
The Politics of Work–Family Policies

The work–family policies of Sweden and France are often held up as models
for other nations to follow, yet political structures and resources can present
obstacles to fundamental change that must be taken into account. Patricia
Boling argues that we need to think realistically about how to create political
and policy change in this vital area. She evaluates policy approaches in the US,
France, Germany and Japan, analyzing their policy histories, power resources
and political institutions to explain their approaches, and to propose realistic
trajectories toward change. Arguing that much of the story lies in the way that
job markets are structured, Boling shows that when women have reasonable
chances of resuming their careers after giving birth, they are more likely to
have children than in countries where even brief breaks put an end to a career,
or where motherhood restricts them to part-time work.

patricia boling is an associate professor in the Department of Political
Science at Purdue University in the United States. She is interested in how
issues housed in the private sphere of the family get translated into negotiable
political issues, and has written a book about the politics of intimate life,
edited a book on new reproductive technologies, and authored various articles
and chapters related to public–private distinctions and work–family policies.
Having lived in Japan for three years, her research agenda has considered
various practices that mostly occur in the intimacy of family that raise issues
of justice and equality both in Japan and around the world.
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Preface

The idea of comparing several countries with respect to how well they support
working parents occurred to me at a point in my life when I was immersed in
establishing an academic career and raising three small children. Because my
children were born before I had tenure, I got to experience how parents manage
to find and pay for childcare on a shoestring budget, and to do so in both Japan
and the United States. The experience ignited my desire to understand why some
countries are more willing and able to support working parents than others.1

My first two children were born while I was in grad school, and the third a
couple of years later. During the run up to completing my dissertation, my older
daughter attended the University of California Berkeley childcare centers for
two years, and the other two children attended these excellent centers (and ones
run by the nearby city of Albany) for a stretch in the late 1980s. Once cut loose
from the Berkeley umbilical cord, I found myself working to find adequate care
in ordinary American cities that would fit my schedule and budget. The options
were not wonderful: for a time, one of my kids attended a commercial, for-profit
center whose caregivers had little training or interest in being teachers. For a
few months, the next-door neighbor watched the two older kids after school
until I got home from work. I relied on several different “family home care”
arrangements, in which I took the kids to a provider’s home where she took
care of them along with several other children. After muddling along with these
arrangements, we eventually worked our way to the top of the waiting list for
one of the best early childhood programs in our city, which was a happy location
for my youngest child for a year or so. At a later stage, I hired students from
the university I taught at to be at home with the kids after school a few days a
week. A dual-academic household, my husband and I did our best to arrange

1 At the outset, I acknowledge that the work–family issues I address here are those facing families
with children, leaving out the practices and policy lacunae that make work and family difficult for
other kinds of families. Of course, other kinds of families – childless ones, single person, empty
nest, same-sex partners with or without children – face problems reconciling work and family
life too. I take part of my focus here to be on low-fertility issues and concerns about encouraging
people to have more babies, so this book addresses the work–family problems facing families
that are raising children.

xiv
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Preface xv

complementary schedules and to use the flexibility we had as professors to
minimize both the amount of paid care we needed and the amount of time the
children spent as “latch key” kids.

Unexpectedly, a high point to this busy period of trying to keep two academic
careers on track and raise three young children was a 2½-year stay in Tokyo in
the late 1980s. At the start of this period, our daughters were 4½ and 2 years old;
our son was born in Tokyo. We sent all of them to childcare centers (hoikuen) in
Fuchu-shi (about 30 minutes west of central Tokyo on a fast commuter train),
utilizing three different private centers in all, one unlicensed and two licensed
ones. All three of them attended a large licensed center in Higashi Fuchu for
more than a year; the oldest child graduated from this center and attended first
grade and after-school care – gakudō kurabu – for 9 months.

We learned a lot about Japanese childcare from this experience. One thing
was absolutely obvious: a low-income family could find much better, more
affordable care for their children in Japan than in the USA. In Japan, teachers
were well trained; many had special skills (e.g., they could lead singing or crafts
or teach children to play musical instruments); they thought being a day care
teacher was a good job, and stayed in their positions for long periods of time;
and they were treated by parents and children with respect and warmth. We were
charged nominal amounts for full-time childcare, based on our family income;
despite the fact that we were resident foreigners, the national, prefectural and
city governments provided substantial subsidies.

The contrast with our experiences in the United States was remarkable: at
home, the Flex Spending account and tax credits we got to help pay for childcare
were tiny compared to the total cost, and we were hard pressed to find adequate
care that we could afford on a modest income. In each new community we
moved to, we had to figure out what providers were available and how good
they were. Over and over we had to make tradeoffs, settling for a caregiver who
was kind but not trained, or picking a home care mother in the neighborhood
who was convenient but apt to park kids in front of the television set, or
scrimping on other expenditures in order to be able to afford a better childcare
center. Except for our experience with UC Berkeley’s exceptionally well-run,
professional childcare centers, we never encountered affordable, high-quality
childcare in the USA that matched the childcare provided in licensed facilities
in Japan.2 Nor does the USA offer monthly family allowance payments or paid
maternity or parental leaves, both standard features of many countries’ policies
to support working parents.

2 These centers were run as a service to enable students at UC Berkeley to concentrate on their
studies; they only provided about 25 hours a week of care, and they required 2 hours of parent
participation per child per week. The teachers were well trained, compassionate, experienced,
and thoughtful.
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xvi Preface

After my experience of dealing with caring for my children in a country
with quite different work–family reconciliation policies, it struck me that it
would be interesting and important to understand why different countries take
such divergent approaches to supporting working parents. Why does the United
States, despite being the largest and most productive economy in the world,
mostly leave matters related to caring for babies and children up to individuals
and families, despite the fact that many parents struggle to pay for their chil-
dren’s care or to take a few months off from work without pay? Why did the
“few child crisis” and work–family issues become a prominent part of Japan’s
public discourse by the mid-1990s, and what impact did this sense of crisis
have on efforts to improve childcare and parental leave policies?

Initially, the goal of the project was to understand Japanese and American
work–family reconciliation policies in comparative perspective, in part because
Japan was not a case that many scholars doing comparative work had addressed
with care.3 Eventually I decided to include France and Germany, conservative
European welfare states that spend much more than the United States or Japan
on family support policies. France has developed a variety of childcare and early
childhood education programs that insure affordable care for many infants
and toddlers and most preschoolers, while Germany sends more ambivalent
messages to working mothers, spending heavily on policies that encourage male
breadwinner families, and only recently developing short well-paid parental
and paternity leaves. It still does much less to support childcare than France.
Both share Japan’s concern with supporting fertility; indeed, in recent years
Germany has been ranked with Japan among the lowest low-fertility countries
in the world. Adding them to the comparison made sense, especially given the
attention Japanese policy makers pay to both these countries’ approaches to
work–family issues.

Managing life as a dual-career academic couple with three small children
living in Japan and the United States gave rise to the problems and insights
that led me to write this book, and led me to do comparative research on policy
making. Although the road has been a long one, I’m glad my experiences led
me to take this approach.

3 Esping-Andersen has written about Japan as a hybrid and as one of the “familialistic” welfare
states like Italy, Spain and Greece (1997, 1999), but without much familiarity with Japanese
policy history or its welfare state; Kasza (2006) has addressed Japan’s approach to social welfare
in comparative context, but without much focus on work–family policies; Gelb (2003) writes
generally about women’s movements and rights in Japan and the United States, as does Kobayashi
in her 2004 study of state feminism in Japan, but neither focuses closely on policy processes or
family support policies.
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