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Abstract  

 

Many post-communist societies have experienced a significant increase in the percentage of 

single-parent families in the last two decades. The changes in family formation caused mainly 

by an increase in out-of-wedlock births, brought on new social risks: lone parents have limited 
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possibilities of work-family balance; hence they are faced with difficulties in maintaining 

employment and ensuring their children’s well-being. The response of state family policies in 

the region has been rather reluctant despite the fact that (especially school-age) children living 

in single parent households are at high risk of poverty even in countries where the general 

poverty rates are low.  

Family policies in the Eastern Block used to offer a fairly extensive and universal system of pro-

family measures. However, in many of the countries, there has been a clear responsibility shift 

from the state back to municipalities and individuals. Formerly heavily subsidized public 

childcare provision became scarce due to both fiscal limits and demographic miscalculations. 

Universality was succeeded by means-testing, targeting and activation. Many benefits are now 

linked to employment while the inequalities inbuilt in system often push toward mothers’ 

prolonged withdrawal from a labour market. Coupled with pressures of market economy, 

keeping job is increasingly more challenging, especially for single parents, who are mostly 

women.  

This paper analyses data on financial support available to households with children in six post-

communist countries in 2008/9. Using the model family method it ascertains (a) how are single 

parent households treated in the tax benefit system in comparison to traditional "male 

breadwinner" families and (b) whether there is an incentive for the lone parents to withdraw 

from the labour market or whether employment is encouraged.  

 

Keywords:  

Family, Welfare State, Social Policy, Tax-Benefit System, Work 

 

Introduction  

Two decades after the wave of transformations in the Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) region 

there is still no definitive agreement among social scientists about the nature of social and 

family policies in this part of Europe. On the basis of two influential theories of social state 

development researchers have adopted two main orientations. On the one hand some 

scholars predicted that there would be a convergence between Eastern social policy making 

and patterns prevailing in the West (Gauthier 2002; Deacon 1993, 2000; Esping-Andersen 

1996). On the other hand other academics highlighted the importance of deep-rooted socio-

historical differences and predicted the emergence of a new type of welfare state (Pierson 
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2004; Tomka 2006). Drawing on the Esping-Andersen (1990; 1996) influential typology of 

welfare regimes latest welfare state research usually classifies all the transitional states into 

one category of “post-socialist” countries (Matějková and Paloncyová 2004; Blossfeld and 

Drobnič 2001). Similarly, among researchers whose primary focus is classification of family 

policies those prevail who maintain that Central and East European countries form one 

independent type. Hantrais (2004) and Pascall and Manning (2000) conclude that East 

European countries form one independent “refamilialised” type, which is characterised by a 

transition from universalism to means tested benefit targeting and a devolution of 

responsibilities from the state back to the family. Cerami (2005) similarly talks of a “unique 

model of solidarity”. However, some studies have demonstrated that we might in fact observe 

several new distinct types of welfare regimes (Potůček 2004; Rostgaard 2003; Manning 2004; 

Rys 2001; Sengoku 2004).  In the field of family policy we can talk about different ‘faces’ or 

‘varieties’ of familialism. Leitner (2003) for example differentiates between four types of policy 

mixes based on the presence of familialistic and defamilializing elements within them: 

‘implicit’, ‘explicit’ and optional ‘familialism’ and ‘defamilialization’. As pointed out by Szelewa 

and Polakowski (2008) acknowledging the ‘varieties of familialism’ has important 

consequences for understanding the developments in family policies in the CEE region exactly 

because they are so often perceived as monolith. 

It is true that at the beginning of the transition process the family policies of the former 

Eastern Bloc countries were in many respects very similar. A typical feature of these states was 

relatively lengthy paid maternity leave, the widespread availability of affordable pre-school 

childcare facilities and relatively generous family benefits. However, during the 1990s each of 

these countries was compelled to reduce the level of social expenditure and embark on a new 

course in social policy making influenced by differences on how caring responsibility should be 

divided between state, market and family.  

 

As of late, studies which discuss the potential diversity of policies in the CEE region are 

becoming more numerous (Fodor et al., 2002; Kocourková 2002; Saxonberg and Sirovatka 

2006; Szelewa and Polakowski 2008; Stropnik and Sambt 2007; Mitchell 2009). The focus is 
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usually on parental leave provision, work-care attitudes and childcare provision. Rarely do the 

comparisons involve more then three or four countries.   

 

This article aims to further develop the picture of one of the outcomes of welfare state 

policies: the state’s financial provisions to households with children. The focus of this research 

is seven CEE countries – countries which once used to employ relatively similar approaches to 

families. Using the Model Family Method this article compares the differences in the level of 

financial support provided to households with children in twenty European states. The goal is 

to discover which family types are given highest priority in current national tax-benefit 

systems, how the lone parent families are treated as opposed to married couples and how 

much are parents in the two respective models of family motivated to participate in the labour 

market. 

 

 

Measuring financial support to households with children in the post-communist 

countries 

Financial initiatives to help families with children upbringing are often measured with macro-

level indicators such as the proportional government expenditure on family benefits which can 

vary anywhere between 4 and 20 % of total social expenditure (Puglia 2011; data as of 2008). 

The macro-analytical approaches comparing the effects of family policy expenditures on the 

distribution of selected family forms often neglect the interests and intentions of individual 

actors or specific sub-groups of the population (Fux, Baumgartner 2002), and the theories that 

make attempts to catch up on these arrears (e.g. Esping-Andersen 1990; Kaufmann et al. 1988, 

1992) are usually not explicitly devoted to family policy, but to welfare policies in a much 

broader sense. Furthermore, macro-level figures are inadequate indicators of both actual 

resources offered to families and goals and/or outcomes of policy. The same level of 

expenditure may characterize quite different family policy packages: more oriented to income 

transfers or rather to transfers in kind (services), therefore tending more towards supported 

familialisation rather than towards defamilialisation; more oriented to families with children or 

to families with frail elderly people; more oriented to support the male breadwinner family or 

mailto:espanet2011@uv.es


 

 
Universitat de València - ERI POLIBIENESTAR.  

Edificio Institutos-Campus de Tarongers. Calle Serpis, 29. 46022. Valencia.  
Phone: (+34) 96.162.54.12– C.I.F. Q4618001-D 

Email: espanet2011@uv.es 
 

 Page 6 of 34 

 

the dual earner one, and so forth (Saraceno and Keck 2010). One means of overcoming these 

problems is to examine the generosity of state financial support for pre-defined model families 

given through child-related benefits, tax allowances, household benefits, etc. To date, this line 

of research for has been done mainly for Western European states (see Bradshaw, Finch 2002; 

Matějková, Paloncyová 2004). In the family policy literature concerning the Central and 

Eastern Europe, there are many studies describing the basic characteristics of state family 

policies (Fultz 2002; Matějková, Paloncyová 2004; Potůček 2004; Robila 2004; Zeman 2000) 

and the relationship between these and (a) family behaviour and (b) societal values and beliefs 

(Hamplová 2004; Chaloupková, Šalamounová 2004; Kocourková 2002; Neyer 2006; Sirovátka – 

Saxonberg 2006; Tuček, Kuchařová 2000). However, thus far very few scholars have attempted 

to analyse and compare in detail Eastern European systems of financial support for families 

with regard to selected family forms.  

 

All Eastern Block countries had a relatively similar starting point after 1989. Their 

developmental paths post-1989 were, however, shaped by different sets of values, rationales, 

and pre-WWII ties. Moreover, the new democracies of CEE did not have the welfare regime in 

the Western sense, with their histories (e.g. Szelewa 2007). Welfare and family policies are the 

result of a complex trade-off (conflict management) between subsystems, which takes into 

account external factors (e.g. the economy, cleavages, traditions) as well as the outcome of 

previous activities (evaluations). The government is functioning as an institution, moderating 

between different structures and actors (Fux Baumgartner 2002). As the social systems in the 

CEE countries were strongly influenced by the ideological orientation of the government in 

power at a time and varied economic development, they were characterized by constant 

changes and discontinuities (see Deacon 1993; Esping-Andersen 1996).  

 

Regarding the “old” European states, we can draw on the Esping-Andersen welfare regime 

typology and expect countries from different regime type to place particular emphases within 

national family policy plans on different types of families. Liberal states adhere to the belief 

that only the poorest need government help and so special attention will probably be given to 
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potentially most vulnerable lone parent families. Conservative and southern countries are 

likely to target its attention on promoting the institution of marriage and stable two parent 

households. Nordic countries are expected to support all families with children no matter what 

their income status. The post-communist countries, however, are more difficult to assess. One 

might expect that given the commonly perceived trend of re-familialization and limited 

national budgets the male-breadwinner model will be promoted and resources prioritized for 

those most needed. However, given what has been said above with regards to the absence of 

clear direction within the national policies, it is rather difficult to reliably predict and 

hypothesize about the priorities given to specific family forms within the CEE social systems. 

The prevailing political and economic climate still appears to be a particularly strong 

determinant of the current policy development in CEE countries (Cerami 2009; Saxonberg and 

Sirovatka 2009). All post-communist states strive to implement the recommendations 

proposed by various EU bodies and thus make family policy more flexible, using policies 

associated with targeting and individualisation. However, the domestic political situation often 

means that the proposed policy changes are often not enacted or implemented in their 

entirety. The same applies for the intentions to follow the trends observed in other European 

countries. The final legislation is often a product of compromise rather than a clear strategy 

and different political and economical forces in each country result in diverse policies, 

frequently with elements typical for more then two welfare state types as defined by Esping-

Andersen (1990, 1996) and further developed and modified by a number of social scientists 

(e.g. Bonoli 1997; Ferrera 1996; Leitner 2003).  

In the next section, the Model Family Method will be introduced as one means of 

gaining leverage on evaluating key features of financial family support cross-nationally. 

 

 

Methodology and Data  

One of the important indicator of a state‟s pro-family orientation is the difference 

between the absolute (Purchasing Power Parity, PPP) and relative (proportion of 

average family income) value of all child related benefits, when contrasted with the sum 

of benefits paid to families with no children. This indicator is called the Child Benefit 

Package (CBP). A key advantage of the CBP measure is that it provides a simple and 
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comparable estimate of the difference in a net disposable income of a household with 

children (a child) compared to the net disposable income of a childless couple on the 

same earnings after various financial transfers and taxes have been taken in account. 

This difference captured by the CBP indicator is fundamentally important because it 

represents the contribution of national governments to households with respect to 

children. Using this approach, one can discover how child-rearing costs affect the 

family budget, and which model of family life is most promoted by governments.  

 

The Model Family Method 

To obtain reliable and valid estimates of CBP for country level comparison this research 

employs the Model Family Method. This methodology examines families that are 

defined in a standard manner according to income levels, number of children and the 

presence or absence of both parents. Its key objective is to compare “like with like”. A 

key advantage of this methodology is that it operates on the level of specific life 

situations, and overcomes otherwise intractable problems of data comparability 

notwithstanding key differences in national models. This methodology allows us to 

clearly identify and compare distinctive trends in the policy making across Europe at a 

specific time point. 

The model families in this study are defined according to number of children, 

economic activity of parents, parental income, and presence of both parents in the 

family. Consequently, values of CBP for ten family types (configurations) and six 

income cases form the basis of the empirical analyses reported in this article. In this 

respect, the matrix of permissible combinations of family types and income cases 

yielding 24 different model families with children is shown in Figure 1. 

Figure 1 Twenty four model families’ matrix of cases (income) and types 

(household structure) 
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* Note grey cells refer to (i) the reference group – childless married couples, and (ii) 

non-logical combinations. This results in a total of twenty-one model family types. X 

denotes model families represented in the data set; - denotes model families not 

included in the data set. 

 

In order to examine the research questions elaborated earlier, this research follows three 

main steps. First, construct an indicator of “government generosity toward families” 

using the level of financial support given to households with children (i.e. Child Benefit 

Package). Second, identify on the basis of CBP which model families are most favoured 

in the set of countries examined.
1
 

 

                                                           
1
 For more information on the applicability of this method, see Bonoli 1997; Saint-Arnaud and Bernard 

2003; Sengoku 2004. 

Income cases No earners

Types of 

household 

structure  

Children              Earnings

Half 

national 

average 

earnings 

National 

average 

earnings

Twice 

national 

average 

earnings

Average 

and half 

average 

earnings

Average 

earnings 

each

Receiving 

social 

assistance

Couple 

(married)
Childless

One child, 2 years, in full 

time childcare
x x - x

One child, 3-15 month old; 

lower earner on leave
- - - x -

One child, 3-15 month old; 

higher earner on leave
- - - x x -

One child, 3-15 month old; 

each parent taking 6 months 

of leave 

- - - x x -

One child, 2 years old x x x x x x

One child, 4 years old - - - x x -

One child, 7years old x x x x x

Two children, 2 and 7 years 

old
x x - - - x

Couple 

(married)

Lone 

mother 

(divorced)

One earner Two earners

Reference group

One child, 3-15 month old; 

mother on leave
x x - -
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Data 

The set of the countries examined consists of seven states from Central and Eastern 

Europe, i.e. the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Bulgaria, Latvia, Romania, Hungary and 

Poland and a number of Western states. The selection of countries has been made as 

wide as possible in order to provide a comprehensive basis to which to compare the 

CEE countries. Key data for representative countries (in the form of a data matrix) come 

from two international projects: Canadian Family Benefit Packages in International 

Context” and A Comparison of Family Policies in Central and Eastern Europe. The 

analysis refers to one specific time point and is the values of all the transfers in a tax-

benefit system as of December 31, 2008. Estimates of average wage are the national 

arithmetic mean annual salary for 2008. Selected countries are compared based on the 

features of the tax-benefit system. Net income for each family model was calculated by 

adding or subtracting the following transfers and taxes from earned income: (a) Tax and 

tax credits, (b) Social insurance contributions, (c) Family cash benefits (both means-

tested and non means-tested), (d) Maternity/paternity or parental leave benefits, (d) 

Housing costs/benefits,
2
 (e) Local taxes, (f) Social assistance, (g) Guaranteed child 

support, (h) Child care costs, (i) Educational costs.  

When contrasted to the amount of financial support directed through the transfer 

system to childless families, these costs and benefits are aggregated to estimate the 

Child Benefit Package (CBP) which as noted earlier measures the level of 

(dis)advantage for families with children. Figures are calculated per year and are 

expressed using the Purchasing Power Parity system. Keeping in mind the differences in 

level of economic capital among the countries comparisons are made using the relative 

value of CBP expressed as a percentage of the national average wage. 

 

Methodological considerations 

                                                           
2
 Housing costs were computed as 20% of average national income in all countries. While this figure is 

not entirely representative of the actual housing costs in some countries it resolves the issue of cross-

national comparability. 

mailto:espanet2011@uv.es


 

 
Universitat de València - ERI POLIBIENESTAR.  

Edificio Institutos-Campus de Tarongers. Calle Serpis, 29. 46022. Valencia.  
Phone: (+34) 96.162.54.12– C.I.F. Q4618001-D 

Email: espanet2011@uv.es 
 

 Page 11 of 34 

 

Before proceeding to a discussion of the research results it is important to make two 

cautionary remarks about the interpretation of CBP estimates using the Model Family Method. 

First, this methodology demonstrates how a country’s child benefit policies should work 

depending on the current system of legislation. This assumes that all families claim their 

entitlements and the system of administration is broadly similar in all countries examined. The 

non-take-up of social benefits due to (a) lack of information, (b) social norms that discourage 

claiming state benefits for reasons of social status, and (c) bureaucratic obstacles that impede 

successfully claiming child benefits means that national family policy provisions may not be 

implemented exactly as intended (Mareš 2000). The second point of concern is more general 

and relates to the methodological problems associated with standardisation where family 

structure and composition is seen to be context dependent (Munková et al. 2004: 39). 

These two points highlight an important point. The Model Family Methods profiling of 

CBPs are estimates that are measured with some unknown level of error. However, if the 

discrepancy between formal CBP provisions and their implementation are not systematically 

biased then the estimates derived from the Model Family Method should provide reasonable 

estimates of the real financial situation of families. With regard to comparing standard families 

in different national contexts this is a valid exercise because the economic and social 

environment in which European families live is broadly similar – a fact underscored by 

membership of the EU. 

 

 

Empirical Results  

a) Generosity to different model households across Europe 

Research in the area of effects of family policy in the CEE region suggests that the group of 

post-communist countries is rather diverse despite its similarity on macro-level (Szelewa and 

Polakowski 2008, Kocourková 2002, Leitner 2003, Haney 2003). Let us now explore the 

variations in financial provisions directed to different household types. How do the CEE 

countries compare in this respect to the Western states? Which type of family life is 

promoted?  
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In order to explore the similarities and differences in the relative levels of financial 

support provided for various model households with children, the value of Child Benefit 

Package (CBP) as a percentage of the national average wage in the country is used as 

the principal indicator. The CBP shows how different is the net income of a household 

with children from that of a childless couple on the same earnings. Inherently, the CBP 

expresses the “value” of a child in a family in terms of governmental provisions. 

In order to address the research questions, a hierarchical cluster analysis was used 

to search for natural groupings in the data. The analysis was based on the values of CBP 

as a percentage of the national average wage computed for different model families. 

Using this approach twenty-four variables were obtained for each country. For obvious 

reasons, these variables were moderately correlated and could not therefore be used 

directly in a hierarchical cluster analysis because of potential collinearity problems. 

Consequently, in order to assess how best to aggregate variables into a smaller number 

of factors thereby facilitating cluster analysis, an exploratory principal components 

(factor) analysis was undertaken.  

In this respect, it was expected from the preliminary analyses that the main 

underlying factor would relate to the level of income and the age of child in the family. 

It was also anticipated that the household composition might also be the basis for 

another factor within the data. This hypothesis was supported by results of an 

exploratory principal components analysis, which revealed five underlying factors. 

Factor one explained most of the variability between the countries (23%) and consisted 

of variables determining CBP for families with infant (aged 3-15 months). Factors two 

and three explained 16 and 15% of variability respectively. Factor two included dual-

earner families, while factor three included one-earner couples with a child aged 2. 

Factor four comprised of families where both parents live on social assistance. The final 

factor included single parents in employment with toddler (age 2). The results of the 

factor analysis were used as the basis for constructing indices on the basis of the 

variables defined in the factors. Average values for variables in each index were 
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computed to construct new variables. These new variables were then subjected to a 

cluster analysis.  

The hierarchical cluster analysis with the indices as variables suggested six or 

seven distinctive groups in the data set. Cluster 1 includes Finland, Norway, Denmark, 

France, Poland and Slovakia. Cluster 2 contains Anglo-Saxon countries, i.e. United 

Kingdom and Ireland. The third cluster is composed of Southern European countries 

(Italy, Spain) and Belgium and Netherlands. Cluster 4 includes Germany, Hungary, 

Romania and Latvia, and the fifth cluster is composed of Austria and Sweden. Clusters 

six and seven have just one member each – Bulgaria and the Czech Republic. If the 

working lone parents of a toddler were to be excluded, however, the Czech Republic 

would fit neatly within cluster 1. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 Value of CBP for five types of model families in groups of countries suggested by 

cluster analysis 
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Each graph within Figure 2 represents one of the suggested clusters. On the X axis we 

can see the indices while Y axis denotes the values of CBP for each of the indices. Each 

line represents one country while bars signify the average value of CBP for the 

respective index for the whole sample of countries.  

The first group of countries, which includes Slovakia and Poland, provides an 

above average support to a) single parent families where the parent is employed and b) 

less well-off households with toddler, while the financial subsidies to families with 

infants are well below average. The UK and Ireland in Group 2 are particularly 

generous to the working poor (one-earner families with low income). Unlike Ireland, the 

UK is also supportive of lone-parent families. Countries in the third grouping provide 

low support to any type of model family. Group 4, consisting of 3 CEE countries, 

Denmark and Germany, is the most diverse. The most determining common 

characteristic seems to be the high support to families with infants. Austria and Sweden, 

countries forming the fifth group, show an above-average generosity to all the model 

family types. Particularly high support is provided to households with both parents on 

social assistance. Finally, the Czech Republic and Bulgaria stand on their own. 

However, has it not been for the extremely low CBP for single parent families, the 

Czech Republic would be very similar to countries in Group 1 (hence shown in Group 

1, too).  

 

b) CEE region in detail 

Although CEE countries are spread over four clusters, they fundamentally divide into 

two groups, main difference being the relative generosity toward the households with 

infants and households with a 2-year-old. Family policies in Slovakia, Poland and the 

Czech Republic focus largely on the latter, provide long, flat rate parental leaves and 

their measures count on gender-specific division of roles in childrearing. Bulgaria, 

Romania and Latvia, on the other hand, concentrate their financial support in the first 

two years of children‟s lives and offer higher wage replacement rates, with Hungary 

being generous throughout. Figure 3 provides an overall picture of differences between 
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the seven Central European countries, summarizing variations in financial support 

provided to the abovementioned types of model households. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3 

Value of CBP for six types of model families in the group of CEE countries 
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Tax-benefit support for households with infants aged 3-15 months has the largest 

grouping effect on the set of countries analyzed. It has been previously mentioned that 

one of the common characteristics of the former Eastern Block countries was relatively 

lengthy parental leave. Although that is still generally the case, the level of parental 

benefits and wage replacement rates paid to parents on maternity/paternity leave vary 

considerably (Gauthier 2002; Soukupová 2007). Moreover, different rules apply as to 

which parent can take what part of parental leave. Consequently, the net income of 
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families with infants depend on whether or not do parents take turn in using the parental 

leave. In most of the Western democracies and some CEE countries the choice of 

arrangement does not matter, especially if parents have equal earnings.  In Sweden, 

Denmark and the Netherlands shared leave is even financially encouraged. In the Czech 

Republic (and to lesser extent in Slovakia and Poland), on the other hand, it seems more 

beneficial to take just one 12-month-long leave. Only then is the main earner in the 

family eligible for a spousal tax credit. As it is still very unusual for fathers to take a 

long leave, the system indirectly discourages father‟s involvement in the early months 

of child‟s life. Tendencies to promote the traditional male-breadwinner model for 

families with infants are even more apparent when one of the parents has low wage. In 

all CEE countries, with the exception of Hungary and Romania, the best financial 

solution is to have the lower earner stay at home for the whole year. The CBP of 

Romania and Hungary, who offer a high replacement rate for parents on parental leave 

and allow either parent to take the leave from as soon as the child is born, is favourable 

to the involvement of higher earners. Only in these two countries is the CBP for 

families with infants positively correlated with parents‟ earnings. Higher earnings in all 

the other CEE states translate due to benefit ceilings and/or means testing to lower 

overall CBP. 

Differences in the length of maternity / paternity leave and the height of associated benefits 

paid to a family with an infant mean that countries like Romania, Bulgaria and Latvia provide a 

better package for families with youngest children, while the Czech Republic, Slovakia and 

Poland give relative advantage to families with toddlers. Overall, Hungary and Denmark 

provide generously to both types of families which puts them in opposition to the group of 

Southern European countries alongside with the UK, Ireland and Belgium.  

As the child in the family ages, the value of earnings is the main determinant of the value of 

CBP. Only Hungary provides financial support regardless of earned income.3 Slovakia and Czech 

Republic show a pattern similar to that of the UK and Ireland. They are particularly generous to 

low income one-earner families but give much lower support for families with two average 

                                                           
3
 Note the data for the cost of childcare at times of school holiday are not available for Hungary. Had they 

been included the value of CBP for dual-earner families would be lower. 

mailto:espanet2011@uv.es


 

 
Universitat de València - ERI POLIBIENESTAR.  

Edificio Institutos-Campus de Tarongers. Calle Serpis, 29. 46022. Valencia.  
Phone: (+34) 96.162.54.12– C.I.F. Q4618001-D 

Email: espanet2011@uv.es 
 

 Page 19 of 34 

 

earnings. The drop in generosity is however more apparent in the Czech Republic. Unlike the 

Czech Republic, Slovakian family support system does not take to benefits away should the 

child be placed in child care instead of staying home with a parent, hence the addition of a 

second income is not penalized for as long as the child is younger then three years. Later, 

though, once both parents start to work for average age, the net income of the family with 

child becomes even lower than that of a childless couple with the same earnings. Similar 

pattern can be seen in Romania; however, the absolute values of CBP are lower. The tax 

benefit system in Bulgaria shares the tendency to support the one-earner families only to even 

greater extent, but does not differentiate between the levels of earnings.4 . 

With the exception of Poland, whose support is in general more geared toward those on social 

assistance, none of the CEE countries differentiate much between the working poor and the 

long-term unemployed. This puts them into opposition to welfare states with traditionally high 

social assistance, such as Sweden, Germany and Austria. Slovakia stands out from the CEE 

group in the sense that it provides relatively high support to one-earner, poor families. 

As for the households of employed single parents, Bulgaria, Romania and Hungary are 

rather generous to these families while the Czech Republic, Slovakia and Poland stand 

on the opposite side of continuum. Czech Republic exhibits negative values of CBP for 

all types of lone parent families. Slovakia and Poland are only tight-fisted toward lone 

parents with infant.  Polish, Latvian and Bulgarian support is aimed mainly at lone 

parent families with low or no income and those with a child in toddler age while in 

Romania and Hungary the highest CBP goes to single parents with infants.  

 

Incentives to work for lone parents versus married couples with children 

All post-communist societies have experienced a significant increase in the percentage of 

single-parent households in the last two decades (Figure 4). The changes in family formation 

                                                           
4
 Data for Poland are in the case of families with one average income once again distorted by the 

housing benefit assumptions and should be interpreted with care. In general, Polish benefits for families 

with school aged children are aimed only at the most in need. 
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caused mainly by an increase in out-of-wedlock births, brought on new social risks: lone 

parents have limited possibilities of work-family balance due the being the main carer and the 

main provider at the same time; hence they are faced with difficulties in maintaining 

employment. As the parental unemployment has been widely recognized as the primary 

driving force behind the child poverty, especially in the case of single parent families, lone 

parents are the most vulnerable when it comes ensuring their children’s well-being (Figure 5).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4 Percentage of out-of-wedlock births of all births  

 

Source: EUROSTAT 

Figure 5 Sociodemographic characteristics of CEE countries  

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

Estonia Slovenia Bulgaria Latvia Hungary Czech

Republic

Slovakia Romania Lithuania Poland Croatia

B
ir

th
s
 o

u
ts

id
e
 m

a
rr

ia
g

e
 (

%
) 1990 2000 2009

mailto:espanet2011@uv.es


 

 
Universitat de València - ERI POLIBIENESTAR.  

Edificio Institutos-Campus de Tarongers. Calle Serpis, 29. 46022. Valencia.  
Phone: (+34) 96.162.54.12– C.I.F. Q4618001-D 

Email: espanet2011@uv.es 
 

 Page 21 of 34 

 

 

Source: EUROSTAT 2001, EU-SILC 2009 

Figure 6 Percentage of inactive or unemployed lone parents and at-risk-of-poverty rates for 

different households 

 

Source: EUROSTAT 2008 
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prolonged withdrawal from a labour market. Coupled with pressures of market economy, 

keeping job is increasingly more challenging, especially for single parents, who are mostly 

women. 

It is not only the obstacles in the labour market or the sharp decline in the absolute numbers 

of nurseries available that cause the combination of work and family care difficult for lone 

parents. It is also the fact that the childcare available is often expensive, does not cover all the 

working hours and when all the cost and benefits connected to being employed while sending 

child to a childcare institution are calculated, the increase in the net disposable income of the 

lone parent family is often negligible. Recently, the Czech Republic, for example, has abolished 

the special benefits that used to be available to lone parents only in order to ensure equal 

benefit entitlement conditions for lone parents and married couples. While the intention to 

indirectly disincentivise false lone-parent households5 is understandable, these measures 

meant worsening situation for the “real” lone parents. 

In the following paragraphs we shall have a look at the values of net disposable income and 

child benefit package for lone parents and couples with one 2-3-year-old child, either in 

parental care or in childcare. Using the model family method we shall assess whether the CEE 

countries promote mother’s participation in the labour market through childcare provisions or 

whether they lean toward the traditional male breadwinner model. Is there a financial 

incentive for the mother of a young child to use the childcare and take a job outside the 

home?  

 

When child reaches two years of age, mothers in most “old” European states usually return 

work. The situation in the accession countries is different. Norms about childrearing are rather 

conservative especially in Central Europe. Parental leave in the region often lasts until the 

youngest child is 3 years old, the tax-benefit systems do not particularly encourage the dual 

earner model and the impact of motherhood is therefore high. In the more southern and 

northern parts of East Europe the situation is slightly different, with shorter parental leaves, 

                                                           
5
 Those where partners live in one household and share resources while claiming lone parent /single 

person status for the social benefit purposes. 
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lower impact of motherhood6 and mothers more willing to return to the labour market sooner. 

Moreover, women with a child younger than 3 in the Eastern part of the region tend to report 

higher rates of involuntary inactivity7 then mothers in Central Europe (despite higher rates of 

children attending nurseries). This may suggest that while in the Czech Republic, Slovakia and 

Hungary people seem to comply with the traditional male breadwinner model and the state 

encourages that model through generous transfers, in the latter group of countries people 

want (or need) to live the dual-earner or “modernized male breadwinner” model of family, but 

the lack of childcare services makes that choice difficult.  

 

In accordance with the research showing that maternal employment is a crucial factor in 

defeating child poverty, there has been a movement within the national social systems to 

encourage the mothers to return earlier to the labour market. The “strength” of the 

motivation for lone mothers and married mothers, in the financial terms as of 2008, is 

portrayed in the following figures.  

 

Figure 7 Value of CBP for lone parents in comparison with married couples with children 

(earnings at 50% APW or 100% APW) 

                                                           
6
 In comparison with Central Europe. Compared to the old Europand countries, the impact of motherhood 

is still high. 
7
 These are women with care responsibilities that would like to be employed but are not looking for a job 

because of lack of affordable childcare 
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Source: Author’s analysis; data for 2008. 

Figure 7 shows a difference in the value of the child benefit package in lone parent 

families and married couples with children (in percentage of average wage). The two 

graphs portray how much money families with children get over childless people/person 

dependant on their household status and income level. In Bulgaria and Sweden the lone 

mother in employment receives at both income levels a higher payment for a child than 

a household of a married couple where one parent works and the other stays at home 

with a child., In most of the other countries, however, the married couple is always at 

advantage. Out of the CEE countries Hungary and the Czech Republic are those with 

the most traditional tax-benefit system while Latvia does not differentiate much 

between the two types of households and Slovakia and Poland are more generous to 

lone parents only as long as their income is low.  

While the value of CBP tells us how much financial support governments pay to a child 

depending on whether he/she lives in a lone parent family or with both parents, it does 

not actually say much about the work incentives provided for each of the model 

households within the tax-benefit system. In order to ascertain the level of financial 

(dis)advantage in taking up a job, the change in the net disposable income (NDI) before 
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and after entering the labour market has been computed. Figure 8 compares three 

different model families – a lone parent household where the mother takes up a job and 

the child attends childcare (0-50/0-100 LP), a married couple where one of the parents 

takes up a job and the other stays at home with the child (0-50/0-100 M),  and a married 

couple where one parent earns an average wage and the other parent takes up a job too, 

sending the child to childcare (0-50/0-100 SE). The columns show the increase or 

decrease in NDI expressed as a percentage of average earnings. 

 

Figure 8 The change in net disposable income (NDI) for households with 1 or 2 parents in 

employment by the family status when moving from inactivity to employment (earnings at 

50% APW or 100% APW); 1 child aged 2-3 years 

 

Source: Author’s analysis; data for 2008. 
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The CEE countries seem to be divided into two groups. On the one had, the Czech 

Republic, Poland and Hungary offer the highest financial incentive to the one-earner 

households, which is most likely to be the traditional male breadwinner model, where 

the man works and woman stays at home with children. Especially in the Czech 

Republic, the financial incentive for the mother to take up a job (whether she is married 

or not) is minimal.  In Bulgaria, Latvia and Romania, on the other hand, the tax-benefit 

system seems to promote the dual-earner model, where the second parent enters the 

labour market. Slovakia provides the highest incentive to the lone-parent households, 

while the support for labour market participation of the second parent in a couple is 

somewhat lower.  

 Figure 9 Association between child poverty and deprivation and effects of the tax-benefit 

systems  

 

Source: Author’s analysis; data for 2008; EU-SILC 2009. 
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Figure 9 shows that in countries with the highest child poverty rates the incentives for 

lone parent to take up a job and come out of the long term unemployment or inactivity 

are the lowest.  Also the percentage of children being both poor and deprived seems to 

be linked to the tax-benefit system. In countries with high poverty and deprivation rates, 

the social assistance benefits for the long term unemployed with children is also high 

(both in absolute terms in EUR ppp and in relative terms in the value of CBP). Question 

remains which is the cause and which is the consequence – whether the poverty rates 

are a reflection of the tax-benefit system conditions or the tax benefit system tries to 

compensate for high deprivation rates of the unemployed. 

 

Conclusion  

The results presented in this paper demonstrate that despite their shared communist 

experience, the countries of Central and Eastern Europe are not as similar as might be 

expected. On the contrary, it has been shown that their concepts of family support are rather 

diverse. The CBP in the Czech Republic is more generous to traditional male-breadwinner 

model then to dual earner families. Slovakia on the other hand encourages the labour market 

participation of both parents and provides much more for lone parent families.  Just like in 

Poland, the CBP for families with an infant in both Slovakia and the Czech Republic is well 

below the average. Poland’s pattern of financial support is in general very similar to that of 

Slovakia, but when it comes to provisions for dual earner families with toddlers, Slovakia excels 

while Poland is among the laggards. Hungary and Romania are especially generous to families 

with infants, unlike the Czech Republic, Poland and Slovakia.  The latter three countries, while 

having a relatively long maternity leave, do not offer as high wage replacement rates as the 

other countries. Although low, the maternity leave benefits are however high enough to 

prevent eligibility for other benefits, therefore the family income over the course of a year is 

much lower than that of a childless couple. Financial well-being of lone parents versus couples 

depends very much on the age of a child. Only Romania and Hungary provide generously to 

single parents with infants. Slovakia, Poland, Latvia and Bulgaria direct their support more 

toward lone parents with toddlers, while the CBP in Czech Republic is negative for all types of 

lone parent families. Only Slovakia, and to a lesser extent Hungary, financially encourage single 

parents with toddlers to return to the labour market. All the other countries provide the most 
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generous package to single parents on social assistance. Poland, Latvia and Romania extend 

this generosity also to long term unemployed couples with children.  

 

The analysis of the financial work incentives revealed that in those CEE countries where it 

“pays” more for the lone parents to make the effort and get employed, even if for half average 

wage, at-risk-of-poverty rates for children are comparatively low. The lone parents are highly 

motivated to step out of the inactivity in Hungary and Slovakia. The relative advantage of 

employment is however caused by low levels of social assistance rather then favourable 

benefit conditions once a person get employed. The motivation is therefore negative rather 

than positive. Also the deprivation rates are linked to the generosity of the social assistance 

payments, whereby the level of social assistance payments copies the deprivation rates.  

In the central part of Eastern Europe the male breadwinner model seems to be promoted for 

households with toddlers. In Romania, Bulgaria and Latvia, on the other hand, the tax-benefit 

system does prioritize (or at least does not disincentivise) the dual-earner couples. This may be 

due to the stronger need for the two incomes in a household with children and/or the more 

liberal public norms related to combining the work and care when children are pre-

kindergarten age.   

 

Comparison of how tax-benefit systems across Europe treat different types of families 

provides important information on how citizens and their governments prioritise social 

spending. The post-communist states represent a key opportunity for research as it 

demonstrates how a shared social model from the past may give way to competing 

models today. The fact that some CEE states are closer to specific West European 

models provides a unique insight into the diffusion of family policy models cross-

nationally. It is only by extending the CBP analysis to include the „supply side‟ aspects 

of the family policy process will it be possible to understand the „demand side‟ which 

reflects which family types attract public money. Mapping out international differences 

and then explaining this variation with a small number of institutional and attitudinal or 
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cultural factors represents key goals in the research on social welfare systems and 

comparative family policy analysis. 
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