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Executive summary
Introduction

The European Quality of Life Survey (EQLS) provides a reliable 
picture of the living conditions and the social situation of Euro-
peans before and during the economic crisis. But how has the 
crisis affected families with children? Children are more at risk 
of poverty or social exclusion than the overall population in a 
majority of countries; hence, it is important to understand how 
the crisis has affected households with children. This report 
describes the changing quality of life across the EU for differ-
ent types of families with children and compares their living 
standards and social situation. Families are divided into two 
main groups:

•	 lone-parent families, working or not, and living alone or with 
relatives;

•	 couples with children, both dual and single earners, and 
again, living as a family unit or with other relatives.

Potential patterns that may be related to different family policy 
approaches are identified by looking at differences between 
four groups of countries, classified on a spectrum from those 
with the most flexible family policies to those with the most 
traditional policies.

Policy context

The economic crisis has led to a deterioration of living 
and working conditions in many Member States and has 
increased inequalities between countries and groups of peo-
ple. Those already vulnerable are at increased risk of poverty 
and social exclusion. Growing inequality is also apparent 
between families: whether a child lives in poverty depends, 
in part, on the type of family in which it grows up. It is against 
this background that the EU’s Social Investment Package 
calls for Member States to focus on simple, targeted and 
conditional social investment. The aim of this report is to help 
policymakers identify the types of families with children that 
need to be targeted. 

Key findings
•	 Most lone parents work, mostly full-time. The proportion of 

working lone parents has changed little since 2007 in the 
EU28 overall, but in the most ‘traditional’ group of coun-
tries, the proportion of working lone parents has decreased. 
Many of these countries have been substantially  affected 
by the crisis, which may explain the increase in jobless lone 
parents.

•	 Lone parents living with relatives were more likely to be 
unemployed in 2011 than in 2007. This may reflect a struc-
tural change in families: lone parents who lost their jobs may 
have had to move in with their families. 

•	 Families in jobless households are those most likely to find it 
difficult to make ends meet, and are also more likely to face 
economic difficulties now than in 2007. Jobless lone par-
ents are facing difficulties everywhere, but more often in the 
most traditional and in the partially traditional countries, their 
proportion having doubled in the latter group since 2007.

•	 Dual-earner families are the least likely to have financial dif-
ficulties, and there has been no significant worsening for this 
group since the crisis. More families had difficulties paying 
for accommodation and for utility bills in 2011 than in 2007. 
Jobless families are most at risk of debt.

•	 The rate of jobless families facing a high level of depriva-
tion has increased significantly since 2007. While the most 
‘flexible’ countries have the lowest average levels of depri-
vation, families who are out of work in these countries still 
face high levels, despite the adequate benefits that char-
acterise these countries.

•	 Lone mothers, whether working full time or part time, work 
fewer hours than lone fathers or men in dual- or single-
earner couples. Lone mothers are also more likely to feel 
that their job is insecure than lone fathers who are, in turn, 
working more hours in 2011 than in 2007.

•	 Most lone mothers, and mothers who are part of a couple, 
would like to work if they could choose their working hours, 
with over 50% of economically inactive mothers preferring to 
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work part time. While most mothers in full-time work would 
prefer to work less, most single mothers working part time 
would like to increase their hours.

•	 The conflict of work and family life has increased in all types 
of households with children. Lone parents working full time 
experience work–life conflict most often.

•	 Employment plays an important role in parents’ subjective 
well-being. Lone parents who are not working have the low-
est life satisfaction and are the least happy. 

•	 While life satisfaction and happiness have not changed sig-
nificantly overall since 2007, parents in jobless households 
have felt a decrease in both, jobless lone parents in the 
most flexible countries experiencing the greatest decrease.

•	 For couples with only one earner, in the most traditional 
group of countries the earning partner enjoys greater life 
satisfaction and happiness than the stay-at-home partner, 
while in the most flexible group the latter has greater sub-
jective well-being. In the mixed-flexible group and in the 
mixed-traditional group little difference is found. 

•	 Having a job is important for the mental well-being of lone 
parents in all country groups. This is true even in countries 
where generous benefits are provided for jobless parents 
and where staying at home is often voluntary. Lone parents 
who are not working have lower mental well-being in the 
most flexible countries than elsewhere. 

•	 Parents in the mainly traditional countries experience greater 
social exclusion than elsewhere, but jobless parents have 
the greatest exclusion everywhere. For jobless lone parents, 
social exclusion is greatest in the most flexible countries.

•	 Lone parents living with relatives feel a high degree of social 
exclusion despite living with others.

•	 Lone parents remain less satisfied with their life than oth-
ers, when income is controlled for: hence, while income 
and employment status are important for their subjective 
well-being, other (social) factors matter too. Importantly, 
the reduced life satisfaction of lone parents living with their 
extended family remains, suggesting that while family may 

provide some protection in terms of income, this is not 
enough to improve subjective well-being.

•	 The lower levels of life satisfaction experienced by grand-
parents who live with their children’s families disappear after 
income is controlled for, suggesting that the family struc-
ture provides support for older people as long as this living 
arrangement is voluntary, rather than a necessity due to 
lower income. 

Policy pointers 
•	 Targeted actions are needed to help lone parents into work 

since, even in the most flexible countries with their adequate 
level of benefits, families in which nobody works face high 
levels of deprivation.

•	 Getting people who have been recently made redundant 
back into work as soon as possible must be a policy prior-
ity to avoid the risk of disadvantage becoming entrenched. 

•	 Flexible working hours should be made more widely avail-
able: over 50% of inactive mothers would like to work part 
time, and most mothers in full-time work would prefer to 
work less. 

•	 Going to work should mean that both parents are finan-
cially better off; this entails such issues as assistance with 
childcare costs.

•	 Boosting social cohesion, social integration and social 
cooperation should be high on the policy agenda: these 
factors critically influence how individuals are affected by 
the new social risks, and how individuals, their communities 
and countries achieve economic prosperity.

•	 Measures are needed to help families combine work 
and care commitments, through an integrated system of 
leave, care and workplace support for parents of young 
children.

•	 Parental-leave systems are needed to encourage more 
fathers to take and share leave, and to facilitate their 
engagement with domestic responsibilities.
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Introduction
Every day new figures and narratives provide further evidence 
of the extent to which the financial and economic crisis is 
adversely affecting life in the European Union. The 2013 edi-
tion of Eurostat’s Social Statistics shows that, in 2011, there 
were 119.6 million people in the European Union1 – or 24.2% 
of the population – living in households facing poverty or social 
exclusion.2 This figure was up from the 115.7 million such peo-
ple in 2008 when the financial crisis erupted into a full-blown 
economic crisis. The impact of the crisis started to become 
apparent in 2010, as the number of people at risk of poverty 
or social exclusion had declined between 2005 and 2009. In 
2010 and 2011 the average unemployment rate in the Euro-
pean Union was 9.7%. By January 2013 the figure had risen 
to 10.8% (Eurostat, 2013a).

As the Europe 2020 strategy underlines, ‘the crisis has wiped 
out years of economic and social progress’ and has led to a 
marked increase in the numbers of deprived and disadvan-
taged people across the EU (European Commission, 2010). 
Furthermore, the crisis has ‘disproportionately hit those who 
were already vulnerable’ (European Commission, 2011) and the 
EU averages presented above mask considerable variations 
both between Member States and different subgroups of the 
population. Research shows that, in many countries, the crisis 
has caused more damage to workers on temporary contracts 
and young people (Vaughan-Whitehead, 2012). 

What the crisis has done to the quality of life in Europe has 
been the subject of investigation in the overview report for 
Eurofound’s third European Quality of Life Survey (Eurofound, 
2012). This report is one of a series of more in-depth reports 
that address such issues as subjective well-being, social ine-
qualities, quality of society and public services, and trends in 
quality of life (Eurofound, 2013b–e). 

These reports all highlight how the economic crisis has 
impaired the quality of life for many Europeans. An overview 
of some of the most striking findings also shows the implica-
tions of this.

•	 The economic crisis has seen social inequalities increase in 
Europe. The position of subgroups that were already disad-
vantaged in 2007 has deteriorated at a faster-than-average 

rate. People in the lowest-income quartile and the unem-
ployed (especially long-term unemployed) and people 
unable to work have been hit hardest. In central and east-
ern Europe, older people appear to have been particularly 
affected. 

•	 In many countries, the proportion of people in the lowest 
income quartile having difficulty making ends meet has 
gradually increased. At the same time, people in the top 
income quartiles in southern Europe – with the exception of 
Greece – have seen their well-being rise, pointing to increas-
ing inequality in these countries.

•	 Falling levels of well-being are also reported among those 
aged 18–24 and those aged 50–64; this could mean that 
these two groups are being squeezed out of the labour mar-
ket. The severe adverse effects of the crisis on young adults 
are not limited to employment and income but also extend 
into other critical areas of life, with far-reaching impacts on 
sociopsychological stress and mental health. 

•	 Since 2007, the proportion of people having difficulties mak-
ing ends meet has increased in almost every EU country, 
and the average number of items people cannot afford also 
went up.

•	 Workers are also suffering from the pressure of the crisis. 
The long duration of the economic downturn might result 
in an increase in mental health problems. This seems to 
be an important argument for paying more attention to the 
reconciliation of work–life balance. 

•	 On average, social exclusion in the European Union 
increased from 10% to 12% between 2007 and 2011, but 
much larger increases were found in Cyprus (14 percentage 
points) and Greece (6 percentage points).3

•	 Across Europe, trust in public institutions visibly decreased 
between 2007 and 2011 – more so in those countries 
hardest hit by the crisis. In some Member States, tension 
reported between racial and ethnic groups has increased. 

Finally, this brief scan of existing EQLS analyses shows that 
the financial and economic crisis has also resulted in cuts in 
public expenditure on healthcare as well as increasing demand 
for public healthcare service provision. 

1	 The Eurostat figures presented in this paragraph are averages for the EU27.
2	 See the European Commission’s Europe 2020 headline target of poverty and social exclusion at http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/europe-

2020-in-a-nutshell/targets/index_en.htm.
3	 In the EQLS, social exclusion is measured using an index constructed on the basis of four items. The results are discussed in more detail 

in Chapter 5.

http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/europe-2020-in-a-nutshell/targets/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/europe-2020-in-a-nutshell/targets/index_en.htm
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Families in the economic crisis – current EU policy context

Since 2010, the European Platform against Poverty and Social 
Exclusion has been one of seven flagship initiatives of the Europe 
2020 strategy for smart, sustainable, and inclusive growth. It is 
designed to help EU countries reach the headline target of lifting 
20 million people out of poverty and social exclusion.

Three Council Presidencies (Belgium in 2010, Hungary in 2011, 
and Cyprus in 2012) commissioned studies and convened 
conferences on child poverty. 

The Employment and Social Affairs Council adopted recom-
mendations on child poverty in 2011 and 2012.

In 2007 and 2011 respectively, the Committee of the Regions 
and the European Economic and Social Committee adopted 
Opinions to tackle child poverty.

In 2012, the Social Protection Committee (comprising repre-
sentatives of Member States and the Commission) endorsed 
the European Commission’s intention to adopt a Recommen-
dation on Child Poverty.

The European Parliament adopted resolutions addressing child 
poverty (2008/2034 (INI) on promoting inclusion and combat-
ing poverty and 2011/2052 (INI) on the European Platform 
against poverty and social exclusion).

On 20 February, 2013, the European Commission adopted a 
Recommendation entitled Investing in children: Breaking the 
cycle of disadvantage (European Commission, 2013).

All this highlights how the measurement of the various 
aspects of quality of life becomes of even greater relevance 
in periods of rapid social and economic change, and in times 
of growing social inequality.4 Measures of quality of life can 
provide additional information about who is doing well or 
badly in life, with subjective well-being indicators particularly 
useful when deciding how to allocate or prioritise scarce 

resources (Dolan and Metcalfe, 2012). The information from 
the quality of life indicators can clearly help in monitoring 
and mapping the experiences of people in different social 
groups and, as Dolan and Metcalfe also emphasise, such 
information can also contribute to informing policy design 
and policy appraisal.

4	 Quality of life relates to the overall well-being of individuals. It covers living conditions but also how people respond to, and feel about, their 
situation. The EQLS sets out 12 aspects of quality of life. This report focuses on those of particular importance to families with children.

Aim and objectives of study
The main aim of this report is to describe the quality of life of 
different types of families with children across the EU during 
the economic crisis, and to assess how this has changed since 
2007, just before the financial crisis led to the economic down-
turn that Europe is experiencing. Using data from the EQLS, 
the study has four main objectives.

•	 It compares living standards and quality-of-life ratings of 
four types of European families with children. The quality-
of-life ratings will focus on a range of domains, such as 
the work–life balance of European families, their subjec-
tive well-being, social exclusion, access and affordability 
of childcare, and housing insecurity. 

•	 It identifies and describes significant shifts in these scores 
since 2007 to see to what extent the economic crisis may 
be affecting these families. 

•	 It looks at differences between groups of countries in order 
to identify potential patterns that may be related to varying 
levels of support for families, and other differences in poli-
cies aimed at families.

•	 It examines how the situation of families with children 
across the EU differs, depending on different employment 
situations.

It is hoped that the information presented in this report will 
help policymakers identify the types of European families with 
children that need particular attention. To this end, a series 
of policy pointers are included at the end of the report. As a 
next step in Eurofound’s research on families in the economic 
crisis, the question of how service provision to these fami-
lies has changed in response to the crisis will be examined 
in 2014. The project will map the kinds of policy responses 
that may play a role in helping disadvantaged families in 10 
selected countries, and will analyse them with the aim of 
helping policymakers find effective solutions for a variety of 
situations across countries.
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Families with children 
in the economic crisis

In this analysis of the findings of the EQLS, the focus of the 
investigation shifts from the European population in general to 
European families with children. As more research evidence 
is published, it becomes evident that certain types of families 
are disproportionately shouldering the burden of the crisis. 
Although middle-income families with children are adversely 
affected by the crisis, those with the lowest incomes seem to 
be hardest hit, as are large families and lone parents (Browne, 
2012; Gauthier, 2010). 

Using the ‘Foresight Approach’,5 researchers have analysed 
what challenges to families’ well-being might arise in the future 
and what the key causes of these changes might be (Kapella et 
al, 2011). Below are some of the policy issues that were identi-
fied as being important in fostering family well-being. 

Intergenerational solidarity and communities: these 
become crucial in countries with a weak welfare system. Soci-
eties where care and education are based only on community 
support were seen as being particularly vulnerable.

Importance of sufficient time for families: the well-being of 
families appears to be related to how much time they spend 
together and what activities they share. 

Unpaid work and care arrangements: there is a clear need 
for recognition of the unpaid work (largely care work) per-
formed within families and communities.

Family transitions: being able to adjust to the dynamic 
character of partnerships, childhood, parenthood and grand-
parenthood, as well as life-course transitions, is an essential 
part of family well-being.

The individualisation of social rights: this fosters social 
mobility, life choices and possibilities, and can improve the 
well-being of family members. At the same time, there is the 
risk that policies aimed only at the individual endanger family 
bonds and solidarity. There  is therefore an argument that the 
family should be considered as a unit and not just as a sum 
of individuals. 

Family mainstreaming: a framework is needed for all policies 
that cover the family, whether at local, national or European 
level. This approach would address the family as a unit, con-
sider all family forms, include elderly members of the family 
and include a continuous measurement of family well-being.

These are suggestions for the long-term future (2035). But 
they are also useful in pointing out how important it is to study 
what the economic crisis is doing now to families’ quality of 
life. This type of information shows policymakers where the 
focus should lie in trying to safeguard the future well-being of 
European families. Up to now, due to a lack of empirical data, it 
has been difficult to assess the impact of the crisis on families’ 
quality of life (Gauthier, 2010).6 The EQLS fills this gap.

Conceptual framework
The European Quality of Life Survey

The European Quality of Life Survey (EQLS) is a tool established 
by Eurofound to monitor and analyse the multidimensional 
nature of quality of life in the EU. It was first used in 2003 and 
has since been repeated in 2007 and 2011, making it possible 
to examine trends.7

The EQLS is a cross-sectional survey of people aged 18 and 
over, resident in the EU for at least six months. In the 2011–
2012 round, at least 1,000 interviews were completed in all 
Member States. In the seven largest Member States, in which 
75% of the EU population live, larger samples were interviewed:

•	 at least 1,500 interviews in Romania and Spain;

•	 2,250 in France, Italy, Poland and the UK;

•	 3,000 in Germany. 

The larger sample sizes help improve national estimates, as 
well as those for the EU overall. The EQLS is designed to pro-
vide an accurate picture of the contemporary social situation 
in the EU, giving an effective comparison of experiences and 
conditions between countries. While the national samples pro-
vide a representative picture for each country, they are often 
too small for a detailed analysis of particular subgroups, such 
as single-parent families within a particular country. Although 
some subgroup analyses will be presented at national level, 
comparisons between subgroups will mostly be made between 
four groups of similar countries.8 

5	 This adopts a creative technique to imagine possible futures for families (see Kapella et al, 2011).
6	 While this report presents analyses of the third EQLS on the situation of European families, the study will continue in 2014 with an examina-

tion of Member States’ family policy responses to the crisis. These results will be published in early 2015.
7	 Fieldwork was carried out in early 2012 in Croatia, which joined the European Union on 1 July 2013, and six non-EU European countries, 

as part of a separate exercise but using the same sampling methodology and the same questionnaire.
8	 Country groupings have been developed specifically for this research. See ‘Development of country groups’.
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Defining European families 
with children

As this report looks specifically at the social and financial sit-
uation of European families with children, it is important to 
define the different family forms that will be examined. The 
EQLS interviewed individuals aged 18 and over living in pri-
vate households, and collected detailed information about the 
respondents’ households. This makes it possible to identify 
various types of European families with children. 

Using the following OECD definitions, this report distinguishes 
between lone-parent families and couple families – couples 
with children (OECD, 2011a):

•	 Lone-parent families are defined as having a lone parent 
living without a partner, with his/her children younger than 
18, in the same dwelling.9 

•	 Couple families are defined as families where the respond-
ent lives with a partner and one or more children younger 
than 18 in the same dwelling. 

All families where the respondent lives with a partner and chil-
dren under the age of 18 in the same dwelling are defined as 
‘couple families’. The marital status of the respondent is not 
taken into consideration. Due to small sample sizes it is not 
possible to carry out separate analyses for same-sex cou-
ple families. The EQLS does not collect information about the 
household composition that would make it possible to identify 

different kinds of couple families – such as reconstituted fami-
lies, where new partnerships have formed bringing in children 
from previous relationships. 

A second distinction is made between households with 
children where no other further adult relatives live in the 
household and those where they do. It is useful to look at 
these extended families to see whether their quality of life dif-
fers from other European families and whether the presence 
of other adult relatives in the household has an influence on 
people’s well-being. 

Table 1 below shows the total composition of households 
in the EQLS sample. The four types of families with children 
described above are marked in bold. It shows that, in total, 
families with children represent 23% of households in the Euro-
pean Union. This increases to 26% when dependent children 
are included.

As noted earlier, one of the objectives of this study is to exam-
ine the social and financial situation of European families with 
children across different employment situations. Therefore, 
lone-parent families and couple families are also subclassified 
according to the employment situation of household mem-
bers and the distribution of work in the household. Table 2 
shows the distribution of European families with children for 
these subcategories. The percentages represent the propor-
tion of the total number of European families with children in 
the EQLS sample. 

9	 Children older than 18 years, living in the household and who are still in education are treated as dependents. Annex 1 provides further 
details.

Table 1: EQLS household composition, EU28

Household type Number % of households

Single, living alone 9,600 26

Single, living with relatives in the household, but without a partner 3,900 11

Lone parent, with (dependent) children 1,300 4

Lone parent with (dependent) children, living with relatives 200 < 1

Couple, no dependent children in the household 12,500 34

Couple, no dependent children in the household, living with relatives 900 2

Couple with (dependent) children 7,600 21

Couple with (dependent) children, living with relatives 500 1

Total sample (EU28) 36,500 100

Note: In the categories with children, only those households where the child is the child/stepchild of the respondent are included in these tables. Data are 
unweighted.
Source: EQLS 2011
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Defining family policy

The vast amount of literature on family policy highlights the 
increased attention paid in recent years by researchers and 
policymakers to families. There are many reasons why the 
topic features so prominently on the agenda. A broad range 
of issues is relevant to family policy; the issues  include the 
following:

•	 declining fertility and the ageing population;

•	 gender equality;

•	 the participation of women in the labour force;

•	 work–life balance;

•	 intergenerational solidarity;

•	 child well-being and child poverty;

•	 mobility.

Families have always formed the cornerstone of European 
societies, from the onset of the nation state to the develop-
ment of the modern welfare state, and they still do. At the same 
time, family policies remain diverse across Europe, so that 
there is no standard definition as to what constitutes family pol-
icy (Gauthier, 2010; Lohmann, 2011). It has even been argued 
that scholars give different meanings to the various concepts 
used to distinguish different types of policies because terms 
such as ‘familialisation’ and ‘de-familialisation’ are simply too 

ambiguous (Saxonberg, 2013).10 The consequence of this 
diversity and broad scope is that assessments of family policy 
have tended to use many different approaches, ranging from 
using the whole family as the main unit of analysis to taking 
a mother-centred and/or father-centred perspective (Lohm-
ann, 2011).

Aware of these deficiencies, scholars and policymakers are 
giving considerable attention to building a framework of cross-
nationally comparable indicators on contexts, policy measures 
and outcomes, which will greatly facilitate the assessment 
and comparison of national family policies (Lohmann et al, 
2009; Lohmann, 2011). Equally, the OECD’s Family Database 
greatly improves the availability of standardised data in the 
field of family policy (OECD, 2011a). Meanwhile, following the 
February 2013 adoption of the Recommendation, Investing 
in Children - breaking the cycle of disadvantage (European 
Commission, 2013) the European Platform for Investing in 
Children (EPIC) website was launched. The website sets out 
to ‘provide information about all policies that can help children 
and their families face up to the unprecedented challenges 
that exist in the current economic climate in Europe’ (EPIC 
website: http://europa.eu/epic/).

A recent study on the impact of the economic crisis on fam-
ily policies in the European Union has identified the elements 
of family policy most commonly included in studies of family 
policies (Gauthier, 2010). This set of ‘common definitions’ is 

Table 2: Employment situation by family type, EU28 (%)

Lone parent with (dependent) children

Lone parent, working 10

Lone parent, not working 4

Lone parent living with relatives (with or without job) 2

Couple with (dependent) children

Couple, parents, both working 51

Couple, parents, one working 24

Couple, parents, neither working 4

Couple, family with other relatives, two earners 3

Couple, family with other relatives, one earner 2

Couple, family with other relatives, no earners 0

Note: N = 9,600
Source: EQLS 2011

10	 The concepts originated in response to criticism that the seminal ‘Three worlds of welfare capitalism’ typology (Esping-Andersen, 1990) 
neglected the family’s role. Esping-Andersen subsequently developed the terms ‘de-familialisation’ and ‘re-familialisation’ to refer to the 
degree to which welfare and caring responsibilities in a household are relaxed because of either welfare state provision or market provision, 
where the distinction between the two terms is ‘more a matter of degree than of an either/or’ (Esping-Andersen, 1999, p. 51).

http://europa.eu/epic
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particularly useful for this report. The main elements of family 
policies, as identified by Gauthier, are:

•	 child/family cash benefits (allowances) and tax relief for fam-
ilies with children;

•	 maternity and parental leave policies (including pregnancy 
benefits, maternity and paternity leave policies, and parental 
and childcare leave policies);

•	 childcare policies (including the provision of childcare and 
related subsidies for day care, kindergarten, pre- and after-
school care, and early childhood education);

•	 housing benefits for families with children;

•	 support for families with caring responsibilities towards the 
elderly or other dependents;

•	 other policies or services for families with children.

The figures presented in Table 3, showing the distribution of 
three family policy indicators, give an impression of the large 
policy differences across the EU Member States. 

Table 3: Macro-indicators relating to family policy, EU28, 2011

Female 
employment rate 

(%)

Male 
employment  

rate (%)

Difference 
male–female 
(percentage 

points)

Children aged three 
years or under in 

childcare at least part 
time (%)

Family benefits 
as proportion of 
all benefits (%)

Austria 67 78 11 14 10 

Belgium 57 67 10 39 8 

Bulgaria 56 61 6 7 11 

Croatia 47 58 11 15 8 

Cyprus 62 74 12 23 10 

Czech Republic 57 74 17 5 7 

Denmark 70 76 5 74 12 

Estonia 63 68 5 19 13 

Finland 67 71 3 26 11 

France 60 68 9 44 8 

Germany 68 77 10 24 11 

Greece 45 66 21 19 6 

Hungary 51 61 11 8 13 

Ireland 55 63 8 21 13 

Italy 47 68 21 26 5 

Latvia 60 62 1 15 8 

Lithuania 60 60 0 7 12 

Luxembourg 57 72 15 44 18 

Malta 41 74 33 11 6 

Netherlands 70 80 10 52 4 

Poland 53 66 13 3 4 

Portugal 60 68 8 35 6 
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Development of country groups

Considering the diversity in family policy, national variations 
must be taken into account when trying to analyse the social 
and financial situation of European families in the context of the 
economic crisis. However, EQLS sample sizes prevent sub-
group analyses of different family forms from being carried out 
at country level; moreover, looking at 28 countries separately 
would not make this report particularly readable. For this rea-
son the countries are grouped together. 

Gauthier’s research has guided the development of coun-
try groupings. It will come as little surprise that family policy 
typologies are often varied and sometimes criticised (Blum, 
2011). Even prior to the 2004 enlargement of the European 
Union, different typologies had been constructed depending 
on the definition and the focus of the family policies. Following 
enlargement, they have become even more diverse.

There are several further arguments for developing a country 
typology specifically for the purpose of this study.

•	 None of the existing typologies covers all 28 EQLS countries. 

•	 Following enlargement, the post-socialist countries have 
been either placed together or treated as several different 
groups without a clear consensus on the position of these 
countries. 

•	 Recent shifts in family policy – largely in response to the 
economic crisis – mean that existing typologies, in some 
cases, no longer accurately reflect the situation.

Therefore, to understand better the differences between the 
four types of European families, a classification of country 
groups has been developed for this study. It is based on a 
deductive literature review whereby existing typologies pro-
vided the input on how to group the 28 Member States. A full 
description of the country grouping process can be found in 
Annex 2. The process resulted in four country groups; Table 4 
describes the policy features that define each one.

Female 
employment rate 

(%)

Male 
employment  

rate (%)

Difference 
male–female 
(percentage 

points)

Children aged three 
years or under in 

childcare at least part 
time (%)

Family benefits 
as proportion of 
all benefits (%)

Romania 52 65 13 2 10 

Slovakia 53 66 14 4 10 

Slovenia 61 68 7 37 9 

Spain 52 63 11 39 6 

Sweden 71 76 5 51 10 

UK 65 75 10 35 7 

Note: Red shading indicates lower values, green shading, higher.  
Source: Eurostat 2013, Croatian Bureau of Statistics 2012.
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Using this classification, the Member States are grouped as 
follows:

•	 most flexible: Belgium, Denmark, Finland, the Netherlands, 
Sweden and the UK;

•	 mixed, mainly flexible: Austria, Cyprus, Germany, France, 
Ireland, Luxembourg, Portugal and Slovenia;

•	 mixed, mainly traditional: the Czech Republic, Hungary, Lat-
via, Malta, Poland, Romania and Slovakia;

•	 most traditional (family-orientated): Bulgaria, Estonia, 
Greece, Spain, Croatia, Italy and Lithuania.

Finally, an examination of how replies to the EQLS ques-
tion on access to child benefits are distributed across the 
four country groups provided ample indication that there 
are considerable differences between the country groups 
in the data.11

Access to child benefits (including alimony) differs significantly 
among the country groups, and between families of different 
structures.

•	 In the most flexible countries, over 80% of families with 
children receive child benefit, as do nearly all families in 
vulnerable situations – such as lone parents and jobless 
families. The rate of families receiving benefit has decreased 
since 2007, except for jobless couples and single-earner 
couples.

•	 In the mixed, mainly flexible countries, the pattern is similar, 
with nearly 75% of families receiving child benefit; however, 
the decrease between 2007 and 2011 is more significant, 
especially for dual-earner couples.

•	 Mixed, mainly traditional countries have quite a different pat-
tern, with fewer than 50% of families receiving child benefit. 
Jobless families are much more likely to be receiving benefit 
than others. Since the crisis, access to benefit has lessened 
only for dual-earner couples and for working lone parents, 
while it has increased substantially for jobless families and 
single-earner couples. 

•	 Families in the most traditional group were significantly less 
likely to receive child benefit in 2011 than in 2007. In these 
countries, fewer than 50% of lone parents receive either 
child benefit or alimony, and single- and dual-earner couple 
families do not differ significantly in their access to benefits.

Table 4: Family-policy country groups

1.	 Most flexible
-	 high female employment rate
-	 high rate of part-time work 
-	 good childcare provision
-	 generous leave and benefits
-	 good work–life balance

2.	 Mixed, mainly flexible
-	 medium or high female employment rate 
-	 good childcare options, or significant recent efforts to 

boost them
-	 mix of traditional policies and flexible policies

3.	 Mixed, mainly traditional
-	 usually low female employment rate
-	 low rate of part-time work 
-	 few children in childcare
-	 long parental leave 

4.	 Most traditional (family-orientated)
-	 few children in full-time childcare, low female employment 

rate, or relatives commonly look after children
-	 support to large families
-	 some significantly affected by crisis (Greece, Spain, Esto-

nia, Lithuania)

11	 Table A2 in the Annex shows the distribution between the country groups in terms of EQLS data for 2007 and 2011.
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Family types and 
structures in Europe 
European family structures and forms are changing, with an 
increasing diversity of family forms and family life (Kuronen, 
2010). This trend is set to continue and has far-reaching conse-
quences for European countries. In a report entitled the Future 
of Families to 2030 the OECD stresses the importance of track-
ing changes in family and household structures because of 
their relevance in shaping socioeconomic outcomes. The 
report highlights how increasing numbers of single-parent 
families, cohabiting couples and reconstituted families could 
lead to more families being at greater risk of poverty. Equally, 
the increase in childless couples, divorce rates, remarriages 
and step-families may weaken family ties and undermine the 
capacity for informal family care. The study highlights the 
importance of studying the structure of modern European 
families in the context of family life (OECD, 2011b).12 

The EQLS has examined differences and similarities in 
household living arrangements across the EU and monitored 
changes in family structures since 2003. The decreasing pro-
pensity to marry and start a family, the increased likelihood of 
relationship breakdown, and the increasing popularity of new 
types of relationships all point to changes in the processes of 
family formation and dissolution (Eurofound, 2010). 

Furthermore, evidence is becoming available that shows that 
the economic crisis is altering the prevalence of different fam-
ily forms in Europe. Families are breaking up due to increasing 
stress levels, suicides result in more lone-parent households 
and there is even discussion of a ‘baby recession’ as fertility 
rates decline across Europe (Eurostat, 2013b).

Different family types 
across the EU

Figure 2 shows the distribution of the different family types by 
country, based on official Eurostat statistics. The overall col-
umns show the proportion of households with children among 
all households.

There is considerable variation in the proportion of households 
that have children: over 40% in Ireland and Romania, but below 
25% in Germany. Among households with children the propor-
tion of lone-parent households is highest in Denmark (21%, but 
this is just 5% of all households) and Ireland (20%, or 9% of all 
households). It is lowest in Greece and Croatia (4% of house-
holds with children, or 1% of all households). Latvia has the 
highest rate of lone-parent households overall (29%), followed 
by Ireland (26%). In 2005 the UK was among the countries 
with the highest proportion of both lone-parent households 
(within all households) and the highest share of children living 
with a lone parent (among all children); in 2011, both of these 
measures had decreased significantly. 

Similar patterns are found when looking at the OECD coun-
tries: almost 10% of children live in reconstituted households, 
and nearly 15% in single-parent households. One child in 
15 lives with their grandparents (OECD, 2011b).

This large variation in different types of family forms is also 
noted by the EQLS. The ‘nuclear family’ continues to domi-
nate, with couples with children still, by far, the most common 
family form in Europe (representing 68% of all households with 
children in the sample). However, the EQLS also shows that 
16% of families consist of lone parents. Households compris-
ing couples living with children and other relatives make up a 
further 5%. In 13% of households with children the child is not a 
dependent of the respondent, so their status is undetermined.

To further highlight this diversity, it is interesting to note that 
around 640 respondents indicated they live with a same-sex 
partner in the same household; of these respondents, around 
25% are raising dependent children. This means that among 
the couples with children, around 2% are same-sex couples. 
Furthermore, lone parents are not, by default, single mothers, 
as single fathers account for 12% of these families. Finally, 
lone parents are not necessarily single: 4% indicated they were 
living with a partner, suggesting that ‘living together’ is not nec-
essarily a straightforward concept.

12	 It is also important to follow closely the research activities carried out under the ‘Families and societies’ collaborative EU research project, 
coordinated by Stockholm University. This project has recently been launched to investigate the diversity of family forms, relationships and life 
courses in Europe as well as to assess the compatibility of current family policy with recent changes. (http://www.familiesandsocieties.eu/)

http://www.familiesandsocieties.eu
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Rainbow families

Kuronen (2010) points to the growing number of ‘rainbow fami-
lies’ – families ‘with two or more people who share a same-sex 
orientation (for example, a couple) or with at least one lesbian or 
gay adult rearing a child’. Although rainbow families where the 

children stem from previous heterosexual relationships are still 
more prevalent, in recent years there has also been an increase 
in rainbow families where same-sex couples realise the desire 
for a child via reproductive medicine, adoption or fostering.

Figure 2: Proportion of family types with children in all households, 2011 (%)
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Single person with dependent children Two adults with dependent children

Three or more adults with dependent children

Source: Eurostat, EU Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC)13

13	 Unless indicated otherwise, the source for all figures and tables is the third EQLS, 2011.

Furthermore, a comparison between the four country group-
ings shows that, in the most flexible countries, the proportion 
of single-parent families is nearly three times as large as in 
the traditional (family-orientated) countries (21% as opposed 
to 8%). The proportion of households with three or more chil-
dren is highest in Ireland and Belgium (19% of households 
with children, 8% of all households) and lowest in Greece 

(3% of households with children, 1% of all households). 
Meanwhile, the proportion of households where children live 
with three or more adults (as extended families) is highest in 
Bulgaria (45% of households with children, 17% of all house-
holds) and Croatia (43% of households with children, 15% of 
all households). 



FAMILIES IN THE ECONOMIC CRISIS

22

Extended families in Europe – a varied picture

A recent study by Iacovou and Skew (2011) highlights how 
patterns of extended families differ across the EU. In the 
Scandinavian countries, the small number of extended-family 
households mostly consist of adult children living with a part-
ner and one (or both) of their parents. 

In the southern and eastern European countries, extended-
family households predominantly consist of three-generational 
households in which couples live with their parents and with 
their children. 

In the UK and Ireland, the most common extended-family form 
is a three-generational household formed of a lone parent liv-
ing with one or both parents. 

In Austria and Luxembourg, a three-generational extended 
form is again the most common although, in these coun-
tries, couples rather than lone parents tend to be the middle 
generation. 

Bulgaria, Romania, Slovakia and Poland stand out as having 
some of the largest households in Europe: there is a virtual 
absence of solo living among young people; there is substan-
tial extended intergenerational co-residence, hence a high 
percentage of extended-family households; and lone-parent 
families are relatively scarce.

Distribution of work in households
Employment status and distribution of work in a family can 
have a profound impact on quality of life, since these key fac-
tors influence income and work–life balance. 

According to the EQLS, about 60% of lone parents are 
working, of whom around 66% work full time and 33% 
work part time. Of those not working, about 50% classify 

themselves as unemployed, while the other 50% are in other 
categories, mostly homemakers. In comparison, in 94% of 
couple families in Europe, at least one parent is in paid work. 
For couple families in the EU, the most common setup is 
of both parents working full time, followed by one parent 
working full time, and finally by one parent working full time 
and one part time. 

Figure 3: Working patterns of parents, 2012 
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When comparing lone mothers with partnered mothers it 
seems that both are likely to be employed, but partnered 
mothers are more likely to classify themselves as homemak-
ers: 23% describe themselves as homemakers, while 7% give 

their status as ‘unemployed’. In contrast, lone mothers are 
less likely to be homemakers (only 14% describing them-
selves as such), instead more often actively seeking work, 
15% classifying themselves as unemployed. 
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There are important differences between lone parents living 
alone with their children, and lone parents who also share the 
household with relatives: nearly 30% of lone parents living with 
relatives are unemployed, compared with 14% of lone parents 
who live only with their children. This may suggest that living 
with one’s extended family might not be a voluntary arrange-
ment, but a necessity due to unemployment. However, other 
explanations are possible. For example, when relatives are 
present, lone parents may wait longer to find a better quality 
job. Alternatively, lone parents living with relatives could be 
younger (their average age is 35 compared with 41 for all lone 
parents) and therefore more likely to be actively seeking work. 
However, while lone parents were more likely to be employed 
in 2011 than in 2007 (64% as against 60%), those living with 
relatives were less likely to be employed (40% as opposed to 

48%), which again suggests that lone parents who lost their 
job may have had to move in with their families.

In couple families, including those living with other family mem-
bers, more fathers and mothers were unemployed in 2011 
than in 2007. 

Table 5 shows the sample size in the EQLS for different types 
of families according to living arrangements and distribution of 
work in the four groups of countries and overall, in 2007 and 
2011. In all countries, the largest group consists of couples 
living only with their children; most of these are dual-earners, 
constituting 50% of the total sample of families. A further 25% 
is made up of single-earner couple families; the remaining 25% 
includes other family groups. 

Table 5: Sample size for each household type and work distribution* 2007 and 2011

  2007 2011

 
Most 

flexible

Mixed, 
mainly 
flexible

Mixed, 
mainly 

traditional

Most 
traditional 

(family-
orientated)

Total
Most 

flexible

Mixed, 
mainly 
flexible

Mixed, 
mainly 

traditional

Most 
traditional 

(family-
orientated)

Total

Lone parent, 
working

236 255 199 192 882 246 316 197 187 946 

Lone parent, 
not working

111 102 51 33 297 124 139 65 65 393 

Lone parent, 
with relatives

13 30 68 44 155 15 37 74 55 181

Couple family, 
both working

1,221 1,527 1,207 1,011 4,966 1,126 1,638 1,054 1,028 4,846 

Couple family, 
one working

353 793 551 583 2,280 347 795 452 734 2,328 

Couple family, 
neither working

58 67 75 65 265 50 98 90 131 369 

Couple family, 
with relatives, 
multiple earners

14 64 89 72 239 13 72 133 85 303 

Couple family 
living with 
relatives, one 
earner or none

9 32 53 57 151 50 81 68 203 

Total 2,015 2,870 2,293 2,057 9,235 1,925 3,145 2,146 2,353 9,569 

Note: *Samples are unweighted. 



FAMILIES IN THE ECONOMIC CRISIS

24

Analysis in this report was carried out for groups with at least 
50 cases in the sample. This means that, for example, in the 
most flexible group of countries, extended families (lone par-
ents or couple parents living with other relatives) were so 
uncommon that they were not analysed separately. 

The following chapters concentrate on quality of life in these 
groups of families, comparing lone parents with couple 

families, dual-earner families with single-earner and jobless 
families, and changes over time. Findings on the quality of life 
in extended families are shown separately at the end of each 
chapter.

Table 6 shows a further breakdown of those families with chil-
dren, according to whether the parents work full time or part 
time.

Table 6: Household type and employment status by country groups, 2007 and 2011 (%)

2007* 2011

Most 
flexible

Mixed, 
mainly 
flexible

Mixed, 
mainly 

traditional

Most 
traditional 

(family-
orientated)

Total
Most 

flexible

Mixed, 
mainly 
flexible

Mixed, 
mainly 

traditional

Most 
traditional 

(family-
orientated)

Total

Lone parent work-
ing part-time 22 18 6 19 18 27 20 10 12 20

Lone parent work-
ing full-time 37 48 68 68 49 33 49 65 62 48

Lone parent not 
working 41 35 25 13 33 40 31 25 25 32

All lone parents 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Couple family: both 
working full-time

70 67 68 54 64

27 36 57 34 37

Couple family: both 
working, one full 
time, one part time

37 29 7 13 23

Couple family: both 
working part time 3 1 1 2 2

Couple family: one 
working (full time)

25 29 27 42 31 22 27 26 38 29

Couple family: one 
working (part time) 

5 3 2 4 4

Couple family: 
neither working

5 3 5 4 4 6 4 7 9 6

All couple 
families 

100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Note: *Information on partner’s working hours not available in 2007, so couple families are not broken down by part-time/full-time work.
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The proportion of working lone parents is highest in the 
traditional and mixed, mainly traditional countries (75% in 
both). These ratios have changed little since 2007 in the 
EU28 overall but in the most traditional group of countries 
the proportion of working lone parents has decreased. Many 
of these countries have been severely affected by the crisis, 
which may be the reason for the increase in lone parents 
out of work.

Using EU-SILC data, Chzhen and Bradshaw (2012) found 
that the proportion of lone parents working full time varies 
considerably from 16% in Ireland to 75% in Slovenia and 
Slovakia. Part-time work is more widespread among lone 
parents in the older Member States. While only 5% of lone 
parents in Slovenia do not participate in the labour market, 
more than 36% fall into this category in the UK, with 49% in 
Ireland, and 54% in Malta. 

There are considerable differences between country groups 
with regard to couple families: in the most flexible coun-
tries, one parent usually works full time and one part time, 
while in the most traditional countries the single breadwinner 

(full-time) form is most common. The scenario of both par-
ents working full time is most common in mixed, mainly 
traditional countries; in these countries, any form of part-
time work is rare.

Change in the full-time/part-time setup cannot be measured 
from the EQLS between 2007 and 2011, but overall there was 
a slight decrease in the proportion of dual-earner families and 
an increase in single-earner and jobless couple families, which 
was highest in the most traditional countries (where there was 
a five percentage-point drop in the proportion of dual-earners). 
This is again probably due to increasing unemployment here 
during the crisis.

Many countries in the most traditional group were deeply 
affected by the economic crisis; this is especially evident from 
unemployment figures: in the period covered by this report 
(between 2007 and 2011) unemployment increased by 13 per-
centage points in Spain, 11 percentage points in Lithuania, 
9 percentage points in Greece, and 8 percentage points in 
Estonia.
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Standards of living 
in European families
Economic strain
European families are facing greater difficulty making ends 
meet than before the crisis. In nearly all EU countries the 

proportion of households in this situation (on a six-point 
scale, saying that it is ‘very difficult’ or ‘difficult’ to make 
ends meet) has increased. In some countries (Greece, Slo-
vakia, Ireland) the increase has been over 10 percentage 
points (Eurofound, 2012).

Figure 4: Households and workers having difficulty making ends meet, 2007 and 2011 (%)
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Q58. A household may have different sources of income and more than one household member may contribute to it. Thinking of your household’s total monthly 
income: is your household able to make ends meet…? ‘With difficulty’ and ‘with great difficulty’.

This increase in financial strain has severely affected families 
with children. Previous cross-European research (Ugreninov 
et al, 2013) showed that households with multiple earners 
and few children are less likely to be poor, while one-parent 
households, non-earning households, and households with 
multiple children are more likely to be poor. In addition, it was 
found that family structure only matters for single- and multi-
ple-earner families and no longer makes a difference among 
non-earning households. The EQLS shows that families in 
jobless households are the most likely to have difficulties 

making ends meet; however, it also shows that jobless cou-
ple families more often have difficulties than lone parents 
(probably due to the larger household size). Jobless families 
were significantly more likely to face economic difficulties in 
2011 than in 2007.

At the same time, working lone parents are also feeling more 
financial strain than before the crisis, as are single-earner cou-
ple families. In the latter group, this may reflect that being a 
single-earner family now is not necessarily a preference, since 
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this group probably includes previously dual-earner families 
where one parent has recently lost a job.

Dual-earner families are the least likely to have difficulty 
making ends meet and, interestingly, there has been no 
significant worsening for this group since the crisis, the 

deterioration being most marked in families already in a 
vulnerable situation. However, it should be noted that some 
of the dual-earner families in 2007 may be single-earner 
families in 2011 as a result of one partner losing their job, 
as illustrated by the slight increase in single-earner families 
in the overall sample.

Table 7: Difficulty making ends meet by country group, 2007 and 2011 (%)

2007 2011

Most 
flexible

Mixed, 
mainly 
flexible

Mixed, 
mainly 

traditional

Most 
traditional 

(family-
oriented)

Most 
flexible

Mixed, 
mainly 
flexible

Mixed, 
mainly 

traditional

Most 
traditional 

(family-
oriented)

Lone parent, working 13 19 40 22 22 21 46 26

Lone parent, not 
working 22 37 54 63 44 50 63 67

Couple parents, both 
working 3 8 15 9 5 8 17 13

Couple parents, one 
working 10 12 33 19 16 15 31 25

Couple parents, 
neither working 22 45 59 35 29 44 67 69

All parents 8 12 25 16 13 14 26 24

Note: Q58. A household may have different sources of income and more than one household member may contribute to it. Thinking of your household’s total 
monthly income: is your household able to make ends meet…? ‘With difficulty’, and ‘With great difficulty’. Green shading indicates less difficulty in making ends 
meet, red shading, more.

The overall figures for families’ ability to make ends meet hide 
significant differences between country groups. Between 20% 
and 25% of working lone parents are having difficulty making 
ends meet in three of the groups (around the EU28 average), 
but in the mainly traditional Member States they are signifi-
cantly more likely to have economic difficulties (46%); this has 
increased by six percentage points since 2007. 

Jobless lone parents are facing difficulties everywhere, but 
this rate is higher in the most traditional countries and in the 
mainly traditional countries. In 2007, in the most traditional 

countries, lone parents not in work already had significant 
difficulties. Since the crisis, jobless couple families have also 
been affected, the proportion of those unable to make ends 
meet doubling. Some 69% of these families are now facing 
difficulties compared with 29% in the most flexible group. At 
the same time, in the two flexible country groups, it is jobless 
single parents who have mostly been affected by an increase 
in economic strain, the proportion of those unable to make 
ends meet in the most flexible group increasing by 22 per-
centage points, and by 13 percentage points in the mainly 
flexible group.
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Household debt
Table 8: Arrears by household type and employment status, 2007 and 2011 (%)

2007 2011

No 
arrears

Rent or 
mortgage

Utility 
bills

No 
arrears

Rent or 
mortgage

Utility 
bills

Consumer* 
loans

Informal 
loans*

Arrears 
in all 

areas*

Lone parent, 
working 75 18 19 71 17 21 15 12 6

Lone parent, 
not working 67 18 29 46 29 42 20 18 7

Couple 
family, two 
earner

88 8 10 82 11 14 11 8 6

Couple 
family, one 
earner

81 12 17 74 16 21 14 10 6

Couple 
family, neither 
working

66 22 29 46 31 39 26 20 8

All parents 83 11 14 75 15 19 13 10 6

Note: Q60. Has your household been in arrears at any time during the past 12 months, that is, unable to pay as scheduled any of the following? * Only asked in 2011. 
Red shading indicates a greater extent of arrears; green, a lesser extent.

Overall, more families ran into arrears in 2011 than in 2007: 
families in general were more likely to have difficulty paying 
for accommodation (rent or mortgage) and utility bills. Natu-
rally, jobless families are most at risk of debt, but over 20% of 
working lone parents and single-earner couple families had 
inadequate funds in 2011 to pay for utilities. Informal loans from 
friends and families are one of the ways for families to cover 
their debts, but many families (especially those out of work) 
find it hard to pay these back.

While all types of arrears are more common in the mixed tra-
ditional and the most traditional groups of countries than in 
the two flexible groups, utility bills pose the greatest difficul-
ties in terms of  repayment (the figure is five percentage points 
higher than the EU average). The proportion of families unable 
to pay their bills has increased at a similar rate in all country 

groups. The most traditional (family-orientated) countries saw 
the largest average increase in debt (11 percentage points as 
opposed to 7 percentage points in the other three groups). This 
was experienced even by dual-earner couple families (with an 
increase in the numbers of families in arrears of 6 percentage 
points), but working lone parents were especially affected (an 
increase of 19 percentage points) (see Table A4 in Annex 3).

Housing insecurity
Some 17% of jobless families fear they may need to move in 
the next year as they can no longer afford to live in their pre-
sent home. Since 2007 this rate increased by six percentage 
points for jobless lone parents and by nine percentage points 
for jobless couple families.
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The increase in housing insecurity for jobless households with 
children increased especially in the most traditional group, 
which is probably another reflection of increased unemploy-
ment in these countries since the crisis. However, in the mixed, 
mainly traditional group, little change was recorded in hous-
ing insecurity. This is probably because these countries have 
a high rate of owner-occupancy (without a mortgage), rang-
ing from 63% of the population in Malta to 96% in Romania 
(Eurostat data, 2011). 

Deprivation
Deprivation in the EQLS is measured by asking the respond-
ent whether their household could afford each of the following 
in a list of six items: 

•	 to keep their home adequately warm;

•	 to pay for a week’s annual holiday away from home (not 
staying with relatives);

•	 to replace any worn-out furniture;

•	 to have a meal with meat, chicken, fish every second day 
if desired;

•	 to buy new, rather than second-hand, clothes;

•	 to have friends or family for a drink or meal at least once 
a month.

In most countries, not being able to afford essential items such 
as food, clothes and heating were found to have more effect 
on various aspects of well-being than not being able to afford 
a holiday, furniture or to entertain guests (Eurofound, 2013a). 
Figure 5 shows the extent of deprivation in European families 
in 2011. A high level of deprivation is experienced when one 
cannot afford at least one of the first three items. A low level 
of deprivation is defined as being able to afford the first three 
items, but being unable to afford at least one of the second 
group of items.

Table 9: Housing insecurity by country group 2007 and 2011 (%)

2nd EQLS (2007) 3rd EQLS (2011)

Most 
flexible

Mixed, 
mainly 
flexible

Mixed, 
mainly 

traditional

Most 
traditional 

(family-
oriented)

Total
Most 

flexible

Mixed, 
mainly 
flexible

Mixed, 
mainly 

traditional

Most 
traditional 

(family-
oriented)

Total

Lone 
parent, 
working

6 8 9 7 7 10 6 11 10 9

Lone 
parent, not 
working

8 12 22 11 11 16 16 16 26 17

Couple 
parents, 
both work-
ing

2 2 4 4 3 3 3 4 4 3

Couple 
parents, 
one work-
ing

2 4 5 5 4 8 4 6 8 7

Couple 
parents, 
neither 
working

9 8 11 6 8 9 23 9 20 17

All parents 3 4 5 5 4 6 5 5 7 6

Note: Q20 How likely or unlikely do you think it is that you will need to leave your accommodation within the next six months because you can no longer afford it? 
Proportion answering ‘likely’ or ‘very likely’. Red shading indicates greater insecurity; green, less insecurity. 
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Figure 5: Deprivation in families, 2011 (%)
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All families

High deprivation - cannot afford meat, 
clothes or heating

Low deprivation - cannot afford holiday, 
furniture or guests

Note: Q59. There are some things that many people cannot afford, even if they would like them. For each of the following things on this card, can I just check 
whether your household can afford it if you want it?

Jobless lone-parent households are the most likely to face a 
high level of deprivation, followed by jobless couple families. 
The rate of jobless families facing a high level of deprivation 
increased significantly between 2007 and 2011 – by 19 per-
centage points for jobless lone parents and by 18 percentage 
points for jobless couples. Other types of families had only 
slight increases in the rate of high levels of deprivation. At the 
same time there was no significant difference in the proportion 
of families facing low levels of deprivation. The proportion of 
families that are not deprived of any item has decreased (by 
eight percentage points overall).

The deprivation index measures the average number of items 
a household cannot afford. It includes all items, making com-
parisons easier over time. Table 10 shows the deprivation index 
by country group.

Again, it becomes clear that jobless households, both lone 
parents and couple families, have experienced the greatest 
increase in deprivation since the crisis. For instance, while job-
less lone parents were unable to afford an average of 2.3 items 
in 2007, this rose to 3.1 items in 2011. No change was recorded 

for working lone parents, a score of 1.4 being recorded in both 
2007 and 2011. Single-earner couple families also had a statis-
tically significant increase in the number of items they cannot 
afford, from 1.1 to 1.3 items, while dual-earner couple families 
remain the least deprived after the crisis, with no significant 
change since 2007, on average. 

The results by country groups show that the countries in the 
mainly traditional group, nearly all of which are located in 
eastern and central Europe, have the highest average rates 
of deprivation (1.8 in 2007 and 1.9 in 2011). This is true for all 
types of families, but the most vulnerable are jobless families 
and lone parents. It is the countries in the most flexible group 
(most of which are the highest-income countries in Europe) 
that have the lowest average levels of deprivation; however, 
even in these countries, families out of work (including jobless 
lone parents) still face very high levels of deprivation, despite 
the generous benefits that group these countries together. 

These findings confirm those of earlier studies. In their analysis 
of lone parents in Europe, Chzhen and Bradshaw (2012) found 
that children growing up in lone-parent families are substantially 
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more likely to be deprived than other children in all countries 
studied. They also found large variations across Europe, with 
the highest levels of deprivation in Romania and Bulgaria and 
the lowest in Sweden, Luxembourg and Denmark.

In the EQLS, the greatest increase in deprivation between 
2007 and 2011 was recorded among jobless lone parents 

in the most flexible countries (an increase of 1.2 items in the 
index, and of 32 percentage points in the proportion experi-
encing high levels of deprivation) and among jobless couple 
families in the most traditional (family-orientated) countries 
(an increase of 1.3 items and 30 percentage points) (see 
Table A3 in Annex 3 for country group comparisons in dep-
rivation levels).

Table 10: Average number of items household cannot afford, by country group, 2007 and 2011

2007 2011

Most 
flexible

Mixed, 
mainly 
flexible

Mixed, 
mainly 

traditional

Most 
traditional 

(family-
orientated)

Total
Most 

flexible

Mixed, 
mainly 
flexible

Mixed, 
mainly 

traditional

Most 
traditional 

(family-
orientated)

Total

Working lone 
parent 1.0 1.3 2.6 1.3 1.4 1.3 1.1 2.6 1.4 1.4 

Lone parent, 
not working 2.0 2.3 3.6 2.5 2.3 3.2 2.7 3.7 3.4 3.1 

Dual-earner 
couple 
families

0.3 0.5 1.3 0.6 0.6 0.5 0.5 1.4 0.8 0.7 

Single-earner 
couple 
families

0.6 1.0 2.2 0.9 1.1 1.2 0.9 2.2 1.4 1.3 

Couple fami-
lies, neither 
working

1.8 2.0 3.2 1.7 2.1 2.5 2.4 3.5 3.0 2.8 

All parents 0.6 0.8 1.8 0.9 0.9 1.0 0.8 1.9 1.3 1.2 

Note: Q59. There are some things that many people cannot afford, even if they would like them. For each of the following things on this card, can I just check 
whether your household can afford it if you want it? 

Red shading indicates greatest deprivation, green shading, the least. 

Extended families: standard of living

Only a small proportion (13%) of extended families that con-
tain several earners have difficulties making ends meet, and 
since 2007 this number has decreased. Levels of deprivation 
also remained low between 2007 and 2011 in these families 
compared with the most vulnerable families (jobless families 
and lone-parent families). Keeping in mind that there are more 
extended families living together in 2011 than in 2007, this 
suggests that economic strain may be one reason for living 
together. Lone parents living with relatives are less likely to 
be in debt than other lone parents, and they are less likely to 
be deprived than jobless lone parents living alone with their 

children. However, couple parents living with extended families 
where there is only one earner (or none) are more likely to face 
debt and have a high rate of deprivation, with both measures 
getting worse since 2007. 

Interestingly, extended families (regardless of work status) are 
the least likely to experience housing insecurity, suggesting 
that family members tend to move into accommodation owned 
by a relative. Correspondingly, extended family households are 
more likely to live in accommodation that is owned outright, 
without a mortgage (59% as opposed to 30% of other families).
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Work and work–life 
balance
The ability to balance work and family life is an important 
aspect of people’s quality of life, especially for families 
with children. As the OECD notes, the terms and condi-
tions under which working parents have to cope with their 
work–life balance varies across the income spectrum. Time 
and space constraints, opportunities to outsource care, 
patterns of work schedules, and other parameters differ 
greatly (OECD, 2011b, p.129). The EQLS measures work–
life balance with a series of questions that are asked to all 
respondents in paid work. Most of the analysis of parents’ 
working hours in this chapter is carried out separately for 
fathers and mothers due to the significant overall gender 
differences in working hours.14

Working hours and work 
preferences

Table 11 summarises working hours in different types of 
households. One conclusion that can be drawn from this 
analysis is that working single mothers, whether they work full 
time or part time, work fewer hours than their male counter
parts, and work fewer hours than men in both dual-earner and 
single-earner households. Single mothers also feel job inse-
curity more often than single fathers (16% as opposed to 8% 
think they might lose their job in the next six months). Single 
fathers, on average, worked more hours in 2011 than in 2007 
(an increase of  six hours per week), while there was no sig-
nificant change for single mothers.

In 79% of single-earner couple families, it is the father who 
works full time (on average, 45 hours per week). In just 9% of 
these families, the mother works full time (41 hours on aver-
age). In a relatively high proportion of families only one parent 
works part time and, on average, for relatively few hours; these 
families are likely to include some where one parent recently 
lost a job, and may have particular issues in making ends meet.

14	 Same-sex couple families are excluded from the analysis in the gendered analyses due to difficulties in coding the categories.
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Table 11: Working hours by household type and gender, 2011

%  
of families

Father’s average 
weekly working 

hours

Mother’s 
average weekly 
working hours

Lone parents

Lone father working part time 4 28

Lone father working full time 74 49

Lone father not working 22

All lone fathers 100 48

Lone mother working part time 22 23

Lone mother working full time 45 42

Lone mother not working 33

All lone mothers 100 36

Couple 
parents: both 
working

Both working full time 60 44 41

Father works full time, mother works part time 35 44 23

Mother works full time, father works part time 3 22 41

Both working part time 3 23 23

All dual-earner couples 100 43 34

Couple 
parents: one 
working

Father works full time, mother does not work 79 45

Mother works full time, father does not work 10 41

Father works part time, mother does not work 5  21

Mother works part time, father does not work 6 21

All single-earner couples 100 43 34

Note: Q7 How many hours do you normally work per week in your main job, including any paid or unpaid overtime?

Q7b About how many hours per week did you work in this additional job or business or in agriculture? Please give an average figure for the last four working weeks.

Q9 How many hours does your partner normally work per week including any paid or unpaid overtime?

* Working hours were asked only of respondents in paid employment. ‘Part time’ is defined here as working less than 35 hours per week. Green shading indicates 
longer working hours; red shading, shorter.
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Table 12: Working hours preferences by household type, employment status and 
gender,  2011 (%)

 

Respondent would prefer to work…

…not at 
all

…part 
time 

…full 
time 

…more 
hours 

…the 
same 
hours 

…fewer 
hours 

Lone parent

Father

employed 5 8 86 6 38 56

unemployed 0 23 77

inactive* 22 34 43

Mother

employed
full time 

1 29 70 7 40 53

employed
part time 

1 71 28 47 35 18

unemployed 6 45 49

inactive* 11 55 34

Couple parent

Father

employed full time 1 11 88 9 44 47

employed part time 2 61 37 54 39 7

unemployed 2 8 89

inactive* 20 20 61

Mother

employed full time 2 31 67 5 41 54

employed part time 2 79 18 32 50 18

unemployed 1 41 58

inactive* 15 56 29

Note: Q8 If you could freely choose the number of your working hours while taking into account the need to earn your living, how many hours per week would you 
prefer to work at present?

Q10 How many hours per week would you prefer your partner to work?

*Inactive means those who are not working, but are not unemployed. 

Looking at working hour preferences, an overwhelming major-
ity of lone mothers and coupled mothers alike would be willing 
to work if given the opportunity to choose their working hours, 
with over 50% of inactive mothers preferring to work part time. 
Most mothers in full-time work would prefer to work less, 
regardless of household status. However, most single moth-
ers in part-time work would like to increase their working hours, 
while most coupled mothers in part-time work are happy with 
their working hours. 

Most lone fathers would prefer to work full-time, though those 
currently working would like to decrease their working hours. 
Country groups are significantly different in this respect with 
part-time work often being the preference for mothers in the 
most flexible countries and full-time work preferred in the 
mainly traditional countries (see Table A5 in Annex 3).

Work–life conflict
Table 13 shows the proportion of working parents experienc-
ing conflict in terms of their work–life balance. Where conflict 
was reported by the parent – at work, at home, or both – they 
experienced it at least several times each month. Where no 
conflict, or only a little, was reported, it indicates that it was 
experienced less frequently than several times per month or 
– obviously – not at all.

For all types of families with children, conflicts of work and 
family have increased since 2007, both in terms of the fre-
quency of severe conflict (problems both at work and at home) 
and moderate conflict (problems either at home or at work). 
Lone parents working full time are the most likely to experience 
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Table 13: Level of work–life conflict, 2007 and 2011 (%)

2007 2011

Only little 
conflict or 

none

Conflict either 
at work or 

home

Conflict both 
at work and 

home

Only little 
conflict or 

none

Conflict 
either at 
work or 
home

Conflict both 
at work and 

home

Lone parent working 
part time 51 39 10 36 46 18

Lone parent working full 
time 42 46 13 28 49 23

All single parents 45 44 12 30 48 22

Couple: both working 
full time 39 45 16

Couple: respondent full 
time, partner part time 41 47 12

Couple: respondent part 
time, partner full time 52 37 11

Couple: both working 
part time 51 43 7

Couple: respondent 
works full time, partner 
does not work

46 43 12 37 44 19

Couple: respondent 
works part time, partner 
does not work

53 28 18 40 40 20

All couple families 46 41 12 41 44 15

Note: Q12a I have come home from work too tired to do some of the household jobs which need to be done.

Q12b It has been difficult for me to fulfil my family responsibilities because of the amount of time I spend on the job.

Q12c I have found it difficult to concentrate at work because of my family responsibilities.

No data are available for partner’s working hours in 2007. 

Red shading indicates greater work-life conflict; green shading, less conflict.

work–life conflict, and the increase for them is far greater (a 
rise of 10 percentage points in severe conflict) than for couple 
parents (a rise of 3 percentage points).

Interestingly, in single-earner couple families the working 
partner experiences a high degree of work–life conflict regard-
less of whether they work part time or full time. This may be 
explained by their being the only partner who needs to balance 
their work and family life; almost 75% of single earners, whether 
working full time or part time, would prefer their partner to work 
(72% and 74% respectively). On the other hand, in dual-earner 
families, a parent working part time is significantly less likely to 
experience such conflict than a parent working full time, who, in 
turn, reports less conflict than workers in single-earner families.

These findings are not necessarily true for all country groups. 
Lone parents everywhere are the most likely to experience 
work–life conflict, but the difference between single-earner 
and dual-earner couple families, and between parents work-
ing part time and full time, is not universal. In the mainly flexible 
group, where the lowest levels of work–life conflict are reported 
overall, full-time workers are most likely to feel a relatively high 
level of conflict, and dual-earner families are as likely to expe-
rience work–life conflict as single-earner families. The reason 
for this may be that, for many of these countries, the single-
breadwinner model is still the most common. In the other three 
groups, single-earner couple families are more vulnerable to 
work–life conflict than dual-earner families. In the mainly tradi-
tional group, single-earner part-time workers report high levels 
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of work–life conflict, as do parents working full-time whose 
partner works part-time. In the most flexible group, single-
earner families report greater conflict than dual-earner families, 
regardless of their working hours (see Table A6 in Annex 3).

Access to childcare services 
Respondents who indicated that they used, or wanted to use, 
childcare services in the 12 months prior to the survey (typically 

families with children below school age) were asked whether 
they had experienced any of the four types of barriers to use 
of the service: cost, availability, access and quality of childcare 
services (multiple answers were possible).

For most families, the cost of childcare is the main barrier. 
Lone parents, especially those working part time, are the most 
likely to cite cost as a barrier, followed by availability. There is 
little difference between working and jobless lone parents in 
this respect.

Table 14: Families having difficulty accessing childcare, 2011 (%)

Cost Availability Access Quality 
Difficulty 
with any

Difficulty 
with all

Lone parent 
working part time 77 63 39 18 83 33

Lone parent 
working full time 61 59 45 32 77 35

Lone parent not 
working 68 64 45 34 81 37

All single parents 67 61 44 29 80 35

Couple: both 
working full time 58 60 44 26 78 26

Couple: both 
working, one full 
time, one part time

54 50 36 22 74 19

Couple: both 
working part time 56 59 36 23 69 16

Couple: one 
working (full time) 57 55 36 28 73 27

Couple: one 
working (part time) 49 46 38 29 67 26

Couple: neither 
work 65 55 42 29 78 34

All couple parents 57 55 39 26 75 24

Note: Q54a_1 Could you please tell me for each of the following care services if you or someone close to you have used it or would have liked to use it in the last 12 
months? – Child care services – I or someone else in my household

Q55 To what extent did each of the following factors make it difficult or not for you, or someone close to you, to use childcare services? – Cost, Availability (such as 
waiting lists, lack of services), Access (for example, because of distance or opening-hours), Quality of care  
Red shading indicates greater difficulty; green shading, less difficulty. 
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Jobless couples also commonly have difficulties in access-
ing childcare because of cost. Interestingly, single-earner and 
dual-earner couples are similar in citing cost as a barrier.

Access to childcare differs significantly in the four country 
groups, confirming the different family policy models. Fami-
lies in the most flexible, and mainly flexible, countries were 
the most likely to use or wish to have used childcare services 
in the previous year (21% and 23%). In the mainly traditional 
and traditional countries (many of which are characterised by 
a low female employment rate and few children under the age 
of three in formal childcare), a very low proportion of fami-
lies used or wanted to use childcare services (12% and 13% 
respectively). 

In terms of costs, OECD research shows that the Scandi-
navian countries and France lead the EU in public childcare 
provisions and benefits aimed at reducing childcare costs for 
families (OECD, 2011b). The EQLS shows that cost was the 
main barrier in three of the four country groups, a common 
issue especially in the most traditional countries (66%) and the 
mainly traditional countries (65%) and slightly less so in the 
most flexible (59%) and the mainly flexible countries (54%). In 
the mainly flexible group, availability was the most common 
problem (63%); this is the least frequent barrier in the most 
flexible group, but is still an issue (49%). Barriers due to physi-
cal access or quality were mentioned less often; these issues 
are most common in the mainly traditional group (48% and 
36% respectively).

Extended families: working time and work–life balance

Lone parents living with relatives are less likely to be in employ-
ment. This could be because they need additional support from 
the family because they are unemployed; it could be due to other 
reasons – being younger, for instance, or having altered their 
job-seeking behaviour. However, 75% of economically inactive 
lone parents living with relatives would like to work; furthermore, 
those who are working are working relatively long hours (40 per 
week). Lone parents living with their family are less likely to expe-
rience work–life balance conflict than other parents: 48% are 
struggling, as against 70% of other lone parents. This suggests 
that this is one area where family can provide significant support.

Couple families living with relatives work the average number 
of hours per week, but in those extended families where one 

parent is the single earner in the family, he or she works very 
long hours on average (48 per week). 

Parents living with other relatives, both lone parents and cou-
ple families, were less likely to have difficulties with childcare 
than other families; perhaps they had less need of childcare 
because they have family members who can perform these 
services. 69% of lone parents with relatives had childcare 
problems vs. 80% of other lone parents; for couples the dif-
ference was smaller, but statistically significant: 72% vs. 75%.  
For such parents, the most common issue was cost; this was 
most pronounced in the most traditional and the traditional 
countries.
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Subjective and 
mental well-being
Life satisfaction and happiness
The EQLS has a series of questions on subjective and mental 
well-being. This chapter focuses on four measures: 

•	 satisfaction with life in general; 

•	 happiness; 

•	 optimism about the future;

•	 the WHO-5 mental well-being index, which measures how 
the respondent has been feeling over the previous two 
weeks on five indicators.

The average rating for life satisfaction in the EU28 is 7.1 and the 
average rating for happiness is 7.4 on a scale of 1–10 (Euro-
found, 2013). People living with children in their household tend 
to rate their happiness higher than average, as illustrated by 
the total figure for families in Table 15.

Employment plays a key role in the subjective well-being of 
parents. Lone parents who are not working and live alone 
with their children have the lowest ratings for life satisfaction 
and for happiness. For coupled parents in a single-earner 
household, the issue of whether the respondent or their part-
ner is the breadwinner seems to be less important; however, 
parents in these households have lower ratings of subjective 
well-being than parents in dual-earner households. Parents 
living with a partner and children in a jobless household also 
have particularly low ratings for life satisfaction. While ratings 
for life satisfaction and happiness have not changed signifi-
cantly in the overall EU28 population since 2007 (Eurofound, 
2012), parents in jobless households experienced a statistically 
significant decrease in life satisfaction and happiness during 
this time. 

Ratings of subjective well-being in the most flexible and mainly 
flexible groups of countries are higher on average than in the 
two other groups; ratings are lowest in the mainly traditional 

Table 15: Life satisfaction and happiness, 2007 and 2011

2007 2011

Life satisfaction Happiness Life satisfaction Happiness

Lone parent, working 6.5 6.9 6.7 7.1

Lone parent, not working 5.7 6.6 5.5 6.3

Couple parent, both working 7.5 7.9 7.6 7.9

Couple parents, 
one working

if respondent works 7.1 7.6 7.2 7.6

if respondent’s partner 
works 7.0 7.5 7.2 7.7

Couple parents, neither working 6.6 7.4 6.4 7.1

All parents 7.2 7.7 7.2 7.7

Note: Q30. All things considered, how satisfied would you say you are with your life these days? Please tell me on a scale of 1 to 10, where 1 means very dissatisfied 
and 10 means very satisfied.

Q41. Taking all things together on a scale of 1 to 10, how happy would you say you are? Here 1 means you are very unhappy and 10 means you are very happy. 
Green shading indicates greater satisfaction; red shading, less.
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group, which contains countries with the lowest per capita 
GDP – a measure that shows some correlation with subjec-
tive well-being (Eurofound, 2013a). However, the subjective 
well-being of jobless lone parents remains remarkably low in 
the two flexible groups (5.6 and 5.4). The decrease in life sat-
isfaction and happiness, between 2007 and 2011, for jobless 
lone parents was largest in the most flexible group; however, 
it was not significant in the mainly flexible group. The decrease 
for jobless couple parents was significant only in the two tradi-
tional groups. Interestingly, in the mainly traditional group, only 
the happiness of jobless parents seems to have decreased 
between 2007 and 2011 – not their life satisfaction.

Another interesting difference emerging between country 
groups is that in single-earner couples in both the mainly 
flexible group and the mainly traditional group there is little 
difference between the subjective well-being of the working 

partner and the stay-at-home partner. However, a difference 
emerges in the most flexible group: here, the stay-at-home 
partner has greater life satisfaction and happiness than the 
earning partner. This is the opposite in the most traditional 
group, where the working partner has a higher rating of subjec-
tive well-being than the stay-at-home partner. One explanation 
might be that in the most traditional group staying at home is 
slightly less likely to be voluntary: inactive parents here are 
more likely to wish to work (90%) than in the most flexible 
group (80%) (see Annex 3, Table A8 for country group tables). 

Income and life satisfaction
Both life satisfaction and happiness correlate strongly with 
income (Eurofound, 2013d); this is apparent both in the case 
of lone parents and couple families.

Figure 6: Life satisfaction and happiness, by income quartile and family type, 2011
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Note: Q30. All things considered, how satisfied would you say you are with your life these days? Please tell me on a scale of 1 to 10, where 1 means very dissatisfied 
and 10 means very satisfied.

Q41. Taking all things together on a scale of 1 to 10, how happy would you say you are? Here 1 means you are very unhappy and 10 means you are very happy.

As Figure 6 shows, life satisfaction increases with each income 
quartile for both lone parents and couple parents. However, 
lone parents in the highest income quartile still have lower life 
satisfaction than couple parents in the second quartile and 
above. The happiness of lone parents in the highest income 
quartile remains below that of couple parents in the lowest 
income quartile. In addition, there is little difference in the hap-
piness of lone parents between the top three quartiles. Both of 
these findings suggest that having a partner is more important 

for happiness than is income. The difference between life sat-
isfaction in the lowest and highest income quartiles is larger 
for lone parents than for couple parents in all country groups. 
The largest difference, according to income, was recorded in 
the mainly traditional countries (a 2.2-point difference for lone 
parents, and a 1.3-point difference for couple parents); the low-
est was recorded in the mainly flexible countries (a 1.2-point 
difference for lone parents, and 0.6 points for couple parents) 
(see Table A9 in Annex 3).
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Optimism about the future
Another subjective measure, optimism about the future, did 
have a measurable downwards change since the onset of the 

crisis for the overall population in the EU28 (Eurofound, 2012). 
Again, people living with children are slightly more optimistic 
than the general population (55% as against 52%).

Figure 7: Optimism about the future by household type and employment status, 
2007 and 2011 (%)
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Note: Q29a I am optimistic about the future; figures are for those who said they agreed or strongly agreed with the statement.

Optimism about the future decreased among families, on aver-
age, by two percentage points (which is statistically significant). 
The decrease was largest among jobless couple families per-
haps because, in 2011, the prospects of finding a job were 
lower than in 2007. Optimism also decreased significantly 
among working lone parents, but increased among jobless 
lone parents. 

Investigating these findings further by country groups, it seems 
that working lone parents are significantly more optimistic in 
the most flexible group than in the other three groups (61% as 
against 42%–47%). Moreover, in the most flexible countries, 
they experienced no decrease in optimism between 2007 and 
2011. In contrast, in the other three groups, the decrease has 
been significant. The increase recorded in optimism among 
jobless lone parents took place only in the mainly flexible and 
the most traditional groups. Jobless couple families, on the 

other hand, experienced a decrease in all four country groups. 
The difference in optimism among lone parents between dif-
ferent groups is something that may be explained by exploring 
changes in policy since 2007, especially as optimism corre-
lates strongly with trust in the government (Eurofound, 2012).

Mental well-being
Mental well-being in the EQLS is measured with the help of 
the WHO-5 mental well-being index, on a scale of 1 to 100.15 
On this index the average score for mental well-being in the 
EU28, as recorded by the EQLS, is 63. Overall, as with other 
subjective measures, jobless lone parents and jobless couple 
parents have the lowest scores for mental well-being (49 and 
57, respectively); working lone parents also have a relatively 
low score (59). There is no significant difference between the 

15	 The WHO-5 mental well-being scale is composed of the following items, all measured on a six-point scale and referring to how the respondent 
felt over the previous two weeks: I have felt cheerful and in good spirits; I have felt calm and relaxed; I have felt active and vigorous; I woke up 
feeling fresh and rested; my daily life has been filled with things that interest me.
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couple parents living in single-earner and dual-earner families 
(64 in dual-earner families; for single-earner families, 64 for the 
working partner and 62 for the stay-at-home partner). 

However, mental well-being in the four country groups does not 
follow the pattern for other subjective measures. Jobless lone 
parents have a lower score for mental well-being in the most 
flexible country group than elsewhere (46), whereas working 
lone parents have the lowest scores in the most flexible group 
(56) and the mainly traditional group (55). In single-earner cou-
ple families, the stay-at-home partner has the lowest score for 
mental well-being in the most flexible group (59) (see Table A11 
in Annex 3). This suggests that having a job is important for 
mental well-being even in countries where generous benefits 
are provided for jobless parents and where staying at home 
is often voluntary.

An interesting example of differences in well-being between 
different family members is found when comparing fathers and 

mothers in different types of households. Overall, the EQLS 
did not record any significant differences between genders 
in most aspects of subjective well-being (Eurofound, 2012), 
and this remains true for parents on average. However, while 
there is no significant difference between men and women in 
coupled families where at least one parent works, women in 
jobless couple families are significantly happier (7.4 compared 
with 6.8), more satisfied with their life (6.7 and 6.0) and have 
higher scores for mental well-being (60 and 55) than men. 
A possible explanation is that, in many of these families, the 
father is actively looking for work (possibly having recently lost 
a job in a single-earner family), while the mother is caring for 
the children. Working lone mothers also have slightly higher 
scores for life satisfaction (6.8) than lone fathers (6.6). There 
is no significant difference in happiness (both 7.1) or optimism 
(both 50%), and lone mothers have slightly lower scores for 
mental well-being than lone fathers (58 against 61). However, 
this latter finding is in line with the average difference between 
mothers and fathers (61 and 64).
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Extended families: subjective and mental well-being

As these are subjective measures, it is important also to show 
how different individuals feel in the same type of family. One 
example is the significant difference in the levels of subjective 
and mental well-being between parents and grandparents 
in multigenerational households. However, it is important to 
take into account the effect of age when comparing par-
ents and grandparents. For example, life satisfaction tends 
to increase with age in some of the countries in western 
Europe, while it decreases in central and eastern Europe. In 
in the EU as a whole it shows a U-shaped trend (Eurofound, 

2012). According to the grouping used in this analysis, life 
satisfaction, on average, increases with age in the most flex-
ible group, shows a U-shaped trend in the mainly flexible 
group, and decreases in the mainly traditional group. In the 
most traditional group, it is high for the youngest age group 
and remains nearly unchanged for the older age categories. 
Mental well-being follows a similar pattern to life satisfac-
tion. Happiness, on the other hand, decreases with age 
in all groups except the most flexible group, and optimism 
decreases everywhere.

Table 16: Subjective and mental well-being for parents and grandparents in multigenerational 
households, 2007 and 2011

2007 2011

Life 
satisfaction

Happiness Optimism
WHO-5 
index

Life 
satisfaction

Happiness Optimism
WHO-5 
index

Parent in nuclear 
household 7.3 7.8 57% 63 7.4 7.8 56% 64

Parent in mul-
tigenerational 
household

6.4 7.3 57% 58 6.8 7.4 55% 61

Grandparent in 
multigenerational 
household

6.2 7.1 45% 53 6.5 6.8 42% 54

Note: Red shading indicates lower levels of subjective and mental well-being; green shading indicates higher levels.

Parents living with their own parents have lower levels of life 
satisfaction, happiness and mental well-being than parents liv-
ing with just their children; however, both groups have similar 
levels of optimism. Grandparents living with their children’s fami-
lies have lower scores for subjective well-being than parents in 
such households. In particular, they have very low levels of opti-
mism and mental well-being. Both these findings suggest that 
for many families, living together may not be a voluntary arrange-
ment. Interestingly, for parents living in multigenerational families, 
ratings for all these subjective measures have improved since 
2007, while for grandparents, life satisfaction has increased and 
happiness and optimism have decreased.

Despite the age differences described above in the general 
population, in 2011 grandparents in multigenerational families 
had lower subjective and mental well-being than parents in 
the mainly flexible, the mainly traditional and the most tradi-
tional groups. (As noted in the Annex, the most flexible group 
was excluded from the analysis due to the low sample size 
for multigenerational families.) The only difference between 
the groups is that in the most traditional group, life satisfac-
tion for parents and grandparents is similar. (See regression 
analysis for life satisfaction controlling for the effect of age 
in Chapter 5.)
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Social exclusion
Social exclusion in the quality-of-life framework of the EQLS is 
a subjective indicator, measuring the feeling of being excluded 

from society. It is measured by an index calculated from four 
variables on a scale of 1–5.

Table 17: Perceived social exclusion by family type, 2007 and 2011

2007 2011

Lone parent, working 2.2 2.2

Lone parent, not working 2.8 2.9

Couple family, both working 2.0 2.0

Couple family, one working
if respondent works 2.1 2.1

if respondent’s partner works 2.3 2.3

Couple family, neither working 2.6 2.6

All parents 2.1 2.2

Note: Q29e I feel left out of society.

Q29f Life has become so complicated today that I almost can’t find my way.

Q29g I feel that the value of what I do is not recognised by others.

Q29h Some people look down on me because of my job situation or income. Red shading indicates greater social exlusion; green shading, less exclusion.

The most noticeable finding is that there was very little change 
in social exclusion between 2007 and 2011. This is perhaps due 
to the strong relationship between the social exclusion meas-
ure and family status, as well as employment status: it is those 
people who are not working who felt excluded both before and 
after the crisis. This is demonstrated both by the high degree of 
exclusion felt by jobless lone parents and jobless couple fami-
lies, and by the difference in exclusion felt by working partners 
and stay-at-home partners in single-earner families. The deter-
minants of social exclusion are explored further below.

Overall, parents in the mainly traditional countries feel more 
socially excluded than in the other groups (a rating of 2.4 as 
against 2.0–2.2 in other groups), but parents living in jobless 
families everywhere experience the greatest exclusion . Job-
less lone parents experience the greatest exclusion in the most 
flexible group of countries, but in all country groups experi-
ence more exclusion than is the average for people living with 
children.

Extended families: social exclusion

An important finding for lone parents living with relatives is that 
they feel a high level of social exclusion (2.5 as against 2.2 for 
parents on average), despite living with others. Jobless lone 
parents living with relatives feel a similar level of exclusion as 
jobless lone parents living alone; they also experienced a signifi-
cant increase in social exclusion since the crisis (a score of 2.4 
in 2007, compared with a score of 2.8 in 2011). This is possibly 
due to joblessness and low income. No change was recorded 
for other parents. 

Parents and grandparents in multigenerational households 
experience similar levels of social exclusion (2.4), which is slightly 
above average. When compared with people who do not live 
with children, lone parents and grandparents living with families 
experience the greatest social exclusion (despite living in a large 
family), and couples with children experience the least.

The finding that working lone parents experience average lev-
els of social exclusion in all country groups suggests that social 
exclusion is more related to employment status than family status.
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Well-being and family status 
The above sections on subjective well-being and social exclu-
sion show that family status (being a lone parent as opposed to 
living with a partner, living with extended family or both parents 
and grandparents) matters significantly for well-being. But per-
haps even more important is employment status (together with 
income). This section explores how much family status matters 
compared with economic circumstances for two measures: 
life satisfaction and social exclusion.

The first analysis looks at the relationship between family and 
other circumstances and life satisfaction. Life satisfaction is 
measured on a scale of 1 to 10. The numbers in Table 18 show 
how much each situation adds to, or removes from, the aver-
age life satisfaction score of the largest group in the sample 
of people living in households with children. These compara-
tive groups are couple parents in nuclear family structures, 
employed people, and people living in households in the low-
est income quartile. 

The first column compares living in various family forms with 
couple families in terms of life satisfaction, after controlling for 
country, age and ill health (all of which have a confirmed strong 
relationship with life satisfaction – see Eurofound, 2012). Com-
pared with couple parents, lone parents living alone and lone 
parents living with their own parents enjoy less life satisfaction. 
Even when age and ill health are controlled for, grandparents in 
multigenerational households have lower life satisfaction than 
parents. However, coupled parents living with their own par-
ents (or in-laws) are not significantly different from coupled 
parents in nuclear families in terms of their satisfaction with 
life in general.

The second column introduces employment status to the 
model. When controlling for employment status, the same 
groups still feel less satisfied with their life than do coupled 
parents. It is also notable that homemakers enjoy less life sat-
isfaction than those who are employed; the same applies to 
those who are unemployed and those unable to work.

Table 18: Life satisfaction

Family  
composition 

After controlling  
for employment 

status

After controlling  
for employment 

status and income

Proportion of difference explained (%) 15% 18% 20%

1. Family composition (ref = Couple family)

Lone parent -0.9 -0.8 -0.7 

Lone parent in multigenerational household -1.0 -0.8 -0.8 

Couple family in multigenerational household not significant not significant not significant

Grandparent in multigenerational household -0.4 -0.3 not significant

2. Employment status (ref = Employed)

Unemployed -1.0 -0.7 

Unable to work (due to ill health/disability) -0.7 -0.5 

Retired not significant not significant

Home-maker -0.3 not significant

Student not significant not significant

Other employment status -0.5 -0.3 

3. Income (ref = Lowest quartile)

Second quartile 0.4 

Third quartile 0.6 

Highest quartile 0.9 

Note: Controls for country, age, and ill health are included in all models. 
Red shading indicates that a life circumstance subtracts from the life satisfaction score (hence reducing life satisfaction); green indicates that it increases life 
satisfaction. 
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When income is introduced (in the third column), the first 
finding to emerge is that a higher relative income is strongly 
related to greater life satisfaction. When income is con-
trolled for, it seems that the deteriorating effect of being 
a lone parent reduces, but remains significant. This sug-
gests that income and employment status play a large role 
in the diminished life satisfaction of lone parents, but other 
(social) factors are also at play. Importantly, the reduced 
life satisfaction of lone parents living with their extended 

family remains, suggesting that while family may provide 
some protection in terms of income, this is not enough to 
improve subjective well-being.

The deteriorating effect of being a grandparent living with 
one’s children’s families disappears after income is controlled 
for, suggesting that families provide support for older people 
as long as this living arrangement is voluntary, rather than a 
necessity due to lower incomes. 

Table 19: Social exclusion

Family 
composition 

After controlling 
for employment 

status

After controlling 
for employment 

status and income

Proportion of difference explained (%) 16 19 21

1. Family composition (ref = Coupled parent)

Lone parent 0.2 0.2 0.1 

Lone parent in multigenerational household 0.2 0.2 not significant

Coupled parent in multigenerational household not significant not significant not significant

Grandparent in multigenerational household not significant not significant not significant

2. Employment status (ref = Employed)

Unemployed 0.4 0.3 

Unable to work (due to ill health/disability) 0.4 0.3 

Retired not significant not significant

Homemaker 0.3 0.2 

Student 0.3 0.2 

Other employment status 0.2 0.2 

3. Income (ref = Lowest quartile)

Second quartile -0.2 

Third quartile -0.3 

Highest quartile -0.5 

Note: controls for country, age, ill health and gender are included in all models. 
Red shading indicates that a life circumstance increases social exclusion; green indicates that it reduces social exclusion. 

Table 19 shows a similar analysis exploring the determinants 
of social exclusion. Social exclusion is measured on a scale of 
1 to 5, a higher score indicating greater exclusion. The model 
controls for country, age, ill health and gender, all of which are 
associated with differences in social exclusion. 

The analysis shows that being a lone parent – whether 
living alone with one’s children or living with one’s own par-
ents – is still associated with greater social exclusion after 

the employment situation is controlled for. After income is 
controlled for, lone parents living in multigenerational house-
holds no longer differ from couple parents. Living with 
an extended family is not associated with greater social 
exclusion for either couple parents or grandparents, once 
country, age and ill health are controlled for. Importantly, 
homemakers in families with children are at greater risk of 
social exclusion even when income and family status are 
controlled for.
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Conclusions
Main findings 
This report sets out to examine the quality of life of different 
types of families with children in the context of the economic 
crisis, using results from the 2007 and 2011 European Qual-
ity of Life Survey. The main findings are summarised below 
according to three types of families: lone parents, coupled 
parents and extended families (including multigenerational 
families).

Lone parents

Most lone parents work, and of those working, most work full 
time. The proportion of working lone parents has changed 
little since 2007 in the EU28 overall, but in the most traditional 
group of countries, the proportion of working lone parents has 
decreased. Many of these countries have been affected by the 
crisis more profoundly than others, which may be the reason 
for the increase in lone parents who are out of work.

Lone mothers, whether they work full time or part time, work 
fewer hours than their male counterparts. Lone mothers are 
also more likely to feel their job is insecure than lone fathers. 

Working lone parents are in a better position than unemployed 
or inactive lone parents in most quality-of-life measures. How-
ever, they work fewer hours per week than coupled parents. 
Single parents who work part time are at greater risk of los-
ing their job than those who work full time and at greater risk 
of poverty than full-time workers and families with multiple 
earners.

Most lone mothers would be willing to work if given the oppor-
tunity to choose their working hours, with over 50% of inactive 
lone mothers expressing a preference to work part time. Most 
lone mothers in full-time work would prefer to work less, but 
most of those working part time would like to increase their 
working hours.

Lone parents working full time are the most likely to expe-
rience work–life conflict, and the proportion experiencing 
high levels of conflict has increased significantly since 2007, 
at a far greater rate than for coupled parents. Lone parents 

also often have difficulties accessing childcare, especially 
because of its cost.

Lone parents, in general, are feeling increasing financial strain 
since 2007 as demonstrated by increases in difficulties making 
ends meet, inability to pay bills and feelings of housing inse-
curity. Jobless lone parents are significantly more likely to face 
financial difficulties than working lone parents. This is true in all 
groups of countries, but is especially pronounced in the most 
traditional and the mainly traditional countries.

The rate of jobless lone parents facing high levels of depriva-
tion has increased significantly since 2007. The most flexible 
countries (most of which are the highest-income countries 
in Europe) have the lowest average levels of deprivation in 
Europe; nonetheless, jobless lone parents are still facing very 
high levels of deprivation in these countries, despite the gen-
erous benefits that characterise these countries.

Employment plays a key role in the subjective well-being of lone 
parents. Jobless lone parents who live alone with their children 
have the lowest ratings for life satisfaction and happiness and 
the greatest risk of feeling social exclusion.

While no change was recorded for families overall in terms of 
life satisfaction and happiness between 2007 and 2011, rat-
ings for both for jobless lone parents have fallen since 2007. 
This drop was largest in the most flexible group of countries.

Having a job is significant for the mental well-being of lone 
parents, even in those countries where generous benefits are 
provided for jobless parents and where staying at home is 
often voluntary. In fact, jobless lone parents in the most flexible 
group of countries also have lower scores for mental well-being 
than in other countries. 

Social exclusion among jobless lone parents is greatest in the 
most flexible group of countries, but in all groups jobless lone 
parents are more excluded than any other parents.

However, working lone parents are more optimistic in the 
most flexible group than in the other three groups: in these 
countries they experienced no decrease in optimism since 
2007, while in all three other groups the decrease has been 
significant.
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When income is controlled for, the deteriorating effect of being 
a lone parent reduces, but remains significant. This suggests 
that while income and employment status play a large role in 
the diminished life satisfaction of lone parents, other (social) 
factors are also at play. 

When living with extended family (their parents, for instance), 
lone parents have slightly better outcomes in terms of income 
and deprivation, but they continue to experience low levels 
of subjective well-being and high levels of social exclusion. In 
addition, the decreased life satisfaction felt by lone parents 
when they live with extended families – which persists even 
after employment status and income are controlled for – sug-
gests that while family may provide some protection in terms 
of income, it is not enough to improve subjective well-being.

Two-parent households

Dual-earner families make up the largest proportion of fami-
lies overall, but often one parent – nearly always the female 
partner – works part time (especially in the most flexible 
countries). These families are in the best position in terms 
of making ends meet, paying bills and housing security 
and they have a low risk of deprivation, with no significant 
worsening on average since the start of crisis; this means 
that material deterioration has been felt mainly by families 
already in a vulnerable situation. Dual-earner families also 
have the highest life satisfaction and happiness, as well as 
a relatively low rate of work–life balance issues, perhaps as 
these issues are more evenly shared.

Single-earner couple families are also very common in Europe, 
especially in the most traditional country group. Alongside lone 
parents, single-earner couple families have suffered the con-
sequences of the crisis, being more likely to find it difficult to 
make ends meet in 2011 than in 2007; they have also experi-
enced a significant increase in deprivation.

In nearly four-fifths of single-earner families, the father is the 
sole breadwinner. In those single-earner families where the 
mother is the breadwinner, she works fewer hours on average 
than male breadwinners and fewer than lone mothers. In 11% 
of single-earner families, the only earning partner works part 
time; such families are at particular risk of poverty.

Nearly all unemployed or inactive mothers and fathers would 
like to work if they could choose their working hours, with over 
50% of inactive mothers expressing a preference for working 
part time. Most mothers in full-time work would prefer to work 
less. In single-earner families, the stay-at-home partner has 
poorer mental well-being than the working partner, especially 

in the most flexible countries, where dual-earner families are 
the most common.

In the most traditional group, the earning partner enjoys sig-
nificantly greater life satisfaction and happiness than the 
stay-at-home partner. In contrast, among single-earner cou-
ple families in the most flexible group the stay-at-home partner 
has higher life satisfaction and happiness, whereas there is no 
significant difference between partners according to employ-
ment status in the other two groups.

Conflicts of work and family have increased for couple families 
since 2007, both in terms of the frequency of severe conflict 
(problems both at work and at home) and moderate conflict 
(problems either at home or at work).

Jobless couple families are the most likely to have difficul-
ties making ends meet (more often than jobless lone parents) 
and they also have a high rate of deprivation. Jobless families 
overall were significantly more likely to be facing financial dif-
ficulties and deprivation in 2011 than in 2007. Jobless lone 
parents are facing difficulties making ends meet everywhere, 
but the rate is higher in the most traditional countries and in 
the mainly traditional countries.

More families ran into arrears in 2011 than in 2007: families 
in general were more likely to have difficulties paying accom-
modation (rent or mortgage) and utility bills. Jobless families 
are most at risk of debt, but over 20% of single-earner couple 
families also run out of money to pay for utilities. Informal loans 
from friends and families are one of the ways for families to 
cover their debts, but many families (especially if they are job-
less) have difficulties in repaying these.

Jobless couple families are facing significant difficulties on all 
measures; these have worsened since the start of the crisis. 
While life satisfaction and happiness has not changed sig-
nificantly in the overall EU28 population since 2007, the life 
satisfaction and happiness of parents in jobless households 
has significantly decreased.

While there is no significant difference between men and 
women in coupled families where at least one parent works, 
women in jobless couple families are significantly happier than 
men (7.4 as against 6.8). They are also more satisfied with their 
life (6.7 as against 6.0) and have a higher score for mental well-
being (60 as against 55).

Overall, parents in the mainly traditional countries suffer 
greater social exclusion than in the other groups of coun-
tries, but parents in jobless families everywhere suffer the 
worst exclusion. 
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Extended families

In this report, extended families includes parents living with 
their children and their parents or other relatives, and grand-
parents living with their children’s families.

Families in which three or more adults live together with chil-
dren experience relatively little deprivation and are more 
likely to be able to make ends meet than the most disadvan-
taged families. However, in 2011 more extended families were 
recorded than in 2007, suggesting that economic strain, as 
well as increased housing insecurity, is one reason for choos-
ing to live together.

Nearly 33% of lone parents living with relatives are unem-
ployed. However, while lone parents were more likely to be 
employed in 2011 than in 2007 (64% compared with 60%), 
those living with relatives are less likely to be employed than 
those who live with their children (40% as against 48%), which 
again suggests that lone parents who lost their job may have 
had to move in with their families. This suggests that living with 
extended family might not be a voluntary arrangement, but a 
necessity due to unemployment.

Lone parents living with relatives are in a better economic 
situation than other lone parents, despite being less likely to 
work. If working, they are less likely to have work–life balance 
issues and problems with childcare. However, despite the 
fact that they live with others, lone parents living with relatives 
feel a high level of social exclusion (especially if they are out 
of work) and they have the lowest levels of subjective well-
being, both of which remain after income and employment 
status are controlled for.

On average, couple parents who live with other relatives 
enjoy higher levels of subjective well-being, perhaps due to 
the help that is given with raising children. However, low lev-
els of subjective well-being were recorded for grandparents 
living with their children’s family. This difference remains 
after age is controlled for, but disappears after income is 
controlled for; this suggests that – for many families – liv-
ing together is a necessity due to financial problems, rather 
than a choice. 

The deteriorating effect of being a grandparent living with one’s 
child’s family disappears after income is controlled for, sug-
gesting that the family structure provides support for older 
people as long as this living arrangement is voluntary, rather 
than a necessity due to reduced income. 

Policy pointers
In nearly all EU countries, financial strain and deprivation is 
increasing for families. This report concludes that families, 
especially single-parent or jobless families, are more likely to 
be poor today than before the economic recession hit. Poverty 
and deprivation are problematic not only from a social-justice 
perspective, but may also inhibit future social mobility due 
to inefficient personal choices: in a recent article in Science  
Mani et al (2013) argue that financial worries reduce cognitive 
functioning, and make decision-making less insightful and less 
forward-thinking. This may further perpetuate poverty.

•	 Family support policies are needed that protect the most vul-
nerable types of families. Benefits need to be well designed 
to maintain work incentives, but they need to be effective in 
protecting the most vulnerable, otherwise the risk is run of 
creating high, long-term social costs for future generations. 

•	 In addition to cash benefits, alternative means of support 
are also essential. These include personal counselling for 
job seekers, training, and devising long-term personal strat-
egies for escaping deprivation.

•	 Policy interventions should equally focus on the position of 
children living in these families. Low levels of parental well-
being and financial security are likely to directly impact on 
children.

The report highlights how, in periods of rapid social and 
economic change and of growing unemployment, the 
measurement of the quality of life becomes of even greater 
relevance. Measuring the quality of life can provide additional 
information about who is doing well or badly in life, with sub-
jective well-being indicators particularly useful when deciding 
how to allocate or prioritise scarce resources. The information 
from the quality-of-life indicators can clearly help in monitor-
ing and mapping the experiences of people in different social 
groups, and it can also contribute to informing policy design 
and policy appraisal. Indicators of subjective well-being show 
that lack of employment reduces both life satisfaction and hap-
piness. They also highlight the importance of relationships and 
social support over and above income. 

•	 Targeted actions are needed to help lone parents into work 
since, even in the most flexible countries with their adequate 
benefits, families in which nobody works face high levels 
of deprivation.

•	 Getting people who have recently been made redundant 
back into work as soon as possible must be a policy priority 
to avoid the risk of entrenched disadvantage. 
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•	 Measures are needed that offer flexible working hours: 
the majority of lone mothers (and coupled mothers) would 
be willing to work if given the opportunity to choose their 
working hours (over 50% of inactive mothers would opt for 
part-time work, for instance) and most mothers in full-time 
work would prefer to work less. 

•	 Work should pay for both parents, including in terms of 
assistance with childcare costs.

•	 Increasing social cohesion, social integration and social 
cooperation should be high on the policy agenda, since 
these critically influence how individuals are affected by the 
new social risks and how individuals, their communities and 
countries recover and achieve economic prosperity in the 
future.

The economic and social crisis has affected the demographic 
situation, creating a ‘baby recession’. A reduction of birth rates 
has obvious implications for future labour supply as well as for 
the financial sustainability of social-protection systems. The cri-
sis is also reflected in the changing family composition in some 
countries, with an increasing share of multigenerational house-
holds. In this situation, family-support policies are of crucial 
importance: this includes policies for cash support, for ensuring 

the availability of affordable childcare facilities, and for boosting 
the flexibility of labour markets. However, some governments 
have reacted to the crisis by curbing spending on families. 

Special attention needs to be paid to the situation of families, 
providing an efficient policy mix that reflects their needs.

A suitable balance of work and family life is of critical impor-
tance, since increased stress levels have contributed to 
the break-up of families and an increasing number of lone 
parents. If parents cannot achieve their desired work–fam-
ily balance, their subjective well-being will deteriorate; this 
may in turn reduce their participation in the labour market, 
which would affect societal material well-being. As parent-
ing is crucial in children’s development, policymakers have 
many reasons to want to help parents find a better work–
family balance.

•	 Measures are needed that help families combine work and 
care commitments, through an integrated set of leave, care 
and workplace support for parents of young children.

•	 Parental leave systems are needed that encourage more 
fathers to take and share leave and that promote their 
engagement with domestic responsibilities.
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Annex 1: 
Methodology
Sample definitions
The EQLS is a sample of individuals aged 18 and over living in 
private households. According to the EQLS definition, a house-
hold ‘comprises one person living alone or a group of people 
living at the same address in a non-institutional dwelling, who 
have that address as their only or main residence, and who 
either share at least one main meal a day or share the living 
accommodation (or both)’.

For the third EQLS, fielded in 2011 and 2012 in the EU28 (as 
well as a number of other European countries), over 35,000 
people were surveyed. This report presents the situation of 
9,600 respondents – or 26% of the total sample – who live in 
a family household with (dependent) children.16 At least one of 
these children was under 18 years of age or still in education.17 
In total, these families had 16,800 children in their households, 
of whom 14,200 were under 18. 

Statistical analyses
The statistical analyses of EQLS data that were carried out as 
part of this study used SPSS statistical software. The descrip-
tions below explain the principles behind these analyses.

Descriptive analyses were carried out to compare the dif-
ferent types of European families, different country groups 
and changes over time. For this, cross-tabulations and 
comparison of means were used. The chi-square statis-
tic is used to identify statistically significant differences 
between categories. The comparison of means statistic is 
used to compare the average value of a variable (for exam-
ple, life satisfaction or income) between different groups of 
respondents – for example, by family type or country group. 
To assess whether the means of two groups are statistically 

different from each other, a t-test is carried out. This tests 
the difference between their means, relative to the spread 
or variability of their scores and is used in this report in 
many cases when establishing that two averages are sta-
tistically different from each other. T-tests are bivariate: they 
ignore the effect of other variables that might be important 
in explaining a difference.

Multivariate regression analysis was used to assess to what 
extent a list of different sociodemographic variables explains 
variations in the life satisfaction of the different types of Euro-
pean families. Multivariate regression analysis examines the 
separate effects of a number of independent variables on a 
single dependent variable (for the purposes of this report, this 
was usually one of the measures of subjective well-being) to 
identify the factors that are statistically related (controlling for 
the effects of the other variables) and to compare their rela-
tive strength.

In addition to indicating the predictive value of the overall 
model, regression analysis indicates how well each independ-
ent variable predicts the dependent variable, controlling for 
each of the other independent variables. These are shown by 
the size of the B and beta coefficients – either non-standard-
ised or standardised (see standardising scores). The larger the 
coefficient, the stronger the effect of the independent variable 
in predicting the dependent variable.

For all cross-country analyses, w5_EU28 was used to weigh 
the results. This weighting variable combines the within-coun-
try design weights with a weighting so that all data from each 
country are weighted according to the size of the country 
(so data from Germany are weighted higher than data from 
Luxembourg). 

16	 Only those children/dependents are counted who are children or stepchildren of the respondent and live in the household. Children living 
in institution households are excluded.

17	 The EQLS does not distinguish between children who live in the household full time and children whose care is shared between two parents.
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Annex 2:  
Selection of country 
groups
A recent review of existing family-policy typologies served as 
the starting point for the selection of country groups, as it 
examines existing typologies up until 2010 and provides infor-
mation about the extent to which these typologies were still 
fitting, in light of changes in public family policies. It also specifi-
cally examines the position of the central and eastern European 
countries (Blum, 2011).18

The review shows that the greatest overlap between all the 
existing typologies was achieved from a geographical clas-
sification with the following groups: 
•	 the Nordic countries (Denmark, Finland and Sweden);
•	 the continental/conservative countries (Austria, Belgium, 

France, Germany, Luxembourg and the Netherlands);
•	 the Anglo-Saxon/liberal countries (Ireland, Malta and 

the UK);
•	 the southern European/ Mediterranean countries (Cyprus, 

Greece, Italy, Portugal and Spain). 

The central and eastern European countries (Bulgaria, the 
Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Poland, Latvia, Lithuania, 
Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia) were generally placed into a 
single post-socialist group. 

Gauthier (2010) assessed family policies across Europe by 
asking welfare-state researchers from the then EU27 Member 
States in early 2010 to list the three most important family-
policy issues on the political agenda and to find out whether 
policies have moved predominantly towards de-familialisation 
or re-familialisation, or a mixture of both. 

In matching the developments with the ‘best-fit’ geographical 
classification, Blum (2011) found the the greatest overlap for 
the Nordic and the Mediterranean groups: family-policy trends 
in these countries were most often within the de-familialisa-
tion and re-familialisation dichotomy, respectively, although at 
country level the trend was not always as evident. The pic-
ture for the continental group was less clear, though in most 
of the countries, mixed trends in family policy were reported. 
In terms of the central and eastern European countries, fam-
ily policies in Latvia and Hungary were seen to be moving 
towards de-familialisation. Estonia, Poland, the Czech Republic 
and Romania had mixed developments, while Bulgaria, Lith-
uania, Slovakia and Slovenia were seen to be moving in a 
refamilialisation direction. The overriding conclusion for these 
countries, however, was that they were too diverse and still 
too immersed in a transitional period of reform to fit properly 
into the traditional ‘three worlds of welfare capitalism’ groups 
or the geographical groupings (Blum, 2011).

The second step in the development process was to compare 
Blum’s review with Gauthier’s (2010) analysis of the impact of 
the economic crisis on family policies in the EU. The aim was 
to check whether this would offer further information about 
policy developments, not only in the central and eastern Euro-
pean countries but across the Member States.This exercise 
was particularly relevant because of the distinction between 
structural changes and responses to the crisis and between 
short-term and long-term change. In the analysis of the impact 
of the economic crisis on family policies, Gauthier makes a 
number of points.19

18	 Country groups used in an earlier Eurofound study on family life and work were also considered in the assessment (Eurofound, 2010). 
19	 Gauthier (2010) asked EU network experts on family policies to report on the changes to their country’s family policy since October 2008. 

Some 22 experts filled in the questionnaire. Responses were not received from Denmark, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Portugal and Spain; in 
some cases, Gauthier drew information from other sources. The report summarises the situation as of November 2009.
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Structural changes: In 21 countries, structural changes had 
been implemented since October 2008 that expanded the 
level of support for families. At the same time Hungary and the 
Netherlands also introduced structural changes that reduced 
the level of support for families (see Table A1).

Government measures in response to crisis: With regard 
to measures that were explicitly introduced by governments in 
response to the economic crisis, measures – mostly in the form 
of cash benefits and measures related to childcare or housing 
costs – had been introduced in 13 countries that increased the 
level of support for families. At the same time, negative meas-
ures introduced in response to the crisis were reported in eight 
countries. Those countries that cut programmes most severely 
were those identified as having been affected very profoundly 
by the crisis: Estonia, Hungary, Latvia and Lithuania. Two 
groups of countries stand out: countries such as France, Italy 
and the United Kingdom adopted numerous temporary relief 
measures for families, and countries such as Estonia, Hun-
gary and Latvia introduced specific responses to the crisis 
that reduced the level of support for families.

The comparison of the work carried out by Blum and Gauthier 
shows that, due to different responses to the crisis, the posi-
tion of several countries needs further consideration. Guided 
by Gauthier’s definitions of family policies, EPIC country profiles 
have been consulted to evaluate each country’s position – 
especially that of the countries with negative developments as 
noted above – in order to arrive at a final classification of family-
policy country groupings for the study at hand. EPIC provides a 
detailed and up-to-date description of a broad range of family 
and child-orientated policies in each country, reflecting the cur-
rent situation in each country as of 2013. The following factors 
were included in the assessment:
•	 leave policies (maternity, paternity and parental leave);
•	 family allowances;
•	 work–life balance policies (childcare availability, part-time 

work and long-term care);
•	 policies for large families.

Apart from the above-mentioned literature and policy sources, 
the following macro-level statistics were included in the 
assessment:
•	 the female employment rate;
•	 the proportion of children under the age of three enrolled 

in formal childcare;
•	 family benefits as a proportion of all benefits.

Furthermore, rather than using the degree to which family 
responsibilities are relaxed (the ‘de-familialisation’ – ‘re-famil-
ialisation’ scale) as the spectrum, the assessment considers 
the extent to which countries have flexible family policies. This 
is a slightly different approach in that countries are assessed 
according to the extent to which policies make it possible to 
move away from the traditional ‘breadwinner’ model where the 
mother stays at home to look after the children, towards more 
flexible patterns. Again, this is not an ‘either or’ dichotomy but 
rather a spectrum, which spans from those countries that are 
fully traditional in their approach to those that offer great flex-
ibility. Those in between are classified as having mixed policies, 
or being ‘mainly’ traditional or ‘mainly’ flexible. 

In light of the discussions on how to deal with the ‘post-social-
ist’ countries, these countries have each been assessed on 
their policies rather than treating them as a single entity. This 
has resulted in many of these countries falling into the mixed/ 
‘mainly’ groups. The explanation for this is the transitional 
nature of the policies and the effects of the recession.20 

As in the case of the Blum typology, the greatest overlap 
between the region and the flexibility-type grouping was 
found for the Nordic and the Mediterranean groups. All the 
Nordic countries are in the most flexible group and many 
of the Mediterranean countries are classified as ‘traditional 
(family-orientated)’. While there is thus a lot of overlap with 
the de-familialisation/re-familialisation classification, there are 
some notable differences. 

20	 At this final stage of the process, a 2011 typology (Thévenon, 2011) was examined to verify the validity of the proposed country groupings. 
The country groupings in this typology confirm the decision to separate the post-socialist mixed countries from the other countries in the 
mixed group. The stages in the development process are presented in Table A1. 
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The economic crisis has reshaped the lives of 
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