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Introduction 

• A comparative analysis of German and Swedish family and parenting 
support policies 

• Historically two different welfare states: Germany belonged to the 
’familialist’ group and Sweden to the ’non-familialist’ group. 

• Recent developments in German family policies has however resulted in a 
change in direction, towards a social investment approach, including new, 
also extended, forms of family and parenting support policies 
• while at the same time 

• A new layer of policy measures were added to the Swedish family policy 
plethora, notably the implementation of new parenting support policies 
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Introduction 

• As a consequence: 
• Swedish and German policies for parents and children have become more 

similar, important differences in context and timing notwithstanding 

• How such similarities should be understood and analysed are the 
main topic for this presentation 
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Main argument 

• The main purpose is to explore the emergence and features of 
‘new social risk’ policies in Germany and Sweden.  

• The analysis is guided by the following questions: 

  

• What are the main features of German and Swedish family and 
parenting support policies?  

• How can the emergence of ‘new social risk’ policies be understood 
in the light of changing German and Swedish families and family 
arrangements?  
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’New Social Risk’ Policies 
 
• Restructuring of welfare states: austerity policies, ’old’ social policy 

systems in decline, increasing or persistent (longterm) unemployment 
and poverty 
• in parallell with 

• Ageing populations, declining birth rates, new family forms, high 
numbers of young and young adult immigrants & immigrant families 

• Emergence of a ’child-centered social investment’ perspective,  

• Parents and parenting under scrutiny 

• ’Turn to parenting’  ’intense parenting’ and ’scientific parenting’ 
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Current characteristics of family policies: Germany 
 

• Family policies [selected measures, Table 1] 
Steadily extended older and newer universal cash benefits and services for 

parents and children 

Traditional social insurance entitlements in maternity, health and pension 
matters for children and parents 

New and enlarged old targeted cash benefits and services 

• Evidence of turn to parenting, e.g. (Table 2) 

Remarkable increase in public spending for children and parents 2006-2017 

Increase in numbers of children/youth taken into care/custody 
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Current characteristics of parenting support 
policies: Germany 
• Parenting support policies, largely provided and regularly financed by 

Länder, municipalities & welfare associations (providers only) 
• Pre- and postnatal maternal and child health care services (health insurance) 

• Targeted measures towards children ’at risk’  

• Old & new, universal and targetted parent education: advice, ’family 
midwives’ (family-nurse-partnerships for under 3s), structured parenting 
support programmes, councelling, special focus children under 3) 

• Early childhood education (reduce potential harmful parental influence; to 
foster children’s cognitive and social resources early on); income-tested zero-
modest fees 

• ’Educational partnerships’ between childcare centres, schools and parents 
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Current characteristics of family policies: 
Sweden 
• Family policies – departing from the notion of gender equality 

[selected measures, Table 3] 
• Insurances (parental leave, including pregnancy benefits and temporary 

parental benefits, child pension, pension rights for children) 

• General benefits (child allowance, benefits for adoption costs) 

• Means-tested benefits (housing benefits, maintenance, benefits for children 
with disabilities) 

• Publicly funded childcare (all municipalities are obliged to provide publicly 
funded child care for all children between 1 and 6 years. Maximum fee) 
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  Measures 

  
  

General benefits 
and 

services 

Child allowance, universal (free of tax), € 130 if you have one child, € 260 two children, € 
450 for three children; € 670 for 4 children, 924 for five children and € 1174 for six 
children 

Benefits for adoption costs 

Public funded childcare; All municipalities are obliged to provide publicly funded child 
care for all children between 1 and 6 years; Municipal tax plus federal subsidy; fees 
earnings-related, yet, highly affordable in international comparison (maximum fee for 
all since 2002 – for one child €120, for second child €90, for third child €40 and forth 
child is free of charge ) 

Social Insurance 
  

Parental leave (including pregnancy benefits and temporary parental benefits) 
Details: nearly 80 per cent of the income if the parent take out parental benefit 7 days a 
week, but this is capped at SEK 967 per day. 
Parental benefit based on income is called parental benefit at sickness benefit level. To 
receive it the parent must have had an annual income of at least SEK 82,100 for at least 
240 consecutive days before the estimated delivery date. 
Fewer work days than 240 consecutive days before the child is born, the parent receive 
SEK 250 per day at sickness benefit level for the first 180 days. This is equivalent to 
about SEK 7,500 a month. 
  
30 Billion Swedish Kronor in 2015 

Child pension 

  
Means-tested benefits 

Housing benefits 
Maintenance  
  

Benefits for children with disabilities 

Table 3: Selected Family Policies in Sweden 
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Current characteristics of parenting support 
policies: Sweden 
• Parenting support policies 

• Healthcare 

• Parenting education, structured parenting support programmes, councelling 

• Family councelling 

• Pre-schools/schools = ’educational partnership’ 

• Child and youth psychiatry 

 

• Organised by municipalities, NGOs, county councils, religious 
communities; often universal in scope but targeted measures are 
prominent, especially within social work activities 
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Providers and organizers 
  

Types and modes of services 
  

Antenatal clinics; child health centres, organized by county 
councils (doctors, nurses, midwives) 
  

Parenting groups/parenting education (föräldragrupper); health 
controls; various types of counselling/information 

Open pre-schools, organized by municipalities and civil 
society, e.g. churches (pre-school teachers) 

Structured parenting support programmes; information; counselling 
(often integrated in family centres)  

Social services, organized by municipalities (social workers, 
psychologists) 

Family counselling; consultation in the area of family law; structured 
parenting support programmes; counselling via telephone lines and 
Internet 

Pre-schools and schools, organized by municipalities (pre-
school teachers and teachers) 

Cooperation activities between teachers, parents and pupils, e.g. 
through information meetings etc.  

Family centres = collaboration between antenatal clinics, 
child health centres, open pre-schools and social services, 
organized by the municipalities (nurses, midwives, 
psychologists, pre-school teachers, social workers etc.) 
  

Counselling; parenting groups; telephone counselling; structured 
parenting support programmes  

Child- and youth psychiatry, organized by county councils 
(psychiatrists, nurses) 

Counselling, family therapy, group treatment, counselling via telephone and 
Internet 
  

NGOs, organized by civil society Structured parenting support programmes; Counselling via telephone lines 
and Internet 

Table 4: Parenting support policies 
Source: Lundqvist, 2015 
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Trends in family arrangements 
 
• Germany 

• Low fertility rates (marginal increase since 2015, mostly foreign born mothers, 
declining again in this group) 

• Comparativley low rates of non-marital birth rates (East vs West GER) 
• Married parents have more children than non-married ones: 41 per cent versus 28 

per cent of non-married  
• Nearly 75 per cent of children below the age of 18 lived with married parents  
• 16 per cent of West German, and 23 per cent of (minor age), children lived with a 

single parent in 2016; poverty risk for 44 percent of lone parent families (11% for 
two-parent-family with 1-2 children) 

• Divorce rates have slightly but steadiliy decreased during the 2000s 
• Increased immigration of younger single men and families with young children 

(Diagram 1) 
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Diagram 1: People seeking 
protection / asylum seekers in 
Germany by age and gender 

Yellow: men & women ‘seeking protection‘  

Red: foreign born population 

Black: total population 

Männlich = left-side male  

Weiblich = right-side female  
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Trends in family arrangements 

• Sweden 
• Comparatively high fertility rates (except by the end of the 1990s) 

• The average age among first-time mothers varies, in the 70s, 24 years old and 
today 29 

• Separation and divorces increased dramatically in the 1970s but have been 
stable since then (between 20 000 and 24 000 per year) 

• Today, almost 67 per cent of all families are nuclear families 

• 17 per cent of all families are lone mothers (5,1 per cent are lone fathers) 

• About 25 per cent of all children under 18 years old in Sweden have separated 
or divorced parents, to be compared with 15 per cent in the 1970s.  
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The emergence and features of ‘new social risk’ 
policies in Germany 
 
 
• Germany 

• Long history of parenting support; since 2000s emulation of Swedish style family 
policies, above all, child care & parental leave (GER as latecomer); gender-equal 
parenting not a salient issue, instead newly emphasised focus on child’s best interest   

• Important driver  shortage of qualified workforce; call for preventive measures 
due to increasing volatility in families and the neglect of young children  

• 2005  new rules and procedures, targeting (failing) parents, framed as a ’social 
investment’ 

• National Centre for Early Intervention (since 2006); child health; child protection etc. 
• Focus on improving parental competence; special emphasis on pregnancy, children 

under 3, also on new migrant parents & children; emphasis on prevention; 
monitoring role for childcare centres and schools; measures to improve cooperation 
and coordination among providers; evaluation 

• Recently a new turn (back to) to refined cash policies as children’s right; also 
indicators of turn (back?) to older children and youth 
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The emergence and features of ‘new social 
risk’ policies in Sweden 
• Sweden 

• Long history of parenting support interventions, part of the expansion of the welfare 
state, including gender equality ambitions 

• Important driver  increasing ill-health among children and youth in the aftermath 
of the crisis in the 1990s; critique of the ’paternalistic’ welfare state 

• Framed as a social investment 

• National Strategy for a Developed Parenting Support: A Win for All (2009) 

• The return of the family! Gender blindness 

• Childright perspectives 

• Challenging the dual earner model? (the main problem for parents was assumed to 
be the limited time for family life: there was no time for children and good parenting 

• Since 2015 – increasing focus on migrants  
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Conclusions 
• Shift towards social investment policies 

• In Germany – strengthened ’role of the state’ as ’guardian’ & ’investor’ 
• In Sweden – a new layer of policies  

• Important drivers of change: 
• The financial and economic crisis (including increasing divisions/income gaps), 

dualisation of labor market and workforce 
• Germany: call for preventive measures due to increasing volatility in families & 

dualised workforce, Sweden: call for preventive parenting support due to increasing 
ill-health among youth 

• In both countries:  
• Targeting children ’at risk’ (increasingly so also in Sweden), in both countries also of 

migrant children and youth (’inclusive’ social policies and social services) 
• We see a risk that such development result in a divide between work-life balance 

policies for the better-off, and preventive parenting support services for the poor, 
unemployed or vulnerable.  
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