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Abstract 

The challenges of population decline in Europe have stimulated interest and debate about family support policies. Based on 
an overview of family support policies in several European countries, this paper aims to provide an assessment about which 
model best describes the current policy setup in Romania. Our starting point is the typology of family policies in Europe 
developed by Gauthier (1996), which includes four models of family policies: pro-natalist, pro-traditional, pro-egalitarian and 
non-interventionist. We then set out to compare the key features of the policies in place in several relevant European countries 
for each of these models. The methodology relies on secondary analysis of studies and national level policy documents and 
sources on family support policies. The comparative framework includes (1) the nature, objectives, and goals of the policies, 
(2) the content, i.e. benefits and services, (3) a review of the recent research findings on the impact of these policies. Regarding 
the content of family policies, we will focus on the main types of support: cash support for families (allowances, tax credits, 
and means-tested cash benefits), leave benefits for working parents (maternity and parental leave schemes), and childcare 
services for families (provision and subsidies). Since policy outcomes vary according to different social context, we also pay 
attention to social, political and demographical trends. In addition to the abovementioned points, the analysis of the Romanian 
family support policies takes into account the changes made in 2010-2011. Like many other European Union Member States, 
Romania opted for austerity as the policy response to the recession triggered by the crash of 2009. In terms of policy decisions, 
this translated in a reform of the social benefits system and of the labour laws, resulting in cuts to cash support schemes for 
families and reduced leave benefits for working parents. The paper argues that the overall outcome puts Romania in the non-
interventionist model of family support policies. 
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Introduction 
With nearly all European countries experiencing a long-term decline in fertility, the interest for policies related to 
demographic changes is on the rise. Europe’s demographic decline raises major economic, social, and political issues. 
Compared with a decade ago, these issues are visible at present and likely to be more so in the future. For the economy, 
an overall population decline and aging societies bring fundamental changes to the labour market, as well as a reduction 
of the potential for economic growth. With less people to pay taxes, the sustainability of public finances and social insurance 
systems, especially pensions and healthcare, is under question. Issues arising from immigration and emigration are reeling 
in politics and society at large. Against this backdrop, the European Union’s (EU) 2020 agenda of smart, sustainable and 
inclusive growth faces a risk of going the way of its predecessor, the failed Lisbon Strategy.  
This paper is intended to contribute to the emergence of a climate of informed debate in Romania on the relationship 
between social policy, especially family support policies, and demographic change. The main aim is to asses which model 
best describes the current policy setup in Romania. Based on an overview of the main models of family policies in Europe 
- pro-natalist, pro-traditional, pro-egalitarian and non-interventionist – the paper intends to provide a setting for the choices 
available to the Romanian policy makers in order to mitigate the effects of low fertility and population decline. 
 
Method 
The methodology relies on a secondary analysis of studies, policy documents and other sources regarding family support 
policies. We start from the main models of family policies in Europe out forward in the typology developed by Gauthier 
(1996). Alongside a brief overview of these models, covering their main features, attention is also paid to the social, 
demographical and political context. Another aim of the overview is to develop a comparative framework based on the key 
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abovementioned elements with the following structure: (1) the nature, objectives, and goals of the policies, (2) the content: 
cash support, benefits for working parents, and child care services, (3) the outcome, via a brief review of recent research 
findings on the impact of these policies. In turn, each of the content elements features its own categories. Cash support for 
families includes allowances, tax credits and means-tested benefits. Leave benefits for working parents comprise maternity 
and parental leave schemes. Childcare services for families consist both of in-kind provision and cash subsidies.  
The second part of the paper looks into the Romanian family support policies through the abovementioned comparative 
framework. Since Romania, like many other European Union member states opted for austerity policies as a response to 
the Great Recession triggered by the crash of 2009, we consider sensible to look at the policy setting before and after the 
2010-2011 cuts in social spending and overall austerian overhaul of policies. 
 
Population policies versus family policies 
The terms used to describe public policy aimed at influencing demographic change provide an interesting issue. The most 
common terms used are population policies and family policies. Of the two, the former is the first in terms of chronology. 
Its original scope included measures aimed to have an impact on the population structure, explicitly linked to indicators 
such as birth rate or fertility rate (Grant et al., 2004, p. 19). However, just referring to the indicators without the mechanism 
of change might seem vague, even devoid of content. While the policy goals refer to the population as a whole, the area of 
intervention is at the micro-level of family unit or the individual. For instance, a broader definition put forward by Livi-Bacci 
(1974, p. 192) describes population policy as “legislation, and measures of economic and social policy [that] influence the 
behaviour of the individual and contribute to modify the environment, considered in the broad sense of the word, in which 
decisions are formed and taken: among them the decision to marry, to have children, or to migrate either within or abroad.” 
In broad terms, family policy covers areas of government intervention regarding family well-being and measures aimed 
towards families with children (Aldous and Dumon, 1980). In practical terms, the distinction between population and family 
policies is blurred. Despite the stated general policy objective being different – population versus family – there is a source 
of overlap in that the crux of population policies regarding fertility entails changes in a family’s perceptions and attitudes of 
the costs and benefits of having children (David, 1992). Perhaps the main difference comes from an ideological point of 
view. On the one hand, the matter of the government’s intervention in decisions taken by individuals and families is 
debatable. This argument is compounded by the experience of the strict procreative policy of former Communist regimes 
in Central and Eastern Europe, particularly Romania and East Germany, encapsulated in the term pro-natalist policy. 
Therefore, it becomes more politically risky for a government to explicitly set as a primary policy objective a rise in births 
by encouraging families to have more children. It is in this context, that family policy, instead of population policy, could be 
perceived as a more neutral framing of a policy mix geared toward the same goal. Another viewpoint on the framing issue, 
is arguably in Kamerman and Kahn’s (1978) observation that family policies could be explicit, implicit or not exist at all. An 
explicit policy is one that stems from a strategic policy document that states the goal and sums up all the measures intended 
to attain it. As a result, family or population policy tends to be implicit or lacking at all. 
 
Typology of family support policies 
A large difference in family policies across nations is to be expected. The existence of policy goals, level of state intervention 
and support vary from country to country. Based on a comparative analysis of 22 industrialised countries, Anne Gautheir 
(1996) put forward a typology of family support policies comprising four models: pro-natalist, pro-traditional, pro-traditional, 
pro-egalitarian, non-interventionist. This section will briefly explore the main trends of each of these models, before moving 
to assess which of them best describes the policy setup in Romania as of 2014.  
The pro-natalist model features a situation of government concern with low fertility and a policy setup with an explicit goal 
in raising the birth or fertility rate with a broad range of measures. The main task is to encourage families to have children, 
which is to be achieved through decreasing the costs of raising children and changing, in the medium and long term, general 
attitudes towards the idea of having children. Decreasing the cost of child raising means high levels of cash support, both 
in terms of child allowance and tax credits for working parents. Strong legislation is in place for maternity and paternity 
leave. Child care facilities are provided and generous subsidies are in place for covering its cost in the family budget. 
France is the best example for this policy model. Having faced the issue of low birth rate from the 19th century, France 
engaged in the early 1990s on a renewed pronatalist policy. Close to the mid 2010s, the policy is a qualified success, with 
France enjoying one of the highest fertility rates in Europe and very close or around the replacement rate (2.1) (Thevenon, 
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2009). In terms of financing, this was possible public spending on family policy of around 4% of GDP (Heran, 2013). A 
political consensus around this policy ensured its endurance regardless of the ideological orientation of the government of 
the day. The current policy course was initiated by the conservative Gaullist government of Eduard Balladur in the early 
1990s, and continued by all subsequent governments.  
The pro-traditional model derives from a policy goal of maintaining the family. In this case, there is an implicit goal not linked 
with increasing fertility of the birth rate, but with a rather paternalistic of preserving the traditional family. In broad terms, 
while the state emphasis family support, families and voluntary organisations (community organisations, the church) are 
regarded as the most important sources of material support. The level of cash support tends to be medium at best, as well 
as the benefits for working parents. Maternity and parental leave is short, just 1 year. The provision of child care services 
is low, due to the traditional view of the mother as responsible of raising the children. Germany is the best example for this 
model. Its impact on the birth rate was negative, with Germany having one of the lowest birth rates in Europe and a rapidly 
aging society. Being a major debate issue in Germany, the government has recently taken some measures linked to raising 
the birth rate and away from the traditional model (Spiegel, 2011). 
The pro-egalitarian model main goal is to achieve gender equality through an environment designed to help women balance 
employment and family life, while at the same time increasing the role of the father in child care. As a result, this model 
features medium levels of cash support, and high levels of benefits for working parents and especially child care services. 
Ideologically, it is highly influenced by the feminist movement, in the sense of achieving gender neutrality and a better work-
life balance for women. Northern European countries associated with the Scandinavian social model and gender equality, 
such as Sweden and Denmark, provide good examples of the model (Chiu et al., 2008). In terms of effect on the birth rate, 
while lower than the pro-natalist model to around 1.7-1.9, it places the Northern European well above the European 
average, thus mitigating the long-term effects of population decline. 
The non-interventionist model, as its name suggests, has no goal at all regarding the birth rate. Usually explicitly, its goal 
is to provide some support for families at risk of poverty and social exclusion. Therefore the level of support in terms cash 
transfers, benefits for working parents, including maternity and paternity leave and child care services is at a very low level. 
The participation of working mothers in the labour market is encouraged by limiting benefits. Poor families are provided 
only with selective, means-tested benefits. Businesses enjoy financial incentives for providing child care services. This 
model is strongly linked with a neo-liberal ideology, with its emphasis on the role of the market, individual and family self-
sufficiency and belief against state intervention in society and individual life. Britain during the 18-year period of 
Conservative governments led by Margaret Thatcher and John Major in the 1980s and 1990s is the leading example for 
this model (Chiu et al., 2008). 
 
Population trends in Romania  
During the 20th century, Romania experienced all the phases of the demographic transition, from high birth rates and high 
mortality to the current situation of low birthrate and low mortality, and negative population growth (Zamfir, 1999). After the 
fall of Communism in 1989, the transition to capitalism sent the economy went into a freefall and increased poverty, which 
led to severe social pathologies (Zamfir, 2004, p. 51). In turn, this led to a massive decline of births and marked increase 
of mortality (see tables 1 and 2). This development is not unique in Romania. All former Communist countries experienced 
the same phenomena, caused by the “shock therapy” strategy for the transition to capitalism (Stuckler et al., 2009). A 
quarter of century since the 1989 Revolution, Romania’s population declined by 16%, from 23.2 million down to 20 million, 
the main causes being emigration and the natural population decline. Regardless of the future emigration dynamic, current 
projections point to a total population of less than 15 million in 2050 (Gheţău, 2012p. 47-48). Obviously, this has massive 
economic and social consequences. The total fertility rate collapsed from around the replacement level in 1989-1990 to 
1.3-1.4 for much of the past 20 years. Any discussion about a family or population policy in Romania needs to be set in this 
context.  
 
Policy goals: the nature and objectives 
Family policy in Romania has three main goals: (1) to enable a better work-life balance through increase access to child 
care services, (2) to provide support poor families through mainly through means tested benefits, and (3) to provide social 
care for abandoned children through the child protection system. All three are mentioned in the Government’s investiture 
program. Policy documents outlining the government’s strategy regarding poverty reduction, employment and child 
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protection for 2014-2020 are either in place or in development. There is no implicit or explicit goal within family policy 
regarding the birth rate or fertility, despite the country’s dire demographic trends. The term population policy is avoided 
altogether. Two main reasons could be considered. First, the backlash following almost 25 years of harsh pro-natalist policy 
enforced by the Communist regime. In the mid 2000s, Romanian social policy experts stressed this argument and the lack 
of financial resources during the transition (Mărginean, 2004, p. 212-218). A second reason has to do with low policy 
development capability, the Labour Ministry being heavily dependent on outside policy content supplied by international 
institutions such as the World Bank and UNICEF or overly reliant on the recommendations of the European Commission. 
 
Policy content: benefits and services 
The policy content follows the abovementioned goals. The family support system was built around cash support. By far the 
main benefit was child allowance. After the 1989 Revolution, its value severely declined in real terms, from 10.5% of the 
average wage in 1989 to 2.4% in 2007 (Popescu, 2008, p. 247). In 2008, the child allowance for children up to 2 years old 
increased by more than eight times. In 2009, child allowance for children from 2 to 18 doubled. This kept the latter below 
3% of the monthly gross wage, but increased the former to 10.5%, virtually the same level as 25 years before. Besides 
child allowance, other means tested allowances, such as for the single parent family were introduced in the 2000s. In 
addition, the income tax system provides a tax credit for children. However, these measures amount to around 20 euros 
per month each (Stănescu et al., 2012).  
The main benefits for working parents are maternity or parental leave and a labour code provision guaranteeing the parent’s 
job for up to 6 months after returning from leave. The rules leave changed during the 2000s from a quota (85%) of the 
average monthly wage for the previous year of the parent taking leave, usually the mother, to a quota (85%) of the national 
average wage to a fixed sum set by the government around a quota (75%) of the national average wage (Popescu, 2008, 
p. 250). The reason for these changes lie with the fact that women were paid less than the national wage and on and off 
budgetary constraints. In 2008, an significant change occurred. Once more, the benefit was set at 85% of the previous 
wage, but with a low and high mark. The duration of parental leave was 2 years, with another year available for children 
with disabilities. The lower mark was marginally higher than the minimum wage. In 2010, austerity policies imposed cuts 
on the parental leave benefit. For the first year, the benefit was cut to 75% of the previous wage, while also reducing the 
maximum level. For the second year it was further cut to a maximum of around 60% of the gross national average wage 
(Stănescu et al., 2012). In terms of public financing, the value of all cash and benefits for working parents amount to around 
1% of GDP, with child allowance and parental leave benefit covering close to 90% (Popescu, 2008, p. 246).  
Child care services went into decline in the 1990s, as nurseries and kindergartens no longer received financial support from 
state owned enterprises or public financing. A severe and quick reduction in births in that period further added pressure for 
the closing of many units. As a result, there was a crisis in kindergarten beds in the 2000s, with the mild recovery of births 
in the latter part of the decade. The provision of child care services, either in kind in nurseries or subsidized is a major 
problem in Romania. On the other hand, the authorities have put in place a system of sanctioned vouchers for child care 
services provided or supported by businesses.  
 
Policy outcome: impact during boom and austerity 
The birth rate and fertility indicators did show a mild recovery during the boom years of the late 2000s. On the one hand, 
this was made possible by a change of policy with the substantial increase of existing benefits, mainly child allowance and 
paternal leave, and the introduction of new universal benefits. This allowed the fertility rate to recover form 1.3 to 1.6 and 
the birth rate to remain steady around 10.4 per 1, 000 inhabitants, despite ever reducing fertile cohorts and emigration. In 
addition to social policy, the economic boom obviously acted as indirect policy reinforcing these trends. The austerity 
response to the economic crisis involved massive cuts to cash support, a reduction of the real and even nominal value of 
benefits and a turn towards means-testing. Coupled with a recession during 2009-2010, the result was a fall in the birth 
rate and the fertility rate back to the lowest levels during the past quarter century. From an ideological standpoint, it is closer 
to neoliberalism, with its emphasis on individual and family self-sufficiency and belief against state intervention in society 
and individual life, except for minimal support. 
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Discussion 
This aim of this paper was to identify which model best describes family policy in Romania. Using secondary analysis of 
studies and policy documents, a comparative framework was developed comprising three categories: (1) the nature, 
objectives, and goals of the policies, (2) the content: cash support, benefits for working parents, and child care services, 
(3) the outcome, via a brief review of recent research findings on the impact of these policies. Our particular area of concern 
was family policy with an explicit or implicit goal in raising the birth or fertility rate with a broad range of measures. Population 
policy is another term used for this kind of policy, although it is less widely used.  
Out of the four models – pro-natalist, pro-traditional, pro-egalitarian and non-interventionist –we argue Romania is in the 
non-interventionist category. First, this comes from a non-existent family policy linked to an objective of raising the birth 
rate or the fertility rate. Indeed, family policy in Romania is mainly concerned with other objectives, such as work-life 
balance, support for poor families and social care for abandoned children. Secondly, although a system of cash support 
and benefits for working parents is in place, it not in a position to change in the perceptions and attitudes of the costs and 
benefits of having children due to the low level of the benefits. Moreover, the recent austerity policy drive delivered cuts in 
these benefits and more means testing. Last but not least, support for child care services is low. Availability and access to 
child care is very low for nurseries and still problematic for kindergarten. The overall approach of government could be 
summed up as non-interventionist. The enforced pro-natalist policy of the previous regime and low policy development 
capabilities compound a lack of response to the great challenges stemming from population decline and an aging society. 
In this context, this paper intended to contribute to the emergence of a climate of informed debate in Romania on the 
relationship between social policy, especially the link between family support policies and demographic change. A 
secondary objective was to provide a setting for the choices available to the Romanian policy makers from other models of 
family policies. 
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Tables 
Table 1. Total fertility rate in Romania 1989-2012 

1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000

2, 2 1, 8 1, 6 1, 5 1, 4 1, 4 1, 3 1, 3 1, 3 1, 3 1, 3 1, 3 

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

1, 2 1, 3 1, 3 1, 3 1, 4 1, 4 1, 4 1, 6 1, 6 1, 6 1, 5 1, 3 

Source: Romanian Statistical Yearbook 2013 
 
Table 2. Birth rate, crude (per 1, 000 people) in Romania 1989-2012 

1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000

16 13, 6 11, 9 11, 4 11 10, 9 10, 4 10, 2 10, 5 10, 5 10, 4 10, 5

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

9, 8 9, 7 9, 8 10, 1 10, 4 10, 4 10, 3 10, 8 10, 9 10, 5 9, 7 9, 0 
Source: Romanian Statistical Yearbook 2013 
 

  


