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Welfare Theories in Family Politics
KRISTÓ Katalin1

The welfare state is one of the most frequently used social scence terms that causes 
arguments or political discussions. The role of the state in the development of its 
social role has changed through time, and parallel with this, the term welfare state 
has changed too, as well as theories regarding the welfare state. In this study, the 
author’s main goal is to summarise the different theories of the welfare state. Fol-
lowing this, a special approach will be shown in terms of the categorization of the 
welfare state to show its role in a special welfare: i.e. in what ways does it supports 
families. This view has not received much attention in detail in the literature so far.
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The welfare state is one of the most frequently used terms that causes arguments or political 
discussions. It is a phrase from social science. Many times it is mistakenly thought of as a 
term connected to a developed economy and high standard of living. Nonetheless, it is also 
true that states which provide high standards of social welfare do possess these two things. 
There are many definitions for the welfare state but there is not one exact term that is agreed 
on in the literature. The welfare state refers to a state that takes responsibility for its citizens’ 
welfare on a given level, for their social safety based on a system of earnings and social 
services. [1]

The role of the state in the development of its social role has changed through time, and 
parallel with this, the term welfare state has changed too, as well as regarding the theories of 
welfare state. In this study, the author’s main goal is to summarise the different theories of 
welfare state. Following this, a special approach will be shown in terms of the categorization 
of the welfare state to show its role in a special welfare: i.e. in what ways does it support 
families. This view has not received much attention in details in the literature so far. 

Lebeaux and Wilensky started to categorize the role of state according to their role in 
the welfare system in 1956. They created two groups to differentiate residual and univer-
sal welfare states. In the residual state, the social role of the state is reduced to a minimum 
because it concentrates only on a saftey net for the poor. Opposed to this, the universal or 
institutional welfare state offers public programmes to many social groups and the main goal 
of the state is to provide the social welfare services itself. Lebeaux and Wilensky saw these 
two categories as progress from the residual towards the universal with the latter becoming 
a dominant one. [2]

In 1980 Korpi had a theory for a marginal and institutional model, but he saw these re-
gimes as able to exist side-by-side, not necessarily one developing into the other. [3]

Chronologically however, the most well-known and one of the first attempts at cate-
gorizing is connected to Titmuss, who defined three types of welfare state types in 1958, 
from which Lebeaux’s and Wilensky’s residual state theory comes from. So, Titmuss’ resid-
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ual theory is as described above. The second is the system of “industrial based efficiency”, 
that focuses on social security and appurtenance, so the welfare system has a huge role in 
this model. Titmuss defines the third model as the “institutional redistributive” welfare state 
where the state takes responsibility for the goodwill of its citizens. [4]

Following very closely in Titmuss’ footsteps is Gosta Esping-Andersen, one of the most 
frequently quoted typology derives from him, and he also – similarly to Titmuss – differenti-
ated between three different models: the welfare model of the northern states and the liberal 
and continental welfare model.2 [5]

Upon creating these models in 1990, Esping-Andersen examines the state’s socio-politi-
cal features and to a lesser extennt the family side, although in his work we can find referenc-
es to family politics. Because of criticism on his gender-based work, in 1999, he reworked his 
study and thought of children and women too. He calls our attention to the risks of economic 
competition and the welfare system if the burdens on the family, but more importantly on 
women, are not lifted by the state. (In this study, the author looks at the reworked typology.) 

In Esping-Andersen’s theory, groupings are based on the three pillars of welfare: the 
role of the state, the family and the market and how spread the programmes and institutions 
are of the welfare state. Those Northern European countries where the state’s social role is 
very strong are placed in the Northern European group. Prevention is put in focus by this 
model meaning that the citizen should remain an active part of the labour market as long as 
possible, but even should he/she fall out or he/she will be eligible for a wide range of social 
allowances. [6: 235] Esping-Andersen highlights, that the mentioned “activation policy re-
duces unemployment as well as doubling the positive effects of services given to families: 
it enables women to have children and to have a career as well to maximise the ratio of the 
employed.” Esping-Andersen puts Ireland and Great Britain in the “liberal” welfare model, 
similar to the United States, which supports the solution that the market offers: it urges pri-
vate welfare service and minimises the responsibility for market setback. In this model, the 
role of the state is residual and focuses on those in need and is restricted to services for the 
“registered” poor citizens. Benefits are linked to being active in work which does not help 
the unemployed, and to get these rights women with small children need cheap institutions 
to take care of their children. 

According to Esping-Andersen, in most of the countries in Europe the classic family wel-
fare responsibities are typical. This family-concentrated feeling is strengthened even more 
by the dominance of social insurance. In this model, the most important thing is the safety of 
the main (usually male) breadwinner’s role.

The “family’s exceptional welfare role can yield against risks of social exclusion but at 
the same time it has a negative effect on women’s endeavours for economic independence. It 
can be shown, that the most important factor of the family-based welfare-system is the low 
birth rate.” [7] 

Nowadays however the categories set up by Esping-Andersen cannot be taken as a gen-
erally used model since less and fewer countries can be categorised into one type. Still, this 

2 Gosta Esping-Andersen in his work entitled The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism, published in 1990 
described the three types of welfare states as corporate, social democrat and liberal. He uses the categories 
quoted by us in his developed work, entitled Social Foundations of Postindustrial Economies and published 
in 1999. Later, because of criticism about his work, he supplemented these categories with two more, the 
Mediterranean and East-Asian model.
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model is perfect for showing that welfare services can be categorised into a system and there-
fore give us some idea of the sociopolicy of the given country.

Although Esping-Andersen’s model is still one of the most frequently quoted typology, 
it has been criticised many times from different directions. In 1991, Castles and Mitchell de-
fined a fourth type to go with Esping-Andersen’s three existing ones, naming New Zealand, 
Australia and Great Britain, and named these a radical welfare system. According to these 
authors, state division is only true for the poorest and people most in need as well as stating 
that the states in this group have the lowest welfare spending, but with equal salary. [8]

Leibfried in 1992 examined the welfare states along two main lines: the development of 
the social citizens and the success of the system in its fight against poverty along a dimen-
sion. Leibfried also found the solution in a fourth type which in the early stages he called an 
elementary welfare regime, and put the South European welfare systems in this group. [9]

In 1996 Ferrera also developed a system of four grades with the names of Anglo-Saxon, 
Bismarck, Scandinavian and South European. [10]

Korpi and Palme had five types by 1998 and defined these categories as independent state 
financed, corporate with basic safety. [11]

Most of the criticism relating to Esping-Andersen relates to gender and these are the 
criticisms with the help of which we gradually get to the attempts to categorize the welfare 
states of family politics.  The absence of gender roles was heavily criticised by Lewis, Ostner, 
Orloff, Siaroff and Sainsbury.

Jane Lewis and Ilona Ostner differentiated the welfare states based on how well they 
are built on the classical man and woman role dichotomy, more specifically, the man as the 
breadwinner and the woman as the carer. The classical “male breadwinner model’s” features 
are the following:

• the man’s salary is enough to satisfy the family’s needs;
• both parties’ social rights are connected to the man;
• typically it is the man who gets the financial benefits from the state;
• the state does not take the burden of taking care of the dependent family members 

responsibility from the woman. [12]
Orloff in his work in 1993 defines the theory of Esping-Andersen as having categories 

that reflect the standards of men; however a welfare state means different things to men and 
women as well. When speaking of women, one should speak of the access to work and the 
opportunities of an independent household in connection to the analyzing of welfare state’s 
effects. [13]

Siaroff in 1994 – also based on a gender based approach – in addition to the three classical 
types speaks of a fourth one as well, that is about the late mobilization of women, and can be 
seen in Mediterranean and Asian countries. [14]

The Lewis-Ostner line of thought was developed further by Sainsbury who pointed out 
that the male-breadwinner model is one dimensional and is not able to tell a difference be-
tween the welfare regimes. Sainsbury defines two models: as opposed to the male-bread-
winner model she defined an individual model in which the man and wife share the family’s 
financial needs and the nurturing of the child as well. [15]

Later Sainsbury talks about the two-earner-model, emphasising the role of the state in the 
employment of women. [16]
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Lewis’ research later focused on home care. This work by women could mean taking care 
of children, volunteer work in a civil organisation, taking care of the elderly or a disabled 
relative but also includes taking care of (“whole” men) other family members. Whether to 
pay women for this work or for the government to organize this work in an institution is a 
fertile ground for arguments to this day, as the latter would enable women to be available on 
the labour market. [17]

In the centre of Korpi’s typology is the equality of chances between nations. In the two 
dimensional model the family policies are differentiated based on whether they support the 
traditional or two-earner model. So we can see that Korpi has modelled his categories based 
on Lewis’ one dimensional, male-earner model and on Sainsbury’s later, two-earner mod-
el. Based on this, the author differentiates three family policy regimes. He lists among the 
supporters of the classical family model France, Austria, Germany and Belgium. Among the 
two-breadwinner nations he puts Denmark, Sweden, Norway and Finland. Finally, he identi-
fies Australia, Great Britain, New Zealand, Canada, the United States of America and Japan 
as liberal, market-oriented states that implement family politics. [18]

Haas was the next person who developed further Lewis’ theory of home care with his 
system of parental leave and women’s labour market, grouping the nations of the European 
Union’s 15 existing states of the time. Haas differentiates between four types: privatized, 
family oriented, market oriented and intensive model. In the privatized, or in other words 
non-interfering model, nurturing is a women’s role and work is a man’s role and thus very 
much divided. The Southern European countries grouped in this model allowed parental 
leaves only in 1998 in a limited number because of European Union recommendations. In 
these countries, the employment rate of women is very low and the rate of unemployment 
among them is double that of men. In the family oriented model fertility is in the centre, the 
employment of women is average but the institution of parental leave exists (typically three 
years with few perks). Austria, Germany, Belgium, Luxemburg and France are in this group. 
For countries in the market oriented group parental leave did not exist before the European 
Union introduced it and the state does not support institutional child care. In spite of this, the 
employment of women is quite high, especially among part-timers. This can be best seen in 
Great Britain, Ireland and the Netherlands. In the Scandinavian countries, equality both in the 
job market and in care is given to both parents. To enable this, a high standard of institutional 
childcare ensures freedom for the parent as well as childcare leave for both parents (with a 
high substitution ratio). [19]

Wall’s model has a similar logic to Haas’ parental leave system. This model typifies the 
institutions based on three main aspects in order to resolve the dilemma of the family and 
work. The first is the division of paid and unpaid work within the family, the second is the 
design of motherhood as a social aspect and the third is the cultural dimension between the 
working parent and the welfare state. Based on the above, he sets apart six types by ana-
lyzing nineteen European countries. The first type is characterized by a one-year parental 
leave (Sweden, Denmark, Iceland), the second is the group of countries that support parental 
choice (Finland, France, Belgium), the third is home care focused (Germany, Hungary, Czech 
Republic), the fourth model is characterized by short parental leave and part-time work (The 
Netherlands, Great Britain), and in the fifth category the emphasis is on a short leave and the 
male’s role as breadwinner (Italy), and finally, the sixth model supports the return to full-time 
work (Portugal). [20]
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The improvement of the theory of “familism” is by Leitner,3 and it marks the welfare re-
gimes according to how the state solves the care of the child, the elderly and the handicapped 
within the state – market – family triangle. (Familism is defined as a social structure where 
the needs of the family are more important and take precedence over the needs of any of the 
family members.) Leitner separates four models. In the first model, explicit familism, the state 
acknowledges only the responsibility of the family in the carer’s role and encourages care at 
home with no alternatives. The second type is optimal familism which also promotes home 
care but in this model there is room for alternative solutions too. In the third category, implicit 
familism, the state does not support the families in how they care for their loved ones and 
does not provide any alternatives. The fourth model’s main aim is defamilarization, where 
the state creates services where the burden is taken off the family’s shoulders and resolves the 
issues by creating institutions to care for those who are not able to care for themselves. [21]

Bettio and Plantenga created five categories with care in the centre of attention but also 
focusing on children’s and elderly people’s care. In the first group we can find the countries 
where the state shifts every task to the family, especially the women. As a result of this, the 
state prefers pecuniary care to services, and this shuffle favours the elderly opposed to small 
children. Typically South European countries belong in this group (except Portugal). For 
countries in the second group home care, or in other words informal care, is also very im-
portant however these children have a chance of services given to them by the private sector 
whereas for the elderly it is this state that provides the services. According to the duo, this is 
true for Great Britain and the Netherlands. The third cluster consists of Austria and Germa-
ny, where the care of the children is left to the family but they are supported by the state in 
financial terms. Belgium and France are in the fourth group where the state is providing more 
and more institutional support for both children and the elderly. In the last group are the Scan-
dinavian countries where the institutionalised care for children and the elderly is universally 
available and the role of the family as caretaker is minimal. [22]

Thévenon classified the countries into five groups during his work examining the OECD 
(Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development) countries in 2011. Scandinavian 
countries belong in the first group where continuous and high level of care is provided for 
parents raising children under the age of three (Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, and 
Sweden). France, Germany, Luxembourg and Belgium belong in the second group where the 
financial support is typical but the model of two breadwinners is less popular. Anglo-Saxon 
countries give less natural allocation to working parents with young children, but instead 
high financial support is available to families raising pre-school children.

Countries in the fourth group have the chance to get paid leave in a very limited sense and 
the childcare opportunities are not so wide spread. According to the theory, south European 
countries belong here along with Japan and Korea. Eastern European countries are in the fifth 
group where typically the means-tested services are in the limelight while less emphasis has 
been placed on policies enabling women to combine motherhood with paid work. According 
to Thévenon Hungary stands out from this group because it offers a wider range of support 
to families with small children, the maternity leave is the longest here and financial support 
is generous as well (although according to the author, the poorest families get the least of 
this). [23]

3 Leitner starts off from Kammermann and Kahn’s two element theory that differentiates between explicit and 
implicit family politics.
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A very common criticism of theories of welfare states and models of family policies are 
that every such grouping is static since these models are not able to handle systematic chang-
es in time. This static state is resolved by Pfau-Effinger’s model of 2010 which separates 
three different types. The family politics in the first category are based on the man as the 
breadwinner with the state providing wide-spread support during childhood ages 3–6, but 
the allowance for children under the age of 3 is much slimmer. In this group parental leave is 
limited with no extra paternal leave for the father. In the second model equality for women 
is ensured by a wide-spread childcare system. In this type, universal childcare is available to 
the parents, yet parental leave is not so common and thus it not a necessity for fathers. The 
third type is quite flexible as it allows several options for parents with young children and the 
family policy practice of gender divisions. The differences between these theories are the fact 
of paternal leave which does not exist in the first case. Pfau-Effinger investigates the Finnish, 
German and Spanish states’ political history, the changes in tools and categorizes based on 
the change in goals. [24]

By looking through the welfare states and their family policies we can see that each au-
thor has his own typology even if it differs in only some small detail, like the name of the 
regime or the groupings of the countries.4 The models of family policies concentrate on the 
two questions of the classical family model or the the two-earner-model. From this, we can 
conclude, that the most important question in the literature on family politics is the role of 
the woman, the mother, how this role changes and in what way it influences the rethinking 
of the instititutions. As a result we see how important it is to be able to choose between the 
different services. Therefore over the years, the importance of choice has become more and 
more important, whereas in the past it got hardly any attention at all.

Makay and Blaskó also draw our attention to this very fact. “Over the last years more EU 
members have modified their system regarding financial support for parents with young chil-
dren. The main direction of the latest modifications is regulations relating to having a choice 
of financial support. In the background is the idea that by providing flexibility to mothers 
they will be able to harmonise work and motherhood.” According to the authors, every fam-
ily support theory can be considered flexible that gives a chance to the parent (in particular 
to mothers) to be able to decided how much time they would like to spend at home with their 
child and in what way they would like to achieve this as well as when and how they would 
like to go back to work. [25: 50] In other words, the family support system enables the free 
choice for the parent to finally not have to choose between work and the family and the state 
support will accommodate the family’s choice. The authors agree that the flexible or partly 
flexible system of financial child support works well in many European Union countries, the 
most flexible considered to be in Belgium, the Czech Republic and France.

The Hungarian family support system is considered rather rigid, but an important flexible 
feature of this system is that fathers can also apply for the support. Another advantage is that 
from 1 January 2014 the so called Child Support Extra means that should the parent return to 
his or her workplace a year after of the child’s birth, the original financial support will still be 
available for the full period. This still does not make the Hungarian system flexible, but it is 
a big step forward in order to achieve it.

4 Not to mention the latest research in connection with the welfare states which concentrate on how 
globalization effects the typology of the welfare states, or the coordinated mechanism of the European Union’s 
social security systems or spontaneous harmonization.
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