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Conceptualizing National Family Policies:

A Capabilities Approach

Jana Javornik and Mara A. Yerkes

Comparative family policy research has advanced significantly in recent years.
The growing availability of more and better data have improved our under-
standing of cross-national similarities and differences in family policies, as
well as how they shape the lives of different families and children, also
evidenced by various chapters in this handbook. Despite advancements,
comparative family policy research continues to face difficulties. For example,
empirical analyses largely include “standard” measures tailored to dual-earner
heterosexual couples because the multifaceted nature of family policies makes
cross-country comparisons complex. Such analyses fail to reflect policy logics,
and few studies use legal formulations to capture the state’s underlying
assumptions and differential statutory entitlements (Javornik, 2014; but see
Chapter 12 by Skinner & Hakovirta and Chapter 16 by Evertsson, Jaspers,
Moberg in this volume). Moreover, comparative policy analyses often face
problems conceptualizing family policies as well as operationalizing them into
measurable indicators (Yerkes & Javornik, 2019; see Chapter 6 by Zagel &
Lohmann in this volume).
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In this chapter, we offer an innovative approach to comparing family
policies using the capability approach (capability approach). From a capa-
bilities perspective, individuals are embedded in broader, relational contexts;
these ecological and social contexts shape the real opportunities individ-
uals have (Javornik & Kurowska, 2017). Thus, what individuals are really
able to do and be is a reflection of their capabilities, their agency, and
choice (Robeyns, 2017), within the diverse contexts in which individuals are
embedded (Hobson, 2014; Hvinden & Halvorsen, 2018). Applying the capa-
bility approach (Nussbaum, 2000, 2011; Robeyns, 2005, 2017; Sen, 1992,
1999a) to family policy analysis offers a promising evaluative perspective
for comparatively investigating the extent to which policy design empowers
parents to freely use its instruments, or, to what extent its design enhances
the capabilities of parents; in other words, what parents are truly able to do
and be (Sen, 1992).1 Using examples of childcare policies in Sweden and
the UK, a policy area particularly prone to conceptual challenges, we discuss
the difficulties involved in conceptualizing family policies in comparative
research. Childcare services, as a key component of family policy (Yerkes &
Javornik, 2019), intertwine with other policy domains such as employment,
gender equality, demography, and the tax system. Such policy complexity
creates comparative challenges for empirically investigating childcare services
across countries. It also creates difficulty in disentangling what key aspects of
childcare policy mean for different groups of parents. The latter is crucial,
as childcare service provision shapes the conditions under which parents can
access and engage with employment or other opportunities (e.g., education).
The two countries investigated here, Sweden and the UK, differ in one salient
aspect: while Sweden uses a public-provision mechanism through demand-
priming approach, the UK has been reforming its supply-led, marketized
childcare system (Yerkes & Javornik, 2019). This, as shown in our earlier
work, has significant ramifications for parents’ childcare capabilities.
The capability approach is increasingly used in social policy research

(Yerkes, Javornik, & Kurowska, 2019) and in family policy scholarship in
particular (see also chapter 19 by Schober in this volume). For example, it is
applied in relation to work-family policy (Chatrakul, Ayudhya, Prouska, &
Beauregard, 2017; den Dulk & Yerkes, 2016; Fahlén, 2013; Hobson, 2014;
Korpi, Ferrarini, & Englund, 2013; Yerkes & den Dulk, 2015), more recently
to parental leave policy (Javornik & Kurowska, 2017; Javornik & Oliver,
2019; Koslowski & Kadar-Satat, 2019; Kurowska & Javornik, 2019) and
in reconceptualizing the (de)familialism perspective in comparative family

1While we recognize that family policy affects children’s well-being, our focus here is on parental
perspective.
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policy research (Kurowska, 2018). To date, only one study has applied the
capability approach to comparative childcare policy (Yerkes & Javornik,
2019), and this chapter builds on this earlier work. We start by outlining
the capability approach, and the advantages of using the capability approach
for evaluating family policies in comparative perspective. We then conceptu-
alize key policy aspects taking the capability approach perspective and discuss
their various implications along gendered and classed lines.

The Capability Approach: Background
and Application

Sen developed the capability approach by drawing on the moral and political
philosophy of Aristotle, Smith, and Marx (Sen, Hanžek & Javornik, 2002).
This perspective shows a dual concern: a philosophical concern for social
justice and the human good, and an economic concern for measuring life
quality, as well as promoting autonomy and pluralist individual life choices.
The political philosophy of Aristotle, whose key principle was human flour-
ishing as ethically fundamental, lies at the heart of the capability approach
(Nussbaum, 1987). Further developed through moral and political philos-
ophy, the capability approach values pluralist life courses (Robeyns, 2017),
promoting the idea of individuals “in need of a totality of life activities” and
real freedoms to pursue those (Nussbaum, 1987). Ultimately, the freedom to
achieve well-being is of moral importance and viewed in relation to people’s
capabilities—their real opportunities to do and be what they have reason to
value (Yerkes et al., 2019). Emphasizing capabilities, or individual freedom
to achieve a wider range of valued outcomes, shifts the focus away from
purely economic measures of utility toward other valued outcomes and indi-
vidual capabilities to pursue these activities. Work-family scholarship, for
example, shows couples may value relationship harmony over gender egali-
tarian divisions of labor (Baxter, 2000; Thompson, 1991). Similarly, mothers
may be willing to sacrifice career opportunities in the short term because
they value flexible working arrangements upon returning to work after child-
birth (Yerkes, Martin, Baxter, & Rose, 2017). The capability approach is a
flexible and multi-purpose framework (Sen, 1992, p. 48), useful for moving
comparative analysis beyond childcare policy as a means for work-family
reconciliation toward understanding childcare policy in relation to parents’
capabilities to live the life they have reason to value. To apply the capability
approach effectively in family policy research, further specification of the
framework is needed. Namely, the capability approach is “open-ended because
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the general capability approach can be developed in a range of different
directions, with different purposes, and it is underspecified because additional
specifications are needed before the capability approach can become effective
for a particular purpose” (Robeyns, 2017, p. 29; emphasis in original).

Key Elements of a Capability Approach to Family
Policy

The capability approach (Sen, 1992, 1999a) centers around multiple
concepts, with five being key to its application: means, capabilities, func-
tionings, conversion factors, and agency (cf. Robeyns, 2005). Means are the
various resources (e.g., economic, social) to which individuals have access.
Inequality can arise due to variation in means. However, even when individ-
uals have equal access to means, they may not have the same capabilities , i.e.,
real opportunities or potential, to live the life one has reason to value. Capa-
bilities, what people are able to do or be (Robeyns, 2017) thus differ from
what individuals actually achieve (functionings, or achieved functionings).
Inequalities can arise out of variation in means but also because individuals
are not equally able to translate means into capabilities. The translation
from means into capabilities is shaped by conversion factors , i.e., the multiple
contexts in which individuals are embedded at the personal, community, and
societal level (e.g., Robeyns, 2005, 2017; Yerkes, Hoogenboom, & Javornik,
2019). Personal conversion factors include aspects such as gender, class,
race/ethnicity, age, and health. Community level conversion factors refer to
relationships at the local level (e.g., social networks) as well as the places and
spaces in which individuals are embedded (Yerkes et al., 2019). Societal level
conversion factors include social norms and social movements (Hobson,
2014). Combined, these conversion factors enhance or constrain the set of
real opportunities individuals can choose from (the capability set in capability
approach terms). Inequalities in what individuals are able to achieve can also
be attributed to inequalities in agency. Agency or the way in which individuals
perceive, interpret, and respond to their social situation (Giddens, 1984;
Mead, 1934) can be seen as the freedom to act, and reflects individual’s active
response in social situations (Sen, 1999b; Shaw, 1994). The reflexive interac-
tion with the world (agency—structure) can be seen as a mutual constitutive
process of structuration (Giddens, 1984). For example, men and women
from different social classes may use family policy differently because gender
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and class inhibit or enhance their agency. At the same time, gender and
social class as a social structure may shape individual behavior. The capability
approach emphasizes such relational aspects, seeing individuals with differing
freedoms to act (inequalities in agency ) as relationally embedded in personal
and social contexts (conversion factors).

A successful application of the capability approach in comparative family
policy research requires first and foremost accounting for the role of policy
itself. At present, social policies, including family policies, are largely inter-
preted and applied in three ways: as conversion factors and as structural
constraints (Hobson, 2014; Robeyns, 2017), and/or as a means to facilitate
capability (Javornik & Kurowska, 2017; Kurowska, 2018; Yerkes & Javornik,
2019; Yerkes et al., 2019). Traditional applications of the capability approach
(e.g., Robeyns, 2005, 2017) view policy as a structural constraint. In this
scholarship, policy is viewed as an interdependent set of measures and instru-
ments aiming to change human behavior and/or improve quality of life and
well-being. Initial applications of the capability approach to family policy,
such as Hobson’s (2014) capabilities framework for work-life balance, treat
policies as part of the social context, whereby parents’ use of policies is seen
to differ based on their perceived set of alternatives available and the sense
of entitlement to use these policies (Hobson, 2018). Later applications by
Hvinden and Halvorsen (2018) and Kurowska (2018) suggest policies are
both conversion factors and means. For example, parental leave and child-
care policies can function as a means that facilitates parent’s capabilities to
arrange care in a way they have reason to value (Javornik & Kurowska,
2017; Kurowska, 2018; Yerkes & Javornik, 2019; Yerkes et al., 2019). What
role policy plays depends upon the context of the research question at hand
(Hvinden & Halvorsen, 2018; Kurowska, 2018), similar to the differing roles
variables can take on in empirical research (e.g., mediator, moderator).

For the purpose of this chapter, we see family policy as a means for parents
to arrange childcare in a valued way. The translation of this means into
real opportunities is shaped by gender and class, thereby affecting parents’
capabilities (Yerkes & Javornik, 2019). These capabilities will differ across
parents. For some parents, public childcare creates the means to better recon-
cile work and care (Gornick & Meyers, 2003; Grönlund & Javornik, 2014);
for others, it creates the means to use childcare as an aspect of children’s
development needs and socialization (OECD, 2017b; Saraceno, 2011; van
Huizen & Plantenga, 2015). Equally, it reduces the need for family care to
enable other meaningful contributions to society (e.g., education, training,
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job search, or volunteering) (Javornik & Ingold, 2015). Conceptualizing poli-
cies in this way means understanding family policies in diverse, historical,
and political contexts (Ginsburg, 2004) as value-laden, developed based on
culturally informed, dominant ideas (Béland, 2005, 2016). Crucially, policies
provide normative reference points (Goerne, 2010; Javornik, 2014) that set
the “rules of the game” (North, 1990). That is, policies define what means are
available to parents in a specific country, and the capability approach helps
to analyze whether they help individuals to achieve that normative reference
point.

However, individuals do not have the same real opportunities (capabili-
ties) to achieve varying life pursuits, which leads to inequality in outcomes,
or achieved functionings (Sen, 1992). Social policy scholars largely view capa-
bilities in Sen’s (1992) terms of valued functionings , or the real opportunities
individuals have to pursue a life they have reason to value (Yerkes et al.,
2019). Similar interpretations can be useful for applications to family policy.
For example, an individual may value being a carer and places greater value
on providing care than on participating in paid employment. The capability
approach rests on the idea that individuals have an array of valued function-
ings, reflecting diverse needs and desires. Individuals are not equally able to
pursue these valued life activities, which leads to inequalities in outcomes or
achieved functionings . As outlined by Robeyns (2017, pp. 41–45), capabil-
ities and functionings can be either positive or negative, and thus must be
viewed as essentially value neutral in the abstract sense. While in some cases
we might be able to distinguish positive functionings (e.g., gender equality
at work) or negative functionings (e.g., female double burden), the value of
functionings is often ambiguous. Assuming that family policy aims to facil-
itate a positive functioning for most parents, this same policy can lead to
unintended negative functionings for some groups or individuals.

How childcare policy translates to parents’ capabilities depends on conver-
sion factors at multiple levels (as above). For example, parents wishing to
reconcile work and care often do so within the context of their work-
place. Organizational practice, with dominant norms of an ideal worker,
influences one’s “sense of entitlement” to make use of available policies
(Grönlund & Javornik, 2014; Hobson, 2014). While we recognize the
role of cultural, societal, community, and organizational contexts as well as
personal history and circumstances as conversion factors in parents’ capabil-
ities, in this chapter we focus on gender and class, two key individual-level
conversion factors operating in intersectional ways (e.g. Hook, 2015; Korpi
et al., 2013). Namely, childcare costs constrain childcare capabilities of lower
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socio-economic classes, limiting their ability to choose high-quality childcare
(Morgan, 2005). Similarly, low accessibility or availability can make childcare
exclusive, maintaining gendered patterns of care (Kreyenfeld & Hank, 2000).
Given educational homogamy among couples (Steiber & Haas, 2009), child-
care capabilities relate to the intersection of class and gender. With education
as a proxy for class in work-family arrangements (Hook, 2015), mothers
with higher levels of education have more opportunities to arrange child-
care, relative to mothers constrained by economic need (Steiber & Haas,
2009). In contrast, highly educated mothers generally have stronger labor
market attachment and higher opportunity costs from opting out of work
and staying home to provide care (Hook, 2015). Our approach allows us to
highlight variation and any tensions between key aspects of childcare policy
and how this affects parents in relation to gender and class.

Evaluating childcare policies from a capabilities perspective means not
only viewing individuals in relation to the social spaces in which they are
embedded, but also the relational nature of social rights embedded in child-
care policies. In the former, individuals may be supported or limited in their
capacity to access childcare as a means to achieve a valued outcome given
personal, social, or environmental factors (Hvinden & Halvorsen, 2018).
Thereby, childcare policies inherently create inequalities through a process
of exclusion given varying degrees of selectivity. However, policies are rela-
tional and interdependent and often accessible only through other policies.
In the UK, for example, subsidised childcare for under-3s is only available to
families in receipt of low-income benefits, i.e., childcare is dependant upon
social policy criteria. It is thus unavailable/unaffordable to many parents who
may wish or need childcare sooner, which affects the demand for parental
leave (similarly to other countries). These examples demonstrate the relational
aspect of the capability approach, focusing on the interconnectedness of
parents’ decision-making about childcare. It demonstrates that policy can be
part of a broader social context that shapes individuals’ access to other policy
instruments. Against this backdrop, the question of accessibility becomes
central because it shapes parents’ freedoms, and is thus indicative of distribu-
tive justice. Namely, to fully use the policy, one needs to be aware of a web of
policy options and be able to navigate the legal landscape. This entails under-
standing (1) the policy process (functional literacy), (2) the relational aspects
of social rights (i.e., how one affects another), and (3) the power dynamics
between them (which and whose right superceeds) (Yerkes et al., 2019).

Our suggested application of the capability approach in family policy
research builds on previous work in this area. Earlier applications of the
capability approach have been framed as challenging a dominant utility
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perspective and highlighting differential constraints on choice and agency.
Specifically, in relation to parental leave, Javornik and Kurowska’s (2017)
analytical framework aims to enable a comparative analysis of parents’ real
opportunity to take parental leave in the context of given policy entitle-
ments and the impact of social norms in relation to both gender and class.
Javornik and Oliver’s (2019) legislative analysis of the UK shared parental
leave seeks to understand leave in a broader legal context, which created
“material and discursive opportunities” for shared parenting. Hobson, Fahlen
and Takacs (2011, p. 169) consider discursive space in the context of work-
family policies and how policy entitlements translate into an individual “sense
of entitlement”. Authors argue that by challenging gender norms at a cogni-
tive level (of agency), policy framing facilitates agency and challenges gender
norms, making the use of policy “possible.” Chatrakul et al. (2017) further
demonstrate how this “sense of entitlement” is shaped by social and economic
circumstances, functioning as a cognitive filter to influence one’s agency and
capabilities in reconciling work and family life. To exemplify, when a policy
instrument is removed from cultural norms, familial values, or organizational
practice and culture (Grönlund & Javornik, 2014), individuals may not value
or use it.

Earlier studies highlight the multiple interpretations and applications of
the capability approach in family policy research, in particular with varying
emphasis on policies, workplaces, the “sense of entitlement,” or conver-
sion factors, as well as variation in interpreting policy as an institutional
conversion factor or a means. Some of this divergence can be explained by
two varying approaches to the capability approach: Sen’s and Nussbaum’s.
Sen’s perspective is essentially economic and philosophical, emphasizing
questions around the pursuit of the “good life” (that which people have
reason to value) and measurements of life quality. Nussbaum’s perspective,
in contrast, is moral-legal-political philosophical, arguing that governments
should guarantee a given set of “basic” human capabilities (Nussbaum, 2000).

Our application of the capability approach to family policy follows Sen’s
perspective. While we recognize the value of both approaches, we use Sen’s
for its emphasis on the role of agency in creating inequalities in capabili-
ties. Furthermore, we demonstrated above how domain-specific knowledge in
the family policy field is required to inform the application of the capability
approach in comparative family policy research. Similar to the application of
the capability approach to countries’ national childcare policies in our earlier
study (Yerkes & Javornik, 2019), such domain-specific knowledge provides
building blocks for further specification of capability “theories” within the
family policy field.
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Operationalizing and Evaluating Childcare
Capabilities

To apply the capability approach as an evaluative empirical framework, we
focus on childcare policy as a means , and how aspects of childcare policy
design interact with the conversion factors of gender and class to create varying
childcare capabilities. A similar approach can be taken in future family policy
studies, using domain-specific knowledge to identify the relevant aspects
of policy design that potentially interact with conversion factors to create
variation in capabilities. For childcare, based on our earlier research and estab-
lished gendered welfare state scholarship, we argue that direct public service
provision offers parents across socio-economic groups the best opportunities
to arrange childcare in ways they have reason to value because it provides
real opportunities (Leitner, 2003; Lister, 1997; Saraceno & Keck, 2010; see
also Chapter 8 by Vandenbroeck in this volume). Against this background,
we focus on national childcare services across five most salient features of its
potential as a means: availability, accessibility, affordability, quality, and flexi-
bility (Bonoli & Reber, 2010; Ciccia & Bleijenbergh, 2014; Daguerre, 2006;
Eydal & Rostgaard, 2011; Gislason & Eydal, 2011; Gornick &Meyers, 2003;
Gornick, Meyers, & Ross, 1998; Javornik, 2010, Javornik, 2014; Plantenga
& Remery, 2005, 2009; Saraceno, 2011). Our underlying assumption is that
availability, accessibility, and affordability are key to childcare capabilities,
and that quality and flexibility become an issue once childcare is available
and accessible, and are often a reflection of affordability (Kreyenfeld & Hank,
2000; Morgan, 2005; Verhoef, Tammelin, May, Rönkä, & Roeters, 2016).

Ideally, we would use data that best allow us to illustrate the capability
approach applicability to comparative childcare policy analysis. However,
available and commensurable data have several shortcomings, such as a focus
on the public sector, and hence an absence of private sector data, spending
profiles which cover multiple services and programs, and variation in what
actually gets measured (Fagan & Hebson, 2005; Javornik, 2014; Keck,
Hessel, & Saraceno, 2009; Lambert, 2008; Mätzke, Brokking, Anntonen,
& Javornik, 2017; OECD, 2018; Plantenga & Remery, 2005). Consid-
ering these issues, we use multiple data sources (Eurostat, 2017; Eurydice,
2018; Multilinks, 2011; OECD, 2017a, 2017b, 2018; Plantenga & Remery,
2005, 2009, 2013, 2015; SPIN, 2019) and single country reports to provide
a comprehensive analysis; arguably, better data will, in the future, enable
improved analyses, and our work seeks to contribute to these efforts (see
also Chapter 24 by Sirén, Doctrinal, Van Lancker and Nieuwenhuis in this
volume).
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Availability

Childcare availability is integral to parents’ employment, particularly
mothers’, but it also plays a key role in child development (OECD, 2017b;
Plantenga & Remery, 2009; Saraceno, 2011; van Huizen & Plantenga, 2015).
Analyzing availability is complex because of different types of care provi-
sion available in each country. Moreover, countries combine formal and
semi-formal provisions, offer subsidized arrangements outside nurseries, regis-
tered playgroups, and a mix thereof. In earlier research, availability is largely
operationalized using enrolment rates. We find this problematic because it
conflates structural differences in care provisions by focusing on a single
outcome (Javornik, 2014). A more useful approach distinguishes logics of
care provision (Brennan, Cass, Himmelweit, & Szebehely, 2012), including
logic of non-familial care through market provision (for profit), state provi-
sion, and associations, whereby childcare is offered by formal private or
non-profit organizations. We argue that public-and market-provision mech-
anisms have different consequences for parents’ capabilities, and address this
by combining data on the problematic yet most commonly used measure
for availability (enrolment rates for 0–2-year olds and 3–6-year olds) with a
classification of countries based on their prevailing provision mechanism.

Accessibility

Comparative studies on childcare typically rely on capacity (the number of
places available) as a proxy for service accessibility (Plantenga & Remery,
2015). However, to identify the potential for social inclusion/exclusion from
public service, we need to understand admission criteria, i.e., the construc-
tion of a right to childcare (Jensen, 2009). Namely, selective practices (using
preferential criteria) and provider autonomy can create tensions and diminish
childcare capabilities (Javornik, 2014). In contrast, national-level capacity
planning could reduce disparities between geographical units (OECD, 2018;
Plantenga & Remery, 2005, p. 35). Furthermore, childcare is accessible when
it is offered as a right attached to children rather than conditional (Sara-
ceno, 2011). Childcare subsidies tied to eligibility criteria (e.g., parents’
employment) create an opportunity gap for parents in education or training,
or seeking a job, starting a business or volunteering. Having childcare in
place is essential before parents can undertake such activities (Javornik &
Ingold, 2015). When childcare placement is provided as a child’s right, policy
“stresses societal responsibility to grant all children adequate family care and
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time, as well as non-family resources for the full development of their capa-
bilities,” which improves parents’ childcare capabilities, particularly across
class (Saraceno, 2011, p. 92). Furthermore, and drawing on Gornick and
Meyers (2003) and Javornik (2014), policy that guarantees a place to all chil-
dren (child’s right) without delays and gaps between paid leave and childcare
improves childcare capabilities. When a child can be refused a place based
on preferential criteria (e.g., family composition, income, parental employ-
ment status), service provision is likely to vary (Fagan & Hebson, 2005),
hindering access to public service. Lastly, policy that enhances childcare capa-
bilities opens care service before the end of paid leave or at least coordinates
the two (Javornik, 2014; Javornik & Kurowska, 2017). Thus, a measure of
accessibility should focus on admission requirements, including the alloca-
tion of places and admission age, to be evaluated in relation to parental leave
and its intertwining with childcare service accessibility.

Affordability

From a policy perspective, providing affordable childcare is seen as key to
promoting mothers’ employment. Understandably so, as childcare costs are
the equivalent of a regressive tax on mothers’ labor supply and reduce finan-
cial returns from employment (Esping-Andersen, 2009). In practice, free
childcare services practically do not exist. As a result, funding mechanisms
are crucial for childcare capabilities. Earlier studies predominantly measure
affordability by public spending. Such measures are problematic as they
reflect national funding streams to finance services (OECD, 2016a). These
measures generally do not capture other funding sources, e.g., when local
governments do not report on childcare spending (e.g., Gornick & Meyers,
2003; Javornik, 2014; Lambert, 2008) or when services are funded through
collective bargaining agreements (Yerkes &Tijdens, 2010). Measuring afford-
ability using the cost of childcare as a percentage of net family income (e.g.,
Keck et al., 2009; OECD, 2017b) is similarly problematic. Tax allowances
presume parents have a taxable income (e.g., Immervoll & Barber, 2006;
Jaumotte, 2003); such figures therefore do not consider parents not in
employment.

A salient aspect of affordability often not taken into consideration is the
funding mechanism, i.e., the use of “supply-led” direct funding streams to
providers, and/or the use of a “demand-priming approach,” whereby parents
receive financial help directly. For the latter, policy design regulates funding
through means-testing or limits to parental/childcare fees using a sliding-fee
scale (Immervoll & Barber, 2006; Javornik, 2014). A “supply-led system”
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opens space for parents across socio-economic groups to access childcare via
direct funding (Javornik, 2014; Leitner, 2003). In contrast, the demand-
priming approach creates gaps in childcare capabilities as operating rules are
set by providers to maximize profitability (Brennan et al., 2012). Parental
fees increase, and the level of household income and/or childcare subsidy,
tax allowance, and employers’ assistance become crucial (Blackburn, 2012;
Mamolo, Coppola, & Di Cesare, 2011; Morgan, 2005). Another issue related
to the demand-priming approach is that child-related tax deductions in some
countries are not available at the time when parents incur childcare expenses,
but in the following fiscal year (Immervoll & Barber, 2006). Affordability is
therefore particularly relevant for low-income parents (Capizzano & Adams,
2004) and single mothers (Kreyenfeld & Hank, 2000), whose purchasing
power is comparatively lower to other groups. We address these issues by
combining established data on childcare costs with an analysis of funding
rules.

Quality

Quality is a measure of service experience but can be seen as subsidiary to
service availability, accessibility, and affordability; unless childcare is acces-
sible and affordable, quality is arguably less important. When there are issues
with service quality, parents may not easily switch between childcare providers
or an exit could be too costly (OECD, 2018). We know little about these
interrelationships but high-quality service generates incentives for using non-
familial childcare (Plantenga & Remery, 2005). Measuring childcare quality is
problematic because a standard definition is missing and there can be consid-
erable differences between measurable qualities and how parents assess and
experience quality (Janta, van Belle, & Stewart, 2016; Keck et al., 2009;
OECD, 2018).

Family policy research typically distinguishes between process quality at
the organizational/staff level (e.g., what happens in the setting: the play and
learning environment, child–teacher and child–child interaction) (Janta et al.,
2016; OECD, 2018) and structural quality (e.g., maximum group size, child-
to-staff ratios, and the educational level of childcare staff ) (Penn, 2013).
Comparative data on process quality remains limited (Janta et al., 2016;
OECD, 2018). Recent reports and a meta-analysis from the OECD (2017b,
2018) suggest few countries structurally gather data on process quality. The
limited evidence available suggests that measures of process quality and its
effects on children’s development are inconsistent. Given these limitations,
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we focus on structural quality measurements of maximum group size, child-
to-staff ratios, and the educational level of childcare staff. Where possible,
information on process quality is provided (OECD, 2018).

Flexibility

Flexibility in childcare service provision seems essential for childcare capa-
bility but suffers from limited understanding of what it entails, in addition
to a lack of standardized data allowing for cross-country comparison. Flexi-
bility is generally defined in relation to opening hours of childcare services.
These determine the extent to which parents can use services (Gornick &
Meyers, 2003, p. 227) and deal with the constraints of time and distance
(Emlen, 2010). Childcare services are not commonly available during non-
standard hours, which makes parents reliant on informal or commercial care.
Lack of flexible childcare affects parents working non-standard or variable
work hours, in education, looking for jobs (Grönlund & Javornik, 2014;
Javornik & Ingold, 2015; Verhoef et al., 2016). However, flexibility in child-
care services presumes usefulness for parents, rather than children. Whereas
developmental studies suggest children do well in structured, consistent care
environments, inflexible childcare services can make it difficult for parents
to cope with the parameters of employment, schooling, or other activities
(Javornik, 2014). The focus here is on parents’ capabilities; to enable their
childcare capabilities, services should be available on a full-time basis for at
least 30 hours per week (Mills et al., 2014) all year-round, while providing
parents sufficient freedom to choose the hours (OECD, 2007; Plantenga &
Remery, 2005, pp. 38–42). Ideally, we would develop an indicator using
parents’ self reports to capture this. However, such data are unavailable across
countries, and thus we analyze guidelines and statutory frameworks related to
the annual timetabling and opening hours, using Eurydice (2018) and single
country data.

For all five policy aspects, we focus on publicly funded (non-familial)
childcare for children from birth to compulsory school age in center-based
day care. We evaluate the situation from a dual-earner couples’ perspective
while acknowledging that families are much more diverse.
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Empirical Applications to Childcare Services

Analysing childcare policies along the key aspects of childcare services from a
capability perspective demonstrates how diversified national childcare policies
are and how their policy designs vary more within our de-familialized country
cluster than suggested by “varieties of familialism” scholarship (see Yerkes
& Javornik, 2019). While some patterns are discernible within the public
provision and marketized groups of countries, considerable differences exist
within and between subgroups, which can have significant consequences for
childcare capability. Building on an earlier empirical analysis of six countries
(Yerkes & Javornik, 2019), we go more in-depth in our analysis here to high-
light the potential consequences of variation in childcare service availability,
accessibility, affordability, quality, and flexibility in two systems character-
istic of a public provision (Sweden) and marketized provision (UK) (for
more countries see Yerkes and Javornik, 2019). The data are summarized in
Table 7.1.

In Sweden, childcare is primarily offered as a public service. The provi-
sion is decentralized as the legal responsibility of local municipalities, but is
nationally regulated, coordinated, and monitored (Gislason & Eydal, 2011;
Javornik, 2014). Admission criteria are nationally regulated as well, with
central capacity planning, which ensures uniformity and coherence across
settings and municipalities. Children are largely enrolled in full-time child-
care (30+ hours a week). While few children under 1 year attend childcare
given the Swedish system of generous parental leave, nearly all children aged
3 to compulsory school age attend formal care (96.2%). Unlike Sweden,
part-time childcare is the norm in the UK, and market provision is the
dominant form of childcare service delivery (Penn, 2013). Responsibility for
childcare services is less clear-cut than in Sweden, and is divided between
central and local governments dependent upon the age group concerned
(Gislason & Eydal, 2011, p. 73). There is an array of actors operating across
private, voluntary, and non-for-profit organizations and local council services
in the UK (Lloyd, 2015), resulting in significant regional variation in child-
care provision, with London and the South East offering the most expensive
under-5 childcare (Javornik & Ingold, 2015). The expectation is that the
market mechanism creates incentives for providers to offer more choice and
competitive pricing, leading to a better balance between supply and demand
(Brennan et al., 2012). However, 30% of parents report insufficient childcare
in their area (DfE, 2014). By and large, the dominance of market mech-
anisms, especially for children under 3, leads to inequality in capabilities.
Although not explicitly cast in gendered terms, variant availability negatively
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affects women’s capabilities who need to reduce working hours or withdraw
from the labor market in order to provide childcare. Namely, in this one-and-
a-half earner model, women take on higher parenting and care responsibilities
than men (Lewis, 2009). From a class perspective, policy incoherence across
settings reduces childcare capabilities because private businesses are focused
on profitability (OECD, 2018); this can diminish childcare capabilities of
low-income parents in particular. In Sweden, in contrast, public provision
that is centrally regulated and overseen improves childcare capability along
gender and class lines.

Sweden similarly offers better accessibility than the marketized UK,
providing childcare as a child’s right and with a guarantee (without reasonable
delay), although this is exceptional, even among public-mechanism countries
(Yerkes & Javornik, 2019). This is not the case in the UK. Sweden offers
childcare services to children aged one to compulsory school age on a full-
time basis. In the UK, childcare (early education) is essentially available for
children aged 0–14, and up to age 18 for disabled children (OECD, 2015).
However, children under two are not entitled to public childcare and children
aged 3–4 have the right to 30 hours for 38 weeks/year since 2018 (Javornik
& Ingold, 2015).

In both countries, however, inequalities in childcare capabilities can arise
from limitations in childcare accessibility. In Sweden, paid parental leave and
childcare services are contiguous in principle. But in practice, most places
become available in September, when older children go to school (Grönlund
& Javornik, 2014; Javornik, 2014; Javornik & Kurowska, 2017). This gap
can disrupt childcare capabilities, an issue pertinent for low-income parents.
Similarly, the absence of well-paid parental leave in the UK can lead to
reduced childcare capabilities across gender and class. The UK’s maternity
leave offers the lowest replacement rates in the OECD, of around one-third of
gross average earnings (OECD, 2017a) and Shared Parental Pay (the statutory
payment provided to eligible parents taking up Shared Parental Leave during
the first 37 weeks of leave) adopts the same basic rate. While employers can
top-up government payments by offering extra-statutory (enhanced) bene-
fits (e.g., sickness, maternity, paternity, and shared parental pay) up to one
year, these are at the discretion of employers and seldom offered to fathers
(Javornik & Oliver, 2019). Thus, fathers in particular are missing out on
a potential conversion factor to draw on parental leave to achieve their
preferred childcare arrangement. This widens the gap between parental leave
and public childcare, further diminishing capabilities of mothers in partic-
ular. This aggrevates class divisions considering a recourse to paid parental
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leave is not a real choice when alternative childcare is unavailable (Kurowska
& Javornik, 2019).

A significant difference exists between public-mechanism and marketized
countries in relation to affordability (OECD, 2017a). Childcare is afford-
able in Sweden, where dual-earner couples spend a marginal share (4.4%)
of net family income on childcare services. Sweden uses an income-based
sliding-fee system; maximum fees are set by the state, with a lower payment
ceiling and discounts for certain groups (e.g., low-income parents, single
parents, and large families). Municipalities can introduce discounts and
charge differently within the national guidelines. Such regional variation
could diminish parents’ childcare capability across municipalities, particu-
larly for middle-income families: while high-income families benefit from the
ceiling, low-income families can have fees waived completely. Unlike Sweden,
the UK combines part-time, universal free places with demand-led funding
through the tax and benefit systems for pre-school children. This results in
parents paying an exorbitant 33.8% of family net income per month for out-
of-pocket childcare expenses, versus the 12.6% paid on average by parents in
OECD countries. In the UK open market, fees are set by providers to maxi-
mize profitability. They can receive financial help directly; other subsidies
go directly to childcare providers (Javornik & Ingold, 2015). Retrospective
reimbursement through the tax and benefits system is inefficient and a deter-
rent for many families, resulting in diminished childcare capability. In reality,
prohibitive childcare costs further hinder capabilities across social class and
gender, when low-income families are forced to opt for family care, usually
taken up by mothers.

In relation to structural quality, there is a clear division between Sweden
and the UK. Sweden has smaller playgroups led by trained staff. All staff
are required to have at least secondary or tertiary education, with the focus
on a pedagogical service centered on children’s development. While the UK
has larger group sizes (30–35 children per group), staff-child ratios are lower
(Table 7.1). Staff are not required to have secondary or tertiary education, and
there are no mandatory requirements for in-service training (Penn, 2013).
In the profit-driven childcare market, providers are motivated to minimize
costs. With regulated child-staff ratios, cost minimalization can be achieved
by employing a less qualified workforce (Brennan et al., 2012; Penn, 2013).
The focus on profitability and childcare as an employment instrument leads
to lower qualification standards, resulting in serious quality issues. When
childcare is of lower quality, childcare capabilities of parents are reduced
across gender and class. Attitudes toward the use of formal childcare—influ-
enced by perceptions of quality—are more positive in Sweden than in the
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UK. While the use of formal childcare is becoming increasingly accepted in
the UK, lower socio-economic groups are less positive toward public child-
care, leading to gendered patterns of care, and thus inequality in capabilities
(Fagan & Norman, 2012). Additionally, low-income parents may have fewer
skills needed to “navigate the system” in assessing differences in quality and
ultimately lack the financial resources to purchase higher quality childcare
(Brennan et al., 2012). Both countries’ regulatory systems outline process
quality regulations and standards; this generally includes health and safety
requirements, space, staff training, staff-child ratios, and curricula. In sum,
unlike Sweden, the UK faces significant childcare quality problems, with an
uncomfortable relationship between market provision and quality (Brennan
et al., 2012; Lloyd, 2015). Childcare providers perform below the OECD
average on quality, particularly in relation to staff skills and parental involve-
ment (Taguma, Litjens, & Makowiecki, 2012). In Sweden, childcare quality
is higher, with communal obligations to delivering reliable, high-quality
childcare, with equity more pronounced than choice (Penn, 2013).

Lastly, our analysis suggests that limited service flexibility affects child-
care capabilities across both countries, with notable differences. In Sweden,
childcare is generally typified and standardized, i.e., largely compatible with
national standard work hours (Grönlund & Javornik, 2014). Statutory
frameworks set no requirements about opening hours, which are set by
municipalities. Childcare centees run on a full-time basis, for 11 hours a day
on weekdays throughout the year. Providers can offer weekend or overnight
services at the discretion of local councils. In the UK, opening hours are
not covered by statutory frameworks but are left to providers. Statutory
guidance does support flexibility in service delivery and local authorities
are expected to offer flexible packages of free hours but of not more than
10 hours (no minimum session length). The absence of childcare outside
standard hours (there is no service before 6 am or after 8 pm) limits parents’
capabilities, especially in non-urban areas, where out-of-hours care is most
limited (Grönlund & Javornik, 2014; Javornik & Ingold, 2015). In the UK,
this leads to high demand for flexible working arrangements, in particular
among women and also negatively affects parents in education or training.
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Discussion and Conclusion

Contemporary comparative family policy research continues to face difficul-
ties in conceptualizing and operationalizing family policies for cross-national
research given their variations and complexities. This chapter offered an
alternative analytical framework by conceptualizing family policy using the
capability approach. We focused here on childcare services, in particular
service accessibility, availability, affordability, quality, and flexibility. We
suggest that family policy designs shape parents’ capabilities in distinct ways.
In relation to childcare, public service provision (e.g., Sweden) generally
improves parents’ childcare capabilities. In marketized countries (e.g., the
UK), parents’ capabilities are significantly diminished along gender and class
lines. Additionally, our analysis highlights tensions, such as potential regional
variation in childcare affordability in Sweden. We note that limited flexi-
bility is an overarching problem across both systems, which is particularly
problematic for parents in non-standard jobs (Verhoef, 2017), in training or
education, or seeking jobs. A further advantage in applying the capability
approach to comparative family policy research is the ability to conceptualize
potential impact of policy across key individual-level factors. As our anal-
ysis demonstrates, distinct public and market approaches to childcare service
provision have different gender and class consequences, which the capability
approach is particularly apt to capture. Similarly, future studies could empha-
size other conversion factors , such as ethnicity, age or individual health and
well-being. A further potential for future comparative family policy anal-
ysis lies in the capability approach’s ability to highlight the salient aspects
of policy design for comparative purposes (as shown here), or to focus on
conceptualizing the linkages between such policy design features.

In sum, the capability approach provides a valuable analytical instrument
for comparative family policy analysis. Its analytical power is in moving
beyond the more established approaches such as defamilialism, which mask
key distinctions between public and market service provision. It facilitates
a more nuanced conceptualization of family policy, thus revealing parents’
real opportunities in relation to policy design. Furthermore, it recognizes
multiple lifestyles and values, thus moving beyond implicit commodification
assumptions; this opens up analytical space to include parents’ apprecia-
tion of multiple care arrangement opportunities. Conceptually, the capa-
bility approach provides a promising way forward in comparative family
policy research. Empirically, however, challenges remain. Optimal commen-
surable measures are not equally available across countries, which limits
more nuanced cross-national comparative family policy analysis. As countries
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continue to invest more in childcare (Pavolini & Van Lancker, 2018), it is
necessary to also invest in measuring the effects of childcare, both in terms of
outcomes as well as parents’ capabilities. Similar investments in other areas of
family policy are needed as well.
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