of spousal allowances from government and/or employer social insurances schemes (e.g. Japan). Other countries were encouraged to move from family to individual taxation (e.g. the Netherlands and Austria). Of particular concern, however, was the exemption of lone parents from the obligation to seek work. Such “barriers to employment” should be eliminated. Accordingly, the Swiss were admonished to “avoid negative effects on financial incentives to work,” when implementing supplementary family benefits (OECD, 2004:14) and the Portuguese were counselled to opt for an employment-conditional tax credit, rather than child allowance, for low income families. It recommended that the New Zealand government modify its Domestic Purposes benefit to “make work pay” and to enforce mutual obligations “requiring sole parents to seek work actively” (OECD, 2004: 12), while Ireland was enjoined to “reduce long term benefit expectations” among recipients of One Parent Family Benefits. The UK should continue to develop its strategy for “active and early interventions in labour market re-integration” and, once support is available, “it would be reasonable to oblige sole parents on income support to make use of it” (OECD, 2005c:15). 

In line with the activation emphasis, Babies and Bosses is in favour of public support for non-parental childcare arrangements, especially for children under three. Babies recognised that on their own, markets may not be capable of delivering the number of spaces needed, at a price parents can afford. There is thus a role for government to compensate for market failure. For the authors of Babies, however, public sector “monopolies” are to be avoided - even though Babies’ authors recognise that wage rates and employment conditions in the Nordic system tend to be better than in the countries relying on private sector provision (OECD, 2002; 2005). Private provision is to be preferred as it “is geared towards serving customer demand…and may also be conducive to innovative practices” (OECD, 2002:88). Thus in Canada, Quebec – the one province that aspires “to be as universal in family support as Nordic countries” (2005c:93) - is chastised for favouring non-profit providers at the expense of for-profit operators, who receive a lower rate of subsidy (2005:119). In addition, Babies showed a preference for family childcare for under-threes, reflected in its recommendation that, “where possible”,  Sweden maintain such lower cost forms of care, to strengthen the Swedish system’s “long term (financial) viability” and to improve choice (OECD, 2005c: 14 and 21).
 
Consistent with the frame, demand-side subsidies are also to be preferred to investment in the supply side, as reflected in the following comment on Canadian policy:

Funding parents does not favour one provider over another, improves efficiency in delivery through competition and gives parents more choice….Demand-side support for child care can be made income-tested to achieve an equitable allocation of public resources and, when linked to working hours, to pursue employment policy objectives. (OECD, 2005c:23)

Part of the rationale is “equity”: from DELSA’s perspective, in the context of scarcity, supply-side subsidies only benefit those who are able to get a place and do nothing for parents who cannot find one. If governments subsidise parents, then the latter presumably can find some form of care, especially if the government helps to improve the flow of information.  The main reason, however, has to do with “efficiency”: demand-side subsidies put pressure on providers to keep costs low and to meet parental demands for e.g. more flexible opening hours.  As Cleveland and Krashinsky note, however, “the debate over demand-side and supply-side is often really a debate over what kind of quality will be provided and what kind of standards will be set” (OECD, 2003a:42). 
Babies and Bosses cannot be accused of ignoring the question of quality. It recommended that public subsidies only be used for purchase of quality childcare. Its view of quality assurance, however, reflects a New Public Management perspective, where childcare providers are seen as a group pursuing its own self-interest, potentially at the expense of children and parents, unless checked by market-like mechanisms. Thus the first volume noted the important role allocated to parents in the Danish system, but raised the concern that ‘without any external bench-marking, the system leaves local professionals in a very powerful position, relative to parents” (OECD, 2002, 108). The Australian quality assurance system was awarded cautious praise but “care is needed to avert the risk that over-reliance on other child care professionals may create a profession more concerned about defining its collective interests, rather than promoting wider social objectives…” (OECD, 2002:21). 

Babies and Bosses was keen to promote “family-friendly” policies in the workplace. Its advice in this regard in part reflects the preference for labour market flexibilisation that is common to neo-and inclusive liberalism. At the same time – and more in-line with the softer view articulated in the revised Jobs Strategy – it admits that states have also to get involved to promote other objectives, including as we shall see, gender equity. 
Thus, Babies 4 noted that the growth of temporary work in Finland and Sweden has had a negative impact on family formation, and thus contributed to the fall in fertility rates. This, however, was blamed on the “stringent employment protection” measures still in force in those countries. Here Finland and Sweden are compared unfavourably to Canada and the United Kingdom where 

The incidence of temporary employment is much lower….Apart from the United States, these countries have the least strict employment protection legislation among OECD countries. The cost of dismissing regular workers is relatively small and hence British and Canadian employers do not need to hire on a temporary rather than regular basis in the same way as their Finnish and Swedish counterparts. (OECD, 2005c)
Interestingly, however, temporary work in Sweden (14.6%) is just a bit higher than it is in Canada (12.5%) according to its own figures (OECD, 2005c:64). Babies was also quite critical of Japan for highly gendered split between regular and irregular employees. Instead of recommending the abolition of “insider” privileges, typical of neo-liberalism, it enjoined the Japanese government was enjoined to “enforce more actively gender equity and equal pay for equal work legislation” (OECD, 2003: 13), a stance consistent with inclusive liberalism’s preference for “flexicurity.” Babies 4 also recognised the positive role that collective bargaining can play in systems, like Finland and Sweden’s, where collective agreements cover a large part of the labour market. Where unions are weaker, as in Canada and the United Kingdom, however, governments are enjoined to offer “tailored” family-friendly advice to individual firms, especially small and medium enterprises (OECD, 2005c:29). 

Babies and Bosses is also favourably disposed to the expansion part time work. Austria, Ireland, Portugal and “perhaps” Finland are encouraged to support the expansion of part time work as one solution to the care of very young children.
  At the same time, Babies clearly began to recognise that part time work contributes to channelling women into low paid, non-standard jobs. Thus, the first volume noted that “many households in Australia and the Netherlands distribute paid work along the ‘one and a half’ earner model in terms of hours of paid employment, while in terms of contribution to household income a ‘one and one quarter’ model appears a better description” (OECD, 2002: 28). Reflecting on the Japanese experience, the second volume however recognised that “not all part time work is equal, and its value as a reconciliation solution depends in part on it not becoming a trap for  those (mainly women) workers in low-paid, dead-end jobs” (OECD, 2003:19). 

At the same time, the Babies volumes recognised that it is women whose lives are being changed in this new “family-friendly” world, not men. In fact, men’s patterns have not changed in most of the countries examined. The first volume noted that “men do not appear to have changed heir behaviour markedly….Indeed, male behaviour remains largely traditional in all three countries:
 take up rates of parental leave among men are low, and although the gender gap in unpaid housework is smaller in Denmark than in the other two countries, caring remains primarily a female activity” (OECD, 2002:14). The Japanese experience was especially instructive in this regard. Noting that all three countries in Babies 2 had a problem with a “long hours” male culture, it went on to note that the Austrian and Irish experiences pale in comparison to Japan and that this had implications for the sharing of care work. The point is reiterated in Babies 4, where it noted that “in all four countries, women spend more time providing care for children than men; they overwhelmingly take more parental leave than men, and they are most likely to reduce working hours after childbirth” (2005c:29). 
When the first volume was produced, the authors saw little possibility of changing this. Thus the vision of shared care through the reduction in working time for both parents, which has been on the agenda in the Netherlands, “is likely to remain illusory for the near future, as it would require a fundamental change in male labour market behaviour, evidence for which is lacking” (OECD, 2002: 15). In the second volume it was noted that “everywhere, take-up of existing family-friendly measures is predominantly a female affair, as illustrated by the proportion of eligible fathers taking up parental leave….traditional gender notions appear difficult to change” (2003:21). The Japanese government is, however, lauded for having set targets (10% leave taken by men), as this may help change societal attitudes. That understanding is reiterated in the third volume but the change – with a more marked “gender equity” profile - became more even more pronounced in the fourth volume. 

This “gendering” was clear from changes in the table of contents. Whereas the first two volumes organised the key chapter that summarised the main findings (chapter one) around more technical aspects concerning reconciliation, the third and fourth volumes concluded with sections that focused on “promoting gender equity.” Whereas the chapter on labour markets in the first volume spoke of “labour market outcomes” in general terms, the second highlighted the experience of “mothers in employment,” reflecting the learning provoked by the Japanese experience. A similar section in the third volume was preceded by a section on “gender differences in employment outcomes” and followed (3.4) by one on gender earnings differentials. The fourth volume also included a section on gender differences in pay. 

The final “output” of Babies and Bosses was the identification of indicators and the construction of an online database on family outcomes and policies, which will permit comparison of the performance of all member countries. The indicators include gender pay gaps for full and part-time workers, temporary employment and sectoral/occupational concentration by gender, time used for work, care and daily household chores, and take up of parental leave benefits by mothers and fathers.
 Such data can prove useful for those advocating gender equality even if, for the most part, Babies and Bosses’ recommendations do little to tackle the root causes, especially the growth of non-standard employment and with it, deepening inequality in the labour market. 

The main exception was its position on parental leave. This “gendering” really began with the second volume,
 and the lesson was reinforced by the (temporary) addition of feminist scholar, Janet Gornick to the Babies and Bosses team in 2003. Well-known for her quantitatively-based comparative analyses of policies pertaining to the reconciliation of work and care, Gornick was hired to help the team to develop a set of indicators. During the five months spent there, Gornick was engaged in frequent discussions of gender equity issues with the other members of the team.
 She participated, moreover, in the Portuguese country visit where gender equity was also being avidly discussed (OECD, 2004: 17).
 The combination of Gornick’s arguments and exposure to the Portuguese debates may have prodded Babies to adopt a more proactive stance toward fathers’ sharing the unpaid care work. The report noted “in itself, the Portuguese policy stance may not change workplace culture overnight, but, without this policy signal to fathers, changes towards more gender equitable workplaces will be even more difficult to accomplish” (OECD, 2004: 26). It took the Swedish experience, however, to drive the point home.
Learning from Sweden?

Clearly the Babies team’s engagement with the Swedish experience reinforced and deepened the lessons it had begun to learn. Like the earlier (Gornick) example, however, it also testifies to the importance of the dialogue – between researchers at the OECD and in member states, as well as between OECD staff and key national civil servants – which the OECD governance system facilitates. Not surprisingly given the nature of the exercise, there was also the potential for learning (or, lesson reinforcement) on Sweden’s part. In fact, what motivated the  key Swedish official to advocate Sweden’s participation in the Babies and Bosses exercise was the hope of using international comparisons to facilitate policy learning and thus facilitate another round of incremental reforms designed to deepen the Swedish model. As we shall see, however, the willing pupils proved to be the DELSA team itself, while the Swedish government buried its “inconvenient” advice, because the OECD supported what many in the Swedish gender equity policy community wanted to hear, but not the government of the day.
Although the fourth volume had yet to be published at the time of the 2005 meeting of Ministers of Social Affairs, Sweden, and the Nordic model more generally, had already been singled out as an example  of “best practice” – albeit with the caveat that it was likely to prove too expensive for most member countries. Thus, in Sweden 
…a combination of flexible use of paid parental leave, affordable high quality childcare, extensive out of school care, and entitlement to shorter hours for both parents when children are young has helped parents in squaring their work and care commitments, contributed to comparatively high fertility rates, high employment rates among mothers with children, and low child poverty, although at significant budgetary costs” (OECD, 2005a: 13).
As Babies 4 would go on to document, the Swedish model for reconciliation is embedded in a universal welfare state that provides support throughout the “life course.” It clearly has done better than most in terms of women’s labour force participation rates (77%, with a small 3% gender employment gap); poverty rates (5-6%, “particularly low” at 4%); fertility rates (which hold up well compared to OECD average, despite the dip that occurred in the 1990s); as well as the generational profile of social expenditure (net expenditure of families at 3.5% of GDP). Yet while Sweden pioneered parental leave (1974) and its child care system singled out as a “best practice” example, it was clear that gender equality had yet to be achieved. Swedish women still take the lioness’ share of parental leave, and they are the ones who reduce their hours while their children are still in preschool. Moreover, while the gender wage gap is relatively low, at least among the lower income deciles, 
 a product of decades of “solidaristic wages bargainin,”
 there is a marked occupational segregation by gender and, as the OECD found, a powerful “glass ceiling.” 


This situation was not unknown in Sweden, of course, which had seen a resurgence of feminist activism in the late 1980s and 1990s (Mahon, 1996). In response, from 1994, successive social democratic
 governments moved to incorporate feminist demands. These included equal access to positions of official power; equal pay for equal work, and measures to combat violence against women, supported by a conception of gendered relations of power that had to be changed if progress was to be made. The government’s response to the feminist agenda included the adoption of a gender mainstreaming program, aimed at re-educating top civil servants as well as cabinet ministers. 
One of the civil servants - who may already have been open to these ideas, but who clearly learned to think in feminist terms - was Ilija Batljan.  In 1996, Batljan
 joined the Swedish Ministry of Health and Social Affairs, not long after the Social Democrats returned to office ready to establish its feminist credentials. From 2000-2005, Batljan held the important post of Director and Chief Analyst at the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs. Just as importantly, from our perspective, he also served as vice chair of the OECD’s Employment, Labour and Social Affairs Committee from 2001-2004, from which position he interacted with the DELSA social policy officials on a regular basis. Batljan was thus part of the discussions that led to the launching of Babies and Bosses and it was also Batljan who convinced the Swedish government to participate in the review.
 His eagerness to participate had a lot to do with the growing sense, shared by others that new initiatives were needed to break through the barriers to gender equity.

Batljan’s concern grew out of his involvement (as chair) in the working party on fertility (2000-2001). The government appointed the working party in 2000, in response to the drop in fertility Sweden had experienced in the 1990s. The report concluded that “a well developed system of family support, aimed at combining work and family life, is a necessary but not sufficient condition” (DS, 2001:13. Translation mine) for families to choose to have their ideal number (2) of children. Full employment – and access to secure employment – are also crucial, as the experience of the 1990s (high, for Sweden, unemployment and, even when unemployment dropped; the new prevalence of temporary work, which affected women during the key childbearing years) showed. Parents wanted to establish themselves in the labour market before starting families.

One of the report’s key messages was the importance of sharing the unpaid care work in the home, to couples choosing to have the number of children they wanted: As Batljan subsequently noted, “Gender equitable access to education and the labour market, when not combined with the preconditions for reconciling work and family and with gender equity in the home leads to very low fertility rate” ((SOU, 2005: 20 Translation mine).
The implication was that changes were needed in the domestic sphere, to achieve a genuine sharing of care work, as well as in the labour market (among other things, the restoration of full employment and the elimination of precarious work). This grew out of its findings that while on entering the labour market, men’s and women’s wages were quite similar, the gap grew as they moved into their late 20s – prime childbearing years - and continued. There was also evidence that women were being discriminated against in getting jobs, especially with smaller firms. In one study, one third of employers admitted they asked if women planned to have children while another showed that two thirds of the women and one fifth of men had been asked if they planned to start a family (DS, 2001: 194-5). The uneven division of parental leave also feeds into the pattern of occupational segregation noted by the Babies team. Thus, the Fertility Report concluded,
Sweden does rather well in an international context with regard to gender equity but there are still gaps…that can create barriers when women and men decide to have children. A strong indication of the limits to gender equity is the clearly negative impact that childbirth has on women’s income in comparison with men who have children and with women who have not had children (DS, 2001:272 Translation mine)


The Fertility Report was not alone in concluding that the division of unpaid labour within the home had to change to achieve gender equity and other social goals, and that there was a role for public policy in bringing this about. Some, like Claes Bergström, the Gender Equity Ombudsman (JämO) called for a complete individualisation of parental leave. There was also significant support for this option amongst Left party (one of the Social Democrats’ coalition partners) supporters: as many as one quarter favoured complete individualisation (Dagens Nyheter, 05.10.25). The Social Democratic Women’s Federation (SSKF) and Social Democratic Youth (SSU), and LO (the highly influential Swedish blue-collar trade union central) favoured a version of the Icelandic solution – allocation of one third to each parent, while leaving it to families to decide how to share the remainder. This would represent an incremental step, involving the increase of the “daddy month” from 2 to 5 months. As the data provided by the government-appointed Thorwaldsson commission showed, the original quotas had helped increase fathers’ share from a very modest 10% 1994, following the introduction of the first one month quota, to nearly 19% in 2004 (SOU, 2005:148). The commission recommended the increase, combined with a rise in compensation rates (floor and ceiling),
 in order to bring parents’ behaviour in line with their (gender equitable) attitudes. 

On this issue, the government had the advantage that it faced a divided opposition. The Liberals were for raising the ceiling, including an equity bonus (90% for months equally divided), and strengthening employment protection for those on leave (Dagens Nyheter, 05.09.16) and 40% of its supporters favoured increased quotas. The rural-based Centre party agreed to raise the ceiling and the floor, with its women’s wing wanting a father bonus for months shared. In contrast, the neo-liberal Conservative party favoured a reduction in total compensation levels to 76% and in length of leave to one year, and the addition of a child care tax cut of 3000 Swedish crowns for the “lowest paid” parent if the other parent took some of the leave. They were also calling for measures to make it easier to hire domestic help – for childcare or other work. Both the Conservatives and the socially conservative Christian Democratic Party favoured the introduction of a municipal care allowance, with the right to three years’ leave.


The Babies team was well aware of the Swedish debate. There were several references to the Batljan report in Babies 4 and the report’s influence was visible in the way a new concern with conditions under which parents could choose to have their ideal number (the magical two) of children appeared in volume four. The main impact, however, was to cement the lesson that the reform of parental leave represents an important means to induce fathers to take an equitable share. Among others, the team met with representatives from JämO’s office and those involved in the Thorwaldsson commission, which had yet to issue its report.
 Its conclusion is of interest:
A Swedish government committee is reviewing different aspects of the parental leave system, and it could consider different options to achieve a more gender equitable use of parental leave, including, for example, granting a bonus to parents who equally share parental leave entitlement, increasing the duration of leave period that are non-transferable between parents and/or increasing information to both parents about fathers rights to parental leave. In Sweden, as in most other countries, the policy debate about a more equitable sharing of the care burden during the early months has yet to start in earnest. (OECD, 2005C:211).

In other words, even Sweden had a way to go to establish conditions for women’s full integration into the labour market – an integration, which it now understood, required changing men’s participation in domestic care work. Thus one of its three recommendations to the Swedish government was to find some way to reduce the gender difference in the use of parental leave – although it would have liked to have added, “and reduce the total leave to one year.”


Ironically, it was Babies’ support for measures to increase shared parental leave that led the government of the day to bury the report. Babies 4 was released when the government of the day had decided not to accept Thorwaldsson’s recommendations, in light of polls showing that 60% of Swedes did not want to increase quotas and as few as 30% of the Social Democrats supporters were in favour of expanding them (Dagens Nyheter, 05.02.10). Although the report’s authors had taken care not to specify what measures should be taken, Prime Minister Persson, backed by the Minister of Social Affairs, Berit Andnor (Batljan’s boss), did not want the report to be used by those within its own ranks – SSU and the SSKF – or among its coalition partners who were pushing for change. 
Conclusions

The OECD’s inclusive liberal turn – at least in the area of social policy - is clearly reflected in its reconciliation agenda, considered central to the organisation’s broader social policy agenda.  Although this agenda shares with the neo-liberalism an emphasis on “employability,” it recognises a positive role for government in “enabling” individuals to develop their capabilities. Just as the original social liberalism included women among those to be empowered, so too does DELSA’s inclusive liberalism. The gendering of the OECD’s social policy agenda comes in part from the way women’s labour force participation has come to be seen as critical to solving the problems of child poverty, the labour supply problems linked to fertility decline and population ageing, and the need for early child development as the first step toward lifelong learning for the “knowledge economy.” In this context, active measures to help mothers reconcile work and family life can readily be justified. 

Why has DELSA broken with the neo-liberalism that marked its social policy discourse in the 1980s? As Noel argues, part of the explanation lies in the wider context: data showing the overall increase in income inequality during the last two decades of the twentieth century (a trend visible across the OECD too); the impact of the East Asian financial and economic crisis of July 1997; anti-globalisation protests and the growth of the World Social Forum, and victories of parties of the Left in key European countries (2006:320). In this sense, the turn toward inclusive liberalism on DELSA’s part represents an attempt to “re-embed” the global capitalist economy in light of reactions to a decade of aggressive neo-liberalism (Craig and Porter, 2004).
This chapter has also argued that the Babies and Bosses thematic study began to push the organisational discourse beyond this to embrace the idea of shared care. This reflects a process of “policy learning” on the part of the Babies and Bosses team. Although the latter employed a consistently “inclusive liberal” analytical grid throughout the four volumes, the research process was structured a way that allowed for learning on DELSA’s part. The research design – the choice of more in-depth, small series comparisons, rather than a largely quantitative comparison of all 30 member countries - reflected the relative newness of the area and the DELSA staff’s recognition that suitable indicators had yet to be developed. It gave the team a chance to learn from each country’s experience. It took the very marked gender inequalities in Japan to drive home the point that “reconciliation” too often involved changes in women’s lives, to enable them to juggle paid work and domestic care, while men’s lives remained the same. It was also the newness of the area, for the OECD, led it to enlarge the epistemic community, drawing one of the leading feminist scholars working in this area. Her presence, in turn, prepared the team to hear the Portuguese and, more importantly, the Swedish debates on shared parental leave as essential for gender equity. Previously established connections with a key Swedish official further facilitated this process. 
If, through exposure to Swedish debates, Babies and Bosses began to confront one of the sources of gender inequality – the unequal division of care labour in the family – but what about the other, the labour market itself? To be sure, tackling the unequal division of domestic care would contribute to diminishing gender discrimination in the labour market. We need also to ask, however, about the labour market itself. It is not by accident that most OECD countries have seen the spread of “non-standard” jobs – temporary, part-time, self-employment – over the last decades, and with this, growing inequality of income. While Babies and Bosses recognise that temporary jobs and “some” forms of part-time work contribute to gender – and we would add, class – inequality, the solutions it envisions are limited. Governments can offer “encouragement, promote the virtues of family-friendly policies, or otherwise try…to raise awareness of the issue” (2003:21). They can include providing consultants, who can help firms to make their workplaces “family-friendly.” 
More broadly, DELSA advocates “flexible” labour markets – albeit the “flexicurity” version. This leaves intact a deeply inegalitarian post-industrial employment structure.  In addition, like the rest of the OECD, DELSA strongly supports the current “liberalisation” of flows of goods and capital, without questioning the neo-liberal terms on which this is based. Yet under these conditions, employers are driven to boost competitiveness by all means available. Not surprisingly, this generates limited interest on their part in the general adoption of equality-promoting “family-friendly” policies. To be sure, some employers may be prepared to develop “family-friendly” packages – possibly including personal services like housecleaning, as well as child care and flex-time – for female employees possessing substantial “human capital.” This does little, however, for the majority of women – and men – left to fend for themselves in “liberalised” labour markets.
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� Established in 1974 as the Directorate for Education, Employment, Labour and Social Affairs (CEELSA), it became DELSA when Education formed its own directorate. For simplicity’s sake, I simply refer to it as DELSA. 


� See inter alia Herzenberg et al (1998), Mahon (2000) Stanford and Vosko (2004)  and Jackson (2005). Among international organizations, the International Labour Organisation (ILO) perhaps comes closest to articulating this position.


� Surprisingly, the document goes on to note that “governments should promote policies that respect the decision on the part of parents to join the workplace or stay at home raising the children and provide the necessary supports. These include supporting the reinsertion into the workplace for parents that choose to stay at home…through training and other assistance, and attaching value to their choice” (OECD, 2005a:4). What this likely reflects is the need to appease member states that have yet to embrace the adult earner model.


� After at 1982 publication, Caring for Young Children, there was little until 1990, which saw the publication of Lone Parent Families: The Economic Challenge, “Childcare in OECD Countries”, OECD Employment Outlook 1990, chapter 5; and Donald Verry’s An Economic Framework for the Evaluation of Childcare policy.  In the later part of the decade, there were a few studies of elder care – a related part of the “care puzzle”.


� When it was DEELSA, it did launch the important “Starting Strong” thematic study of early child education and care practices in 20 member countries. The latter, however, was launched in response to the 1996 meeting of Education ministers (seen as a first step in the process of “lifelong learning”) and was handled by the Education and Training Policy Division of what is now the independent Education directorate.


� Over the course of the study, the team involved a variety of researchers, but it was Adema who provided the strong element of continuity, working under the general direction of Mark Pearson, head of the social policy division and co-author of A Caring World with Adema. 


� At the same time, the study noted that net (after tax) public social expenditure in Sweden is only about 3 to 4 percentage points higher than in Finland and the UK (OECD, 2005c:137).


� Another is flexible work time schedules of the sort found in Canada where, apparently “nearly half of all dual earner couples are organised such that both parents are working in shifts” (2005:198).


� Australia, Denmark and the Netherlands


� http://www.oecd.org/els/social/family


� I think Adema for this point, in his comments on the first draft  (email exchange, 25.01.07).


� Email interview with Gornick, 2005.


� This point was also made by Willem Adema, interview, Paris, 16.05.06.


� Sweden is rightly criticized for its “glass ceiling” but the solution (quietly) suggested – greater availability of low wage domestic service – while pushed by the bourgeois parties, goes against the grain of the Swedish model .  (OECD, 2005c: 205).


� For more on this see, inter alia, Mahon (1987;1996).


� The bourgeois coalition government (1991-1994) had a contradictory position but the Liberal leader, who held an important cabinet post, did manage to introduce some important initiatives, including the first “daddy month” (i.e. for fathers only) into the parental leave system.


� Information taken from www.oecd.org/speaker/0,2879,en-21571361_21570391_31722056_1_1_1_1,00.html                  


� Interview with Batljan, Nynäshamn, 04.05.06. Corroborated by Barbara Martin-Korpi, the key person in charge of early child education and care policy in the Ministry of Education, Interview, Stockholm, 18.04.06.


� The generally favourable (currently 80%) compensation rate - at times a higher for time taken by the father – was supposed to make it more feasible for higher paid fathers to take leave, without undue burden on family budgets but the ceiling on payments, which had affected 17% in 1995, had been frozen such that by 2004, 40% of the labour force – and 50% of male workers – earned incomes above the ceiling. (SOU, 2005: 176)


� Several bourgeois dominated municipalities in the greater Stockholm area were in fact using the room available to them to experiment with a version of this.


� Interview with Willem Adema, Paris 16.05.06


� This preference comes out strongly in the background documents to the 2005 meeting of Ministers of Social Affairs (OECD, 2005a:5).





