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Introduction

This book is about child care. In the book and in most of the research it reports, child care means just that: the care of children. It includes what used to be referred to as “day care” but is by no means confined to it. The distinction is important. To many people, perhaps especially North Americans, “day care” refers only to child care provided by people other than parents for children below school age while their mothers are out at work and mainly to care that takes place in group settings such as nurseries or centers. The real world of child care is a lot more diverse and complicated than that. For a start, even when a child is in child care for many hours and her mother, as well as her father, works a fifty-hour week, she will still spend more time with her parents and be far more intensely and lastingly influenced by them than by her other caregivers. Then, for many families child care is not a clear-cut either-or between home or child care setting but a jigsaw puzzle of people and places, family and nonfamily, paid and unpaid, in the child’s home, in someone else’s home, or in a professional setting. To complicate matters further, not all nonmaternal care is nonparental; there are increasing numbers of fathers caring for their children. And not all nonmaternal care is chosen to enable mothers to work or study, either. Some women are based at home and available to their children but want some separate time for their own benefit or for the child’s. Some fathers and mothers want to share children’s care or to have one or the other of them solely responsible for it, and some grandparents want to spend time with children that’s as much sociable as useful. We need to be aware of all that complexity, because if child care research is to inform public or personal policies usefully, it needs to be about identifying ways of caring for childrenthat fulfill the needs and fit the changed and changing lifestyles of both children and adults.

Child care is a very large and wide-ranging topic, so this book covers a lot of ground and is crammed with facts and figures, not all of which will seem relevant to every reader. American parents thinking about nonparental care for their own child may not care what is provided in Europe or Australia or how researchers judge the quality of a children’s center; they may want to start with Chapter 4, read about different types of child care in Chapters 5-12, and then go to Chapters 14-16 on judging and choosing child care, and Chapter 20 for some suggestions on making it work for whole families. However, those same parents, thinking about child care as taxpayers and voters, may welcome the discussion of political and policy issues in Part One, of the research that tells us what we know and what we still need to know about child care in Chapter 13, and of how American child care and its funding compares with that of other countries in Chapters 17-19.

Child care is not only a big topic but also one that is dangerously hot to handle. Tapping into parents’ desperate desire to do the best for their children and the hair trigger of their guilt when that is in question, child care stories are widely reported in all the media, whether they are individual scare stories, dry reports from the Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills (OFSTED) in the United Kingdom, sober findings from the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD) Early Child Care Research Network studies in the United States, or accounts of their own experiences from parents who took part in the Families, Children and Child Care (FCCC) study in the United Kingdom. And, judging by TV shows, Web sites, radio phone-ins, and letters to editors, such stories all get a huge response from their audiences. Unfortunately, that wide interest and coverage says more about increasingly intense concern about child care than about widespread or growing understanding of it. There is more written but less understood about child care than about almost any other single topic that is relevant to almost everyone. And the more sensitive the topic becomes, the more difficult it is to present objective facts or measured accounts, to identify gaps in our knowledge, and to open honest debate, as this book hopes to do.

The topic of child care is becoming more sensitive because, after two generations of startlingly rapid social change and almost a decade into the new millennium, we are still looking at it backward, treating the sole mother care that was typical of white middle-class families for a generation after the Second World War as a gold standard against which to measure (and decry) today’s child care and sometimes look askance at today’s parents. It is difficult to imagine a less useful mind-set. Rapid social change is the context for many parents’ problems and the starting point for this book, but it is neither a diagnosis nor a cure. Understanding more about how things have changed will not, in itself, make it much easier to cope with the way things are. And looking at the differences between today and yesterday, between our children and our childhoods, will neither resolve regrets nor produce solutions. History never runs backward. We don’t get a second shot but have to try to figure out how to live with and enjoy what we’ve got in the time and place that we’re in, and perhaps exert some control over where we’re going.

Whatever the brief period between the end of the Second World War and the 1970s when sole full-time mother care was the social expectation or aspiration meant to children, it meant isolation and discrimination to many of their mothers and hastened its own ending by helping to power them into the women’s movement. Modern sociology recognizes that in each society some women want to give priority to children and home rather than to paid work, but wide acceptance of that particular form of nuclear-family living and gendered division of labor is over. We know that modern economies absolutely require women’s work as well as men’s, that of parents as well as those without children, yet we are still arguing about whether it is bad for children to have “working mothers.” Looking regretfully over our shoulders at a rose-tinted past stops us from making realistic assessments of the present or looking forward to how we could make a better future, and both are urgent. The reality is that nonmaternal child care is a fundamental part of modern societies; until we acknowledge that, we shall not recognize, let alone address, the unpalatable reality that much child care, especially forchildren under three, is currently of dismally low quality. We know this; anyone who reads research studies or reports of them from North America, Australia, or the United Kingdom knows it— including millions of anxious parents who would rather not. Less known, though, and far more shameful is that we know how to improve the quality of child care, and we are not doing it.

If we stopped pretending that parents are solely responsible for child care; stopped implying that if nonparental care isn’t good, the only alternative open to good parents (mostly mothers) is to care for children themselves full-time, whether or not that is what they want to do, we could stop looking back and use what we know to move forward. Some countries have already moved farther forward than others. Countries need to learn from one another. The United States is unique among Western countries in having no federally mandated paid maternity or parental leave, and its programs to assist poor parents with child care fees are underfunded. In contrast, parental leave in Finland is so generous and well paid that having a parent at home with a baby or toddler is a realistic alternative to child care, which is freely available to all parents who choose it and, like later schooling, financed out of general taxation. Between these extremes, child care in the United Kingdom must still be paid for by the parents who use it, but paid maternity leave can now last nine months for any employed mother, and every three- and four-year-old is entitled to free half-time preschool education. We need answers to positive questions: What are the real issues in combining the human essentials of earning and caregiving? What types of child care are there? What is high-quality child care like—for which children in which families and when? How can it be provided and paid for?

These are some of the questions this book addresses.
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CHILD CARE TODAY


1. The Context for Child Care

This ought to be the best time to become a parent that there has ever been. The stream of scientific information about fetal, infant, and child development is at an all-time high and still rising. There’s more government and media interest in families, parenting, and small-child-related issues than ever before, and parents and stepparents— grandparents, too—are increasingly thoughtful about what and how they are doing.

Not everyone is interested in becoming a parent, of course, but not everyone has to. This millennium-spanning generation of women has an unprecedented amount of control over its childbearing. An active sex life and no children is socially acceptable and physiologically possible in most of the developed world, and many people opt for it. Low fertility (or no male partner) and children is not quite so easy, but assisted conception is now available in most of the Western world (though whether as a right or a big business depends on where you live) and is astonishingly widely used, often by individuals who would not have seen themselves as prospective parents a generation ago, including women past menopause and gay couples.

Throughout the postindustrial world, however, women are having fewer babies than ever before, and while mondially falling birth rates may do something to slow the overpopulation of the planet, falling birth rates in developed areas mean “aging populations” and, thirty years into the future, a real threat to economies. The 2006 Canadian census shows that the number of people over age sixty-five has gone up by almost 12 percent since 2001, while the number under age fifteen has dropped more than 2 percent in the same period. An aging population, better described as a shortage of young people, not only means that a larger proportion of the population will be retired and dependent on pensions and care arrangements that a smaller proportion of people of working age are going to have to finance; it also means fewer young people acquiring and disseminating the new skills on which employment will increasingly depend. So, in the long term, we need our populations to produce the next generation of workers, and countries that do—such as the United States, which saw a fractional increase from 64 infants per 1,000 women of childbearing age in 1996 to 66.3 in 2004—will be at an enormous advantage if it is maintained. The assumption that countries with very low birth rates can turn to migrants instead ignores the real math. If a country such as Italy continued with its current fertility rate of about 1.3 (instead of the 2.0 that would replace each couple with two offspring) for more than a generation, its labor supply would drop by about 10 million workers. It is inconceivable that Italy, or indeed any nation, could attract such a large number of employable immigrants or absorb them.

It is difficult to see a future shortage of labor as an urgent problem in countries where unemployment rates are high, as they have been, for example, in Germany and Spain. However, it is now generally realized that current unemployment comes about less because there are too many workers than because too few of the available workers have the requisite skills. Indeed, if the birth rate stayed so low that there was a catastrophic shortage of labor in thirty years, there would probably still be a high rate of unemployment among inadequately skilled workers, many of them approaching retirement age, who were no longer employable in the jobs available.

What do birth rates now and labor supplies in the future have to do with child care? The link is women’s participation in the labor market. A generation ago, the women who didn’t work outside their homes were the ones who had the most children, and that is still the case in some parts of the world. In most countries, though, that situation has now reversed so that it is countries with high rates of female employment that have higher fertility rates. In Iceland, for example, 90 percent of women are employed, and it has the highest birth rate in Europe—two children per woman. Countries that have lower rates of female employment have low fertility rates because the governments do not make it possible for mothers to work. Germany, which has a low birth rate and fewer women working than Iceland, is addressing the issue with new tax breaks and state-funded welfare programs. France has instigated even more direct incentives to childbearing: not only well-paid maternity leave and some paternity leave but monetary benefits up to a child’s third birthday and a presidential medal for parents of several children!


“In Germany the phenomenon of shrinking families has been going on for the past 30 years. This problem doesn’t just affect Magdeburg, or Ger many, it affects the whole of Western Europe. … Having children just doesn’t seem to fit with modern lifestyles. … Some people have become less tolerant of children. They see them as loud and stressful and a bit of a pain.”

Lutz Trumper, mayor of Magdeburg, Germany, 2005  



More and more countries are announcing direct financial incentives for having an “extra” child. In Australia, there is a baby bonus of $4,133 per child, and there is soon to be a “bumper baby bonus” of $10.000 on the birth of a third or subsequent child. The governor of the Russian province of Ulyanovsky went even further, suggesting September 12 be designated a public holiday on which to conceive a baby. It was announced that on June 12, 2008, a refrigerator or television would be awarded to anyone giving birth on that day— exactly nine months later. It is not clear if this actually happened, but in Russia as a whole, Putin’s government gave vouchers worth about $8.500 (£10,500) to any woman having a second or third child.

While about 20 percent of women do not want children and 20 percent want to have children and not work outside the home, 60 percent of women want to combine the two. For individual women making decisions about their personal fertility, the key issue is often the difficulty of reconciling roles and associated images of self as a mother or as a working woman rather than the monetary cost of having a child—wages lost during time away from work and costs of caring for another family member. In a national poll of U.K. adults in 2006.63 percent said that career pressures that made it difficult to have children were the main reason for the low birth rate, while in 2008, Harriet Harman, then deputy leader of the Labour Party in power, stressed that it is not only middle-class “career women” who feel torn between work and home: “This is a particular problem for women who are in low-paid, low-status jobs. If you’re the boss or in senior management you have choices. You don’t if you’re in a cleaning job or on a production line.”

Individual decisions are often affected, therefore, by the extent to which national policies make it possible for women who are mothers to stay connected to their workplaces, through paid maternity leave, good-quality child care, and part-time and flexible working arrangements. The long-term effect on a country’s fertility is very limited, however, because even the most mother-friendly employment package is not going to induce a woman to have children if she is one of the 20 percent who don’t want any. Nevertheless, such measures do have marginal effects on fertility, and the margins are critical, as demographer Peter McDonald explains:


It’s really about people who, at the margin, make a decision not to have an extra child. The difference between a fertility rate of 1.65 and 1.4 (per couple) is 25 per cent of women having one child (rather than two) so we’re talking affecting fertility rates at the margin. And it does seem that the policies that have been introduced in the northern European countries, and in France and the Netherlands, actually do that. They provide enough incentive for enough women to have that one extra child.



If there are more women than ever before who opt to remain childless and regard themselves as child free, there are also many people who want children and have them but find themselves unable to revel in being parents. Most parents devote to their children a huge proportion of whatever energy, efforts, and resources they may have, yet many of them still don’t feel like good-enough parents with happy-enough (and perhaps “good-enough”) children.

All Western countries are aware of a multiplicity of parents’ problems—selected and colorful versions of which fill hours of prime TV viewing time with sitcoms and “reality TV”—and make at least token attempts to address them. “Help” programs sprout like seedlings in a hothouse. There are preparation-for-parenthood courses as well as physical preparation for birth; parent support groups for coping with everything from newborn crying through toddler tantrums to adolescent challenges. There are networks of interventions concerned with making sure parents bond with new-borns, stimulate the brains of babies, read books with toddlers, and take (very) early years education seriously. Educational groups for parents are even sometimes made compulsory. But many seedling initiatives damp-off and die at an early stage, and even those that grow from project status into the real world don’t always get the funding they need to keep them sustainable. Most of these efforts are welcomed by some parents, but, so far at least, few have made major impacts on overall outcomes.

It sometimes seems that we are having such trouble with children, child care, and family life because children have changed. Parents and grandparents say, with considerable truth, that they would never have behaved as disrespectfully, aggressively, greedily, or heedlessly as the children they love. However, children are part of the same puzzle as the rest of us, so of course their behavior and their expectations have changed in line with what they see other people do and have, and adults don’t like that. Adults’ images of childhood often reflect their own experiences a generation before more closely than they reflect their own children’s lives, and the differences—often as trivial as they are dramatic—always evoke nostalgia for some lost innocence. We don’t want children to do as we do; we want them to do as we say and as we feel we used to do. We long for them to espouse values that have become almost old-fashioned in adult lives—rigorous personal honesty, for instance. We wish they would eschew behaviors that have become almost universal, such as using “bad” language, casually and almost continually, and join us in whatever position we happen to take on current ethical confusions. So what if we drink alcohol, hunt animals, and insist on citizens’ right to carry guns? We still want our children to believe that we are against drugs and violence, and to act as if we really are.

Changes in generations of children are almost always more apparent than real. What has changed most for this generation, and is still changing rapidly, is the jigsaw puzzle of family, community, and society in which they are included. Children seem different because they take up differently shaped pieces of the overall picture. And the most differently shaped piece of all is their daily, hourly, minute-by-minute care.

The immediate context for our acute concern with child care, then, is extraordinarily rapid social change affecting women and Western economies directly and children only indirectly. A crucial and often-ignored part of that change is that the advent of oral contraception not only increased the reliability of birth control but put it into the hands of women for the first time. That is background to the fact that the economic survival of commercially active nations now depends as much on women’s as on men’s lifelong labor and resulting earnings, taxes, and spending, while children’s survival still depends on somebody taking care of them every minute of every twenty-four hours for at least a decade. So who is going to do that? Mothers tend to answer “me;” a lot of fathers answer “us.” But when most able adults are in paid work, much of the day-to-day hands-on care of children has to be paid work. Questions about how much time which children spend in whose care for how much money from what source are basic to modern life. It is a pity that not every nation or community recognizes that resolving those questions is not just a familial responsibility but a social one that crosses both gender and generation boundaries.

Changes in Families and Work

Changes in family roles are obvious and well rehearsed: we’re all aware of the socioeconomic and demographic developments since the Second World War that phased out many unskilled jobs in heavy industry and kicked off an expanding labor market for women. We all know that along with sociopolitical developments associated with the women’s movement, these altered the roles and expectations of all family members, putting mothers, even those with very small children, on a par with other women. The once-traditional division of labor in which employed fathers brought in money from outside to support mothers caring for children inside the home is no longer common practice nor widespread aspiration. Patterns of employment and earning have not only changed for mothers and for all women but for everybody, with men’s and women’s patterns actually reversing in some communities. With fewer jobs in the heavy industries that traditionally employed men and many more in a booming service sector traditionally employing women in less steady and lower-paid jobs, work can be easier for women to find, and to lose, than it is for men. Few communities are sticking with those traditional gender roles, though, even outside the professions. While women’s struggles for equal opportunities as long-distance truck drivers or members of the armed forces hit headlines, there’s a quieter struggle going on for men’s rights to work in child care or as secretaries and, for some, a more personal struggle to accept work that doesn’t fit their male self-image.


Highlights of changes in U.K. families
and their functioning for children


	The replacement average of 2.4 children per couple has dropped to 1.66. Barring a hiccup in 1977, this is the lowest figure since records started in 1924 (Population Trends, 2001).


	Fewer children overall means that there are fewer siblings, cousins, and neighbors. Playmates are mostly from school or from playdates arranged by adults, while hours at home are mostly adult-centered or solitary.


	An increase in single parents, stepparents, older parents, and parents starting second families means that there are more half siblings and stepsiblings, often widely separated in age, and that extended families are more complex.


	There are more longer-surviving grandparents, and while many contribute to child care, there are also more parents carrying responsibility for aging parents at the same time as growing children.






In the United Kingdom and some other European countries, these changes in types of employment have been accompanied by large reductions in job security for almost everyone in almost every sector. It is not only that there are no longer jobs on the docks, in the steelworks, or in the mines for boys to start in their teens and stay with until retirement; it is also that there are almost no lifelong jobs left for anybody. Even in medicine or the military, in academia or the civil service, only a small percentage of people will ever achieve tenure, and the wait for it is long. Most jobs, even those at senior levels, are offered for short periods, on contracts, and this has changed people’s roles and expectations. People have far less security, but with less to lose there can be more job mobility, more willingness to exercise rights, such as requesting flexible work hours, and to test the limits on unauthorized absenteeism (sometimes called “duvet days” in Britain).


“The last mines are closed. That life’s over and I accept that. There’s work in the new factory they say, women’s work really but I can put cherries on top of muffins all day. I can even wear a cap to cover my hair. Can I do that for the next twenty years and be the daddy I meant to be, though? That’s the question.”

Ex-coal miner, Wales  



The labor picture is different in the United States, where companies hire and fire to keep pace with economic conditions. Over the last decade, that has meant employment cuts in telecom technology, airlines, tourism, and media/advertising but a shortage of employees for skilled jobs in health care and some aspects of information technology. As in Europe, though, the net result has been uncertainty, sharpened in North America by anxiety about losing health benefits along with a job. After twenty years of corporate layoffs and downsizings, U.S. workers have learned that the days of employer-employee loyalty are gone and that they must at all costs keep their skills marketable and their résumés updated. Often the employee jumps before he or she can be pushed.

Changes at the national level have altered the working patterns of family members as well. On both sides of the Atlantic, two incomes are generally the norm for two-parent families—not only because people have high mortgages or aspire to a high standard of living but also because a future layoff or “early retirement” is a very real possibility, and divorce and single parenthood a statistical probability. For most single parents—whose numbers are still growing— two incomes are impossible, and one income is hard to achieve, so relative poverty is almost inevitable.

Grandparents are affected, too. Western populations are aging more rapidly than medical advances can produce healthy longevity; the real value of pensions is dwindling, the cost of elder care is soaring, and many older adults strive to stay longer in paid work. Some grandparents (and other older-generation relatives) who would like to provide support and help to young families have little spare time in which to do so. The many who do help, especially with informal child care, often do so at considerable financial cost.


A survey of American employers shows that annual voluntary employee turnover is 17 percent. Large employers (five thousand or more employees) report an average annual voluntary turnover of 25 percent.

Society for Human Resource Management, 2006  




“The family is the bedrock of the welfare state. It is the family which cares for the new born, raises children, instils a sense of values, coaxes and encourages children to learn and thrive. It is the extended family—grand parents, aunts, uncles, godparents and family friends—who play a crucial caring role.”

John Hutton, secretary of state for work and
pensions, United Kingdom, 2006  



Against a background of so much change, it is scarcely surprising that the composition of families and the ways they operate for children have also changed. Traditional ideas are not always easily shifted. Respectful lip service is still paid on both sides of the Atlantic to notions of “extended family,” but once geographical mobility, informal partnerships, and marriage breakdown take their toll, few people are left with more relations than they can seat at a festive family dinner. The Canadian census for 2006 shows that for the first time more adults (52 percent) are single—unmarried (or in an informal partnership), divorced, separated, or widowed—than married.

Children in Western countries have traditionally been regarded as primarily family business, and it is still easily assumed—and sometimes loudly asserted—that families have a right to privacy and autonomy in exchange for children’s care and upbringing. It sounds sensible and equitable, and for many generations it probably was, but are traditional views of responsibility for children viable now that there are so few traditional families left? That “children are family business” assertion used to mean that societies delegated child rearing to multigenerational networks of kin, microcosms of adult society and of their local communities. The same assertion today may mean leaving the care of a child to isolated couples or lone adolescents. No wonder the British government often finds itself facing a justifiable charge of running a “nanny state,” while the U.S. government faces an equally justifiable charge of not doing so. As societies become less hidebound by traditional families, much is made of people’s freedom to make new “families” in any way they please. For children, though, that’s easier said than lived. A woman may exercise her freedom to decide that this man or woman, or these several friends, constitute her family. But her little boy will not feel that they are his family as long as their relationships with him are based solely on their relationships with his mother and are therefore vulnerable to changes in it. If a mother’s lover or friends choose to leave her, they can simply leave her child, who has become an irrelevance to a failed relationship. In contrast, when a parent’s spouse or sexual partner leaves, her child retains at least a vestigial identity as the formal or informal stepchild ofthat partnership.


Stepfamilies and others

It is far more difficult than it might seem to know how many stepfamilies there are in any particular society. In the United States, a sixth of traditionally defined “mother-only” families are said to be cohabiting two-parent families and the one-fourth of current stepfamilies that are cohabiting are missed by marriage-based definitions.

In the United Kingdom, the Office for National Statistics counts 8 percent of all British families as stepfamilies, but that’s a major underestimate. Old data only counted as stepfamilies those families in which married couples were bringing up children from previous marriages who were aged sixteen and under. Even broadening the definition to include the never-married does not go far enough because it still implies that a stepfamily is only a stepfamily if it contains young children. The many, many over-sixteens in stepfamilies vanish.

And half the parents are missing from those official statistics, too. Many children live in two families after their parents have separated or divorced. Instead of counting only families in which there are children from a previous relationship, we should surely count all the families to which those children belong.

Including half siblings and stepsiblings, aunts, uncles, ex-in-laws, and grandparents, the estimated number of British people involved in “the stepfamily experience” is around 18 million.

The Policy Studies Institute predicts that by the year 2010, serial marriage will become the norm in Britain, with more families breaking down and restructuring than staying together.



“New Men”

Fathers’ roles have changed and are changing at least as radically as mothers’. Today’s children often spend less time with their mothers than their own mothers spent with them when they were children, but many spend much more time with their fathers or men in fathering roles. Often willingly but sometimes reluctantly, men—fathers, stepfathers, partners—are playing an ever-larger role in their children’s lives.

All fathers are toweringly important figures in their children’s lives, real—in the present or the past—or fantasy. While there are still too many children who don’t see or maybe even know their fathers, increasing, if small, numbers of fathers in two-parent families  are their children’s primary caregivers (see Chapter 7), and most are their backup caregivers. Some separated or divorced parents share their children between two homes. And in every kind of family, men are taking an active parenting role for granted, especially with young babies.


Men, money, and home

Traditional gender inequities are under economic pressure. The current ratio of the time spent by women and men on housekeeping chores is around 3:1, and data from Britain suggests that for every extra hour women work outside the home, men work an extra 1.2 minutes inside it.

Recent commentators see couples operating competitively to avoid these chores rather than operating cooperatively to get them done. Some suggest that paychecks are used as bargaining chips: women who earn more do less household work; the difference is not picked up by men doing more but by paid labor bought with the extra income.

Twenty percent more women than men are now graduating from American universities. Professor Richard Freeman believes that “once you are graduating more women than men from universities you are really changing the whole nature of the job market.”

Gary Becker, the Nobel Prize-winning American economist, says the outcome will be even smaller families, because as women earn more, they will be prepared to spend less time in the home. “If men can’t cut it in the labor market, maybe one day it will be them staying home.”



Led by the (expanding) European Union, along with expanding maternity rights, some countries are increasingly allowing paternity leave—still often only a token week or two. In many countries, including Britain, which has just granted all fathers two weeks’ leave with (almost always) paternity pay, it will probably take a long war of attrition before that token becomes as substantial as the leave entitlements of Scandinavian fathers, but at least the idea of paternity leave is taken seriously, and there is serious discussion of allowing part of paid maternity leave to be taken by fathers as parental leave. In Australia, and in the United States, of course, with no federally mandated entitlement to paid maternity leave, paternity leave, other than a few days graciously allowed by an individual employer, is still blue-sky thinking. If fathers want to be at home while their new babies are settling in, they usually have to take precious vacation time or unpaid family leave.

Discontinuity Between the Parent and Grandparent Generations

The expected social and cultural generation gap has been exacerbated by these changes so that today’s young adults are even more likely than those of a generation earlier to feel that they live in a completely different world from their parents. Whether a particular aspect of today’s lifestyle seems better or worse than yesterday’s, just being different can make it uncomfortable. The difference between those worlds separates young people from their mothers and fathers; when they become parents, many cannot look to their own childhood experiences to understand those of their children, or look to their own parents’ mothering and fathering as models for their own or for solutions to their own parenting conflicts. The differences are too great—and often even greater than they appear.

A mother may stay home with her child just as her own mother stayed home with her. But a woman who gave up paid employment when her first baby was born in the 1970s and stayed home until the last started school was doing what was socially acceptable, and there were probably other mothers living nearby who were doing the same thing. When her daughter stays home for several years today, she is doing what most women don’t do, and that makes a big difference. Although there are communities in both the United States and the United Kingdom where women who go out to work are in the minority (and unable to get appointments to see teachers or doctors at hours they can keep), in most parts of both countries many stay-at-home mothers are both physically and emotionally lonely in their chosen lifestyle. In response, some adopt a militancy that all too easily sounds more anti-working-mother than pro-stay-at-home-mother (see Chapter 6). Meanwhile, many grandparents and their contemporaries look at their children’s parenting with a lack of comprehension that often seems (and sometimes is) critical.


One hundred years of staying home with children

A generation or two ago, if your mother stayed home with you she was doing what was still ordinary and what many mothers did for a year or two at least. Nowadays, in many communities, if you stay home with your child for more than six months at most, you’re doing something unexpected. You may be doing what your mother and grandmother did, but it’s far more of a statement and more likely to be isolating, too.

Although many women of your mother’s generation found full-time mothering limiting and frustrating and that played its part in the women’s movement, their mothers and grandmothers had stayed home as a matter of course prior to the First World War and between the wars, and the experience was very different and far less isolating.


	Families used to be much bigger—and a family of four or five children did to some extent entertain and bring each other up, as well as keeping exhausted mothers’ nests full for years.


	World War I left such a surplus of women that many households had unmarried aunts and cousins living in as part charity, part mother’s helpers and companions.


	So scarce were jobs for women that even households that today would be regarded as poor employed servants. They were often no more than little girls themselves, but they were nevertheless people with whom babies could be left while mothers worked at other things.







It’s bad enough being always short of time for the kids without my mum implying that I’m wrong to be working the hours I am, that I shouldn’t ‘put the job first.’ Why can’t she see that I’m doing it for the kids, so they can have the things the others have? Mind you, I know why, really. If I was working to put food on the table, she’d be OK about it; she had to do that herself. But she doesn’t think any of them ought to have all the clothes and CDs and stuff. So I’m a double failure as a mother. Neglectful and a lousy disciplinarian. ‘Just tell them no,’ she says. But it’s not like it was when we were children.

—FCCC mother  



Children’s Care and States’ Roles

When the expansion of day care began to accelerate in the 1970s, some nations of continental Europe were quick to recognize a new working-caring equation for families and to start balancing it with relatively generous maternal and parental leave and publicly funded care places for children. In North America, the United Kingdom, and Australia, though, looking after children too young for school continued to be idealized as a private family responsibility, and publicly funded child care places were provided only for those severely deprived children for whom all else (meaning families) had failed. In that social climate, demands for purchased nonparental child care were not seen primarily as a welcome sign of economic expansion but as an unwelcome sign of the burgeoning women’s movement. Many people—perhaps especially men—regarded it as “feminist” (a term of insult at that time) and “unnatural” (likewise) for mothers to pay someone else to care for a child in order to go out to work or study. At that time, no help, even via tax benefits, was provided to parents paying for private child care. Margaret Thatcher, the United Kingdom’s first (and only) female prime minister, famously fretted lest Britain raise a “crèche generation,” while employing two nannies for her twins as she positioned herself to run the country. Even today, thirty years later, child care in the United Kingdom, despite the real efforts of the New Labour government, in power since 1997, is still less available, less affordable, and of less consistent quality than it is in much of continental Europe.

Social Capital

Families and the social connections they forge, within and between generations, are the traditional foundation of our social capital, and a growing body of evidence from around the world shows its demonstrable, measurable value. Communities that have more social capital have lower crime rates and fewer teen pregnancies, better schools, and cleaner streets. The children in such communities are at less risk of child abuse or juvenile delinquency. And, of course, a beneficial circle operates because the citizens in high-social-capital communities are more likely to pay taxes and fulfill other civic obligations and therefore to enjoy more honest and efficient government. It is because what media call failing marriages and dwindling families seem to eat away at that capital that divorce, cohabitation, and single parenting cause such disquiet, such moral outrage.

In America especially, but in Europe also, to a lesser degree, social capital as it has usually been defined is dwindling. People are less and less likely to participate in any form of local politics, or community activism. And compared to even two or three generations ago, people today are less likely to know their neighbors or to spend time informally with them. Since the mid-twentieth century, industrialized nations, with the honorable exception of Scandinavia, have experienced—and are still experiencing—declining membership in political parties and trade unions, and in almost all established democracies, turnout at elections, national as well as local or state, is down, often to embarrassing levels. Across Europe, church attendance has been nearly halved since 1970, while in the United States the authority of established Protestant institutions and hierarchies has declined, not because of the nation’s religious diversity but in the face of different evangelicals celebrating individual religious experience via mass media and many small churches seeking to build local faith communities.

Robert Putnam, Malkin Professor of Public Policy at Harvard University, argued during an invited speech at a Downing Street seminar in 2001 that earlier periods of rapid social change, notably the Industrial Revolution, also brought loss of social capital, which was reversed in later decades and can be reversed again:


The last time many countries faced a social-capital crisis of this magnitude was in the Industrial Revolution’s aftermath. In the U.S. at the end of the nineteenth century (and earlier in the U.K.), as people migrated from villages to factory towns, they left friends and community ties behind. The result was a weakening of community bonds, a social-capital deficit. But then, in a burst of social creativity a remarkable generation of social reformers invented new forms of social connection that fitted the way we had come to live. The U.K., first to experience the social dislocation of the Industrial Revolution, was the first to begin to develop new forms of social capital. Many of the institutions invented by mid-Victorian social reformers to restore community bonds—the Salvation Army, unions, settlement houses, friendly societies—were then eagerly adopted a few decades later by U.S. social entrepreneurs to address our own developing social-capital crisis.

This time around, the social-capital crisis seems to be hitting America earlier and harder, probably because some of the underlying causes of the decline—suburbanization, two-career families—emerged in our country several decades earlier than in the U.K. and continental Europe.

Government decision-making should be pushed downward. Strategies that devolve real decision-making to the neighborhood level have proven effective. “Smart growth” strategies to curtail suburban sprawl not only reduce air pollution, but also enable workers to spend more time with family and friends.

Since the decline in civic engagement is particularly marked in the younger generation, we need to take more seriously our obligation to educate youth in civic responsibilities. We already know some educational policies that will work. Smaller schools, more extracurricular activities, enlivened civic education and community service requirements have all been shown to encourage broader civic engagement by young people.

Finally, we need greater workplace flexibility to allow employees to reconcile the conflicting demands of work, family and community. In a world in which virtually all adults work outside the home, we have drastically “downsized” the unpaid caring sector of our society. Both mums and dads need flexibility in their work life, so that family and community obligations do not go unmet. Smart firms will adopt flexible  policies to attract top talent. Europe is ahead of the U.S. in this area and we should learn from your innovations.



Perhaps formal child care itself, brought into focus by changes in traditional family care of children, will prove to be one of the twenty-first century’s sources of social capital. In the United Kingdom, new developments in family day care (childminding) (see Chapter 10) and the government’s commitment to provide children’s centers (see Chapter 12) in every community during the next two decades make that seem possible, if not probable.
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